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Abstract 

As part of its engagement in international development cooperation, the 

Österreichische Entwicklungsbank OeEB (Development Bank of Austria) runs the 

Austrian-African SME Investment Facility (AAIF), through which it does not only 

provide finance for Austrian and European small and medium-sized enterprises who 

want to establish business activities in Africa, but also advises firms regarding the 

setup of a suitable business model for the undertaking.  

This advisory service proves difficult because the bank lacks sufficient insights and 

knowledge about business models in and for African countries, and furthermore is 

unsure to what extent such knowledge exists. 

With the aim of investigating the issues faced by the bank, the present research intends 

to generate an overview of the extent and content of existing research and knowledge 

about business models in and for Africa and attempts to answer the guiding research 

question: Does a Business Model suitable for and deployable in Africa exist yet, and if 

so, what are the main aspects to consider about its design and implementation?  

To do so, a Systematic Literature Review complemented by a short case study serve 

as research strategies, whereby primary and secondary data of mainly qualitative 

nature was collected, analyzed, and synthesized.  

Findings show that there are various business models in place in African countries and 

industries, and they have commonalities irrespective of their specific context. This fact 

allows to point out some important aspects to consider regarding the design and 

implementation of business models in and for African countries and to derive a 

preliminary conceptual framework in the form of a generic business model for African 

countries, as well as a set of implications and recommendations for business model 

practice and research. 
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1. Introduction 

1.1. Background and context of the research topic 

Since the emergence of international development cooperation between the Global 

North and South1 in the second half of the 20th century, paradigms for development 

thinking have changed continuously. Today’s prevailing recommendation for poverty 

alleviation and socioeconomic progress is Private Sector Development (PSD). There 

is wide consent that only vivid and dynamic economic activities can ignite sustained 

growth and development, which is why many actors in development cooperation have 

shifted their foci towards promoting the private sector in developing countries (DCs) in 

the Global South. (Altenburg & von Drachenfels, 2006; Miyamoto & Chiofalo, 2017; 

Schulpen & Gibbon, 2002; Tvedten et al., 2014).  

Among the tools deployed to achieve the objectives of PSD is the support of private 

sector actors from the Global North to engage in the economy to be developed (Di 

Bella et al., 2013; Küblböck & Staritz, 2014; Miyamoto & Chiofalo, 2017; Schulpen & 

Gibbon, 2002). Within the latter, donor countries’ governments or government-related 

development institutions support companies from their countries to establish business 

operations in the developing country in question. This generally has big potential for 

stimulating economic development in the host location, because it can promote the 

creation of local employment, the transfer of technology and know-how, as well as the 

introduction of best-practices and standards (Küblböck & Staritz, 2014; Schulpen & 

Gibbon, 2002). 

In order to deliver the desired beneficial impact, companies need the right approach 

which includes a suitable business model (BM). The business model concept emerged 

in the mid-1990s when the internet started to take off and has since then gained 

popularity in the context of innovation and business startup processes. So far, BMs are 

mostly associated with and discussed in relation to younger and smaller firms. A 

business mode tells the story of a company and explains how it creates value, captures 

this value, and eventually transfers and makes it accessible to the end-user.  BMs are 

 
1 The terms address the group of rich, high-income states mainly located in the Northern sphere and 
poorer, low-income countries in the Southern sphere. Synonyms are ‘Developed Countries’, or the 
‘Developed World’, and ‘Developing Countries’ or formerly ‘Third Word’. Even though the correctness 
of these terms as well as the bundling of states into dichotomic categories is debatable, and the author 
is aware of the discursive power of words, these terms are used for simplicity reasons and due to the 
lack of suitable alternatives. An inspirational discussion about this issue can be found in Farias (2019) 
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thus highly context-dependent regarding their design and how they eventually deliver 

value (Chesbrough, 2010; Magretta, 2002; Sinkovics et al., 2014; Teece, 2010; Zott et 

al., 2011).  

Here, developing countries present unique challenges for any actor, and particularly 

for incoming foreigners. Market conditions, institutions, customer preferences, norms, 

etc. function inherently different than in the Global North and without awareness and 

considerateness, business failure is nearly predestined (Cavusgil et al., 2014; Khanna 

et al., 2010; Tvedten et al., 2014). In addition, activities and operational steps must be 

planned and carried out carefully in order to realize a positive local development impact 

(Hansen, 2014; Schulpen & Gibbon, 2002). There are hence two angles to business 

models in a DC context: First, firms must master the challenging context conditions to 

prevail in the market and stay economically viable. Second, they must pay particular 

attention to direct and indirect consequences of their activities and set them up in a 

way they support local development. If either of these two requirements is not fulfilled 

sufficiently, long-term success is unlikely.  

So far, a significant amount of research has been conducted on the topic of 

international business activities by multinational corporations (MNCs) in developing 

countries, which has produced sophisticated insights into the pitfalls, success factors 

and strategic implications (Luo et al., 2019). This currently looks different for insights 

about the topic of business models in a DC context, as it became evident during a 

discussion between the researcher and Mr. Renz, Vice President Equity at the 

Österreichische Entwicklungsbank (OeEB – Development Bank of Austria). 

As Austria’s public development finance institution (DFI), the OeEB supervises and 

finances private sector projects in developing countries and emerging markets that are 

both economically viable and contribute to local development (Österreichische 

Entwicklungsbank AG, n.d.-b). In 2018, the bank launched a new investment facility – 

the African-Austrian SME Investment Facility (AAIF) - with a volume of EUR 10 Mio to 

provide finance for small and medium-sized enterprises (SMEs) from Austria and wider 

Europe that want to establish a business or run a project on the African continent to 

create employment and facilitate sustainable development. The bank got entrusted 

with the implementation of the program. Besides providing equity and mezzanine 

capital for companies, it also offers technical assistance for the project development 
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and preparation, so that capabilities of the SMEs get strengthened and the risk for the 

overall venture lowered (Österreichische Entwicklungsbank AG, n.d.-a).  

1.2. Problem identification and statement 

During a conversation between the author of the present research and the bank it 

emerged that a major challenge for the OeEB is the assessment of projects regarding 

their suitability for financing. Many of the applicants approach the bank at an early 

stage where besides the basic idea not much is determined or planned. A crucial part 

of the subsequent project development is the design of the right business model. 

According to the experience of the bank, this part proves difficult, because there are 

not yet many best practices or examples of successful business models in Africa. From 

their perspective, one of the major problems is that many Austrian and European 

entrepreneurs do not see Africa as a destination to be regarded for the establishment 

of serious and functioning business activities. Most business activities oriented towards 

Africa are exports, and there is a decent amount of research about such export 

activities (Renz, personal interview, 8 January 2021; see Appendix M.A. for full 

interview notes).  

What the OeEB is missing in their daily work within the AAIF are theoretic and practical 

insights and recommendations regarding the design of business models for 

deployment in African countries. Besides not having such guidelines at hand, the bank 

is also uncertain whether a lot of knowledge does exist at all, and if so, to what extent, 

because literature seems rather scattered and difficult to overlook. With the offer by 

the author to investigate the outlined issue, the cooperation for the present research 

was established. 

The objective of the present research is thus to provide the OeEB with answers to their 

practical challenges. Therefore, the thesis aims at providing a well-structured overview 

of existing knowledge regarding business models in and for Africa. It furthermore 

attempts to synthesize the key messages of that knowledge and eventually derive 

implications and recommendations for practical purposes. The main question guiding 

the research is thus:  

Does a Business Model suitable for and deployable in Africa exist yet, and if so, 

what are the main aspects to consider about its design and implementation?  
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Sub questions that accompany the main research question and should be investigated 

and answered during the research are:  

→ How comprehensive is the currently available body of literature? 

→ What are potential challenges in generating knowledge about the subject?  

→ Where does the focus of existing literature lie and where are gaps? 

→ Are there sufficient examples of business models in Africa and if so, what do they 

look like? What are the key features of business models in or for Africa, and what 

are impacting factors? 

→ Is existing theoretic knowledge compatible with the empiric reality? 

 

By answering these questions, the research adds value to a field with relatively large 

knowledge gaps. It synthesizes existing contributions and therefore facilitates an 

overview that can inform practitioners about managerial implications, and scholars 

about future research needs to increase awareness and eventually contribute to better 

practices in the sensitive context of PSD and sustainable economic development.  

1.3. Research delimitation  

With a rather wide and open research question like the present, it is crucial to clarify 

the delimitation of the research work to not exceed the rational scope. Here, two main 

delimitations were set.  

First, questions about the wider topic of doing business in and business strategies for 

developing countries are left out of the scope. 

Second, the focus of the research is set on Africa as a whole, and no country-specific 

or industry-specific investigations or analyses are made. In general, such a whole 

Africa approach proves problematic, because Africa is a highly divers continent. 

Depending on the specific country and industry, realities vary greatly. However, in 

order to generate as many different insights as possible, scoping for any business 

models existing within the African context seems necessary.  

 

1.4. Methodological choices 

Given the practical nature and objective of the present research, a pragmatist research 

philosophy frames the thesis. Pragmatist research usually starts with a problem and is 
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strongly guided by the research question. Therefore, knowledge is generated not only 

for the purpose of novelty, but for actual application (Saunders et al., 2019).  

Well matched to the pragmatist philosophy is the abductive approach to theory 

development applied for the present research. Abduction is particularly useful for 

advancing existing knowledge by alternating between theory and data to build, test, 

and modify theory along a non-liner research path (ibid).  

In the present research, this is achieved through a Systematic Literature Review (SLR) 

that identified as the most suitable strategy for answering the research questions. A 

SLR follows a rigorous methodology which allows to locate, scrutinize, analyze and 

synthesize existing research, and thereby provides conclusions about what is known 

(Petticrew & Roberts, 2008b; Saunders et al., 2019). In addition to the SLR, which 

constitutes the core of the research, an exemplary case study is presented and 

discussed briefly. 

Through synthesis of the findings from the SLR, a preliminary conceptual framework 

is developed, which is a largely inductive process. Subsequently, the case study serves 

to reflect on that framework with an empirical lens to shed light on its validity and 

usefulness, which is a rather deductive process. Lastly, conclusions are drawn under 

consideration of both processes, which results in the abductive approach. 

Both research strategies comprise mostly qualitative data, whereby primary data was 

collected through unstructured and semi-structured interviews and secondary data was 

collected in the SLR. The amalgamated data is then analyzed both through a 

qualitative and quantitative lens. The methodological approach of the present research 

is thus a mixed methods approach. 

1.5. Choice of theories and concepts 

In a broader sense, the present research subject can be located within the academic 

domains of International Business and Business Management, with some of their 

established theories showing relevance for the theoretic embedding of the subject. 

Worth mentioning here are various internationalization theories, that correspond well 

with the internationalization component of the present subject – how to design a 

business model for Africa from an Austrian or European starting point. Furthermore, 

business models per se may show some relations with firm-centered theories like the 

Transaction Cost Theories by Buckley & Casson (1976) and Hennart (2010) or the 
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Resource Based View supported by economists such as Barney (1991) and Penrose 

(1995).  

However, upon closer reflection on these theories, none of them identifies as suitable 

or applicable for the present research purpose and subject. Given the youth of the 

business model concept in general, and its close relations to smaller firms, these 

traditional, largely MNC focused theories do not provide sufficiently relevant 

perspectives. Thereof results that business models lack a proper theoretic foundation. 

A relevant and applicable theory is yet to be developed, which the present research 

aims to contribute to. An open approach, not fixated or tied to any theory, is thus 

pursued.  

Instead of a theoretic background, the present thesis provides a conceptual and 

contextual background to the subject matter, that will further highlight the missing 

theoretic underpinning. 

1.6. Structure of the thesis  

The remainder of the thesis is structured as depicted in Figure 1. 

 

First, the methodology chapter explains in detail how data was collected and 

subsequently made sense of. Since SLRs require a rigorous methodology in order to 

be transparent, the chapter takes up a proportionally bigger share of pages. Second, 

Figure 1: Content structure of the thesis 
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an introduction to the key concept of business models is given, along with a short 

presentation of relevant dimensions of the African context, which provides the 

necessary background knowledge for the subsequent discussions. In the following 

chapter, the results and findings from the Systematic Literature Review will be 

presented, analyzed, and synthesized. Subsequently, a brief excursus is dedicated to 

the case study, which will shed empiric light on the theoretic findings. Chapter 6 then 

discusses the findings from both the SLR and case study before recommendations and 

implications are drawn from this. It also critically reflects upon limitations of the present 

work and investigates the needs for future research.  Lastly, the conclusion sums up 

the key messages of the research and attempts to answer the initially posed research 

questions. 

 

2. Methodology  

The following chapter explains the research process in detail to disclose how the 

findings were generated. In doing so, it also presents the underpinnings of the research 

approach that directed which data was collected and how it was gathered, organized, 

and finally analyzed. To provide a well-structured overview, the chapter follows the so-

called research onion proposed by Saunders et al. (2019) which illustrates the different 

layers that form the basis of a research process. 

 

 

Figure 2 shows an 

adaptation of the 

research onion with 

the methodological 

choices of the 

present research 

for each layer. In 

the following, these 

subjects are further 

discussed. 

 

Figure 2: Research onion inspired by Saunders et al. (2019) 
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2.1. Underlying philosophy of science 

The choice of a philosophy of science requires careful reflection, because it 

fundamentally influences how research is approached, conducted and processed (D 

O’Gorman, 2014; Saunders et al., 2019). The research philosophy usually is a direct 

reflection of the researchers ontology (different assumptions about the nature of 

reality), epistemology (perceptions about the quality and validity of data), and axiology 

(the researchers own views and values and how they are included or excluded in the 

research) (Saunders et al., 2019). Here, researchers will find themselves somewhere 

along the continuum between objectivism and subjectivism which then convenes with 

a certain philosophy (Saunders et al., 2019; Williams, 2018). 

At the two extreme ends lie the two philosophies positivism and interpretivism. 

Positivism believes in the existence of one law-based reality and regular, universal 

patterns, and thus typically tries to describe existing phenomena with ‘pure’, 

quantitative data, without attaching values (D O’Gorman, 2014; Williams, 2018). 

Interpretivism acknowledges that realities are manifold and complex, and research 

often tries to uncover new dimensions and relies on in-depth, context-embedded data 

that is intentionally led by certain values (D O’Gorman, 2014; Saunders et al., 2019). 

 

Looking at the subject of the present research, neither of the two philosophies in their 

pure form constitute a suitable underpinning. Given the researcher’s ontological 

perspective that business models are social constructs created by humans and 

disseminated through their collective understanding, there certainly is an interpretivist 

tendency. At the same time, however, the researcher sees a case for positivist 

arguments, because certain patterns of business models can be valid throughout 

different contexts. Without this reality, the use of such models and other frameworks 

could never have gained the popularity it has, particularly in the business and 

management domain. 

In light of these reasonings, another philosophical approach is needed for the present 

research; one that can account for influences from both positivism and interpretivism. 

Here, pragmatism lends a resolution. Pragmatists considers knowledge and concepts 

as relevant only when they support and enable action. Therefore, pragmatist research 

usually starts with a problem and is strongly guided by the research question. In this 

way, relevant insights can be generated to inform future practice. Knowledge is 
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generated not only for the purpose of novelty, but for actual application. All ontological, 

epistemological and axiological stances are valid and justifiable, and methodological 

preferences are influenced by practical considerations, meaning that any method that 

facilitates the generation of reliable and relevant data is seen appropriate (Saunders 

et al., 2019).  

Given this background, the present research is grounded in a pragmatist philosophy. 

The questions guiding this research emerged from a concrete problem observed in 

practice. Therefore, providing practice-oriented answers to this problem is the objective 

of the research. In acknowledging the interests behind the present research and the 

intended application of the findings, the present research attempts to provide solutions 

to the research question while maintaining balanced perspectives and reflected 

considerations throughout. 

2.2. Approach to theory development 

As elaborated in the previous paragraphs, the pragmatist philosophy that underpins 

the present research permits various approaches to theory development. 

The three existing techniques to develop theory or theory-like insights are deduction, 

induction, and abduction. In deduction, theory is the point of departure from which a 

hypothesis is built and tested against an empiric example to verify or falsify the initial 

theoretic starting point. It is thus particularly suitable for research domains that follow 

law-like patterns or that work primarily with quantitative data. Induction presents the 

opposite approach, where theory is not yet far developed, and research starts with 

some predefined ideas that should be investigated further to create a new theory or 

develop a young one. Context plays a relatively important role and data is likely of 

qualitative nature (Saunders et al., 2019). Finally, abduction stands between deduction 

and induction. It is suitable for research fields that have limited knowledge about certain 

aspects within the respective field, and allows to advance this limited knowledge by 

building, testing, and modifying it along a non-linear process. In abduction, “data 

collection is used to explore a phenomenon, identify themes and patterns, locate these 

in a conceptual framework, and test this through subsequent data collection”. 

(Saunders et al., 2019:145) Given its flexibility, abduction is often associated with 

pragmatism (ibid). 
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Regarding the nature and starting point of the present research, the abductive 

approach to theory development is most suitable. The inquisition of What so far is 

known about business models in African countries and What there is to consider 

regarding business models in African countries is largely open and does not originate 

from nor assume any established theory or framework. The main objective is hence to 

generate new knowledge that eventually contributes to filling the existing theoretic void. 

The present research does so by developing a conceptual framework based on its 

findings. In addition, the research then tests this newly developed framework against 

empiric data to check its validity and usefulness. The research process thus combines 

data building and data testing, whereas the latter is done in a strongly reduced form. 

How data is built and tested is further explained in the next paragraph.    

2.3. Methodological choices and applied strategies  

At the third layer, decisions must be made about the research method as either 

qualitative, quantitative, or mixed.  

Quantitative methods are popular in positivist research and are furthermore often 

connected to deduction. Numbers and quantifiable data are collected, often through 

surveys and experiments, to test and verify or falsify findings. On the opposite stand 

qualitative methods that are a typical tool of interpretivism and induction. Rich, context-

dependent information is gathered, for example through case studies, to get diverse 

and detailed knowledge about a phenomenon. Lastly, there is again a middle ground 

between these two opposites: mixed methods which rely on both previously mentioned 

methods, depending on the purpose of the investigation and the kind of answers 

searched. Mixed methods are therefore strongly in accordance with the pragmatist 

tradition and can deploy a broad range of strategies (Creswell, J., 2009; Saunders et 

al., 2019; Williams, 2018).  

Considering these options, the methodological choice for the present research is not 

straightforward or clear at first sight. To lay out the necessary considerations, it makes 

sense to look at the fourth layer of the research onion which introduces the applied 

strategies – in the present case a Systematic Literature Review (SLR) and an 

illustrative case study. 
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2.3.1. The Systematic Literature Review 

A Systematic Literature Review (SLR) constitutes the core of the present research. 

The SLR method has its origins in evidence-based policy and practice building, that 

has been particularly popular in both medical and health research as well as public 

policy interventions. From these starting points, the method got transferred to other 

academic fields, such as organization and management studies, where its application 

has equal relevance and benefits, particularly for its pragmatic nature and its capability 

of informing practical action and decisions (Denyer & Tranfield, 2009; Petticrew & 

Roberts, 2008b; Tranfield et al., 2003). 

 

The strength of a SLR is that it “uses a comprehensive pre-planned strategy for 

locating, critically appraising, analyzing and synthesizing existing research that is 

pertinent to a clearly formulated research question to allow conclusions to be reached 

about what is known.” (Saunders et al., 2019:74) In that sense, SLRs are useful for 

both mature and young research areas, where they either allow to create an organized 

overview over “mountains of information” that already exist or identify gaps and 

uncertainty that reveal the need for further research in any given area. Compared to 

‘normal’ literature reviews, that only summarize whatever there is to know within a 

certain field, systematic reviews follow a rigorous and transparent methodology, which 

facilitates to find exactly what one wants to know (Petticrew & Roberts, 2008b). With 

this approach, SLRs are capable of producing knowledge and findings that can be 

transferred across contexts (Denyer & Tranfield, 2009).  

A second advantage of SLRs is that they can add great value without engaging in 

primary data collection. By nature, literature reviews build on secondary data. This, 

however, does not mean that they are a quick and easy-to-apply strategy. In fact, 

properly carried out SLRs require thorough planning and implementation which takes 

up significant time resources. Therefore, Saunders et al. (2019) and Petticrew and 

Roberts (2008) suggest a checklist to decide whether a given research project is really 

suitable and worth to become a standalone literature review. Testing the present 

research problem against that list showed its suitability for the strategy. Particularly two 

of the five suggested questions proved relevant and true: “Is an accurate picture of 

past research needed to help develop new methods?” and “Is there a need for a 

general overall picture of the research evidence on the topic to direct future research?”. 
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As articulated by the collaboration partner OeEB, practice lacks a clear understanding 

of what a business model for Africa can look like and at the same time, it is unsure 

whether the current research status could provide answers. 

Taking this practical problem as a point of departure, a SLR can account for these 

inquiries by identifying the status-quo of the literature on business models in Africa 

regarding its comprehensiveness, depth, and concrete contents.  

Given this trinity of aims, both a quantitative and qualitative dimension are included, 

which circles back to the discussion about the methodological choice. In fact, data 

obtained from the review is first and foremost qualitative. However, in the present SLR, 

these data are not only considered for their qualitative contents but are equally 

“quantitised” to reflect on their steadiness. This combined application of qualitative and 

quantitative data collection and analysis techniques advocates for the choice of mixed 

methods for the present research. In this approach, qualitative and qualitative data 

support and substantiate each other. The nature of these qualitative and quantitative 

data, and how they were processed, is subject of the subchapter on the research 

design. 

2.3.2. The Case Study 

Along with the Systematic Literature Review, the research includes a small case study. 

As Yin (2014:16,17) puts it, a case study “investigates a contemporary phenomenon 

[…] within its real-life context” and for doing so “benefits from the prior development of 

theoretic positions”. Furthermore, it stands in connection with what could be called a 

temporary, descriptive theory – in the present research the framework derived from the 

literature review. It also paints an organized, coherent picture of a real-life case without 

making judgments, and lastly lends itself to inform, confirm, refute or further shape a-

priori theories (Tobin, 2010). The main purpose of the present case study is thus to 

establish a relationship between the theoretic findings of the review and the empiric 

reality. It serves to illustrate some of the findings while challenging others. It thereby 

sheds a light on the importance of considering the findings in their context and not 

interpreting them as one-size-fits-all solutions.  

It should be highlighted that in no way, the present case study claims suitability for 

verifying or falsifying any of the findings, for testing a hypothesis, or for broader theory 

generation. These clarifications may seem to confirm the traditional points of criticism 
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of case study research which are for example their non-suitability for scientific 

generalization and their weak explanatory power (Dubois & Gadde, 2002; Flyvbjerg, 

2006).  

Indeed, these points are partly true for the present case, given it is mostly used for 

illustrative purposes to accompany the principal research. This contrasts with a 

traditional case study research, implying a rigorous method that requires thorough 

considerations and preparation regarding the case selection, design, and analysis (Yin, 

2010). Thus, the approach taken for the present research could be described as a 

‘case study light’ that investigates the chosen example just deep enough to give 

relevant insights, without spending too many resources on scrutinizing in-depth 

aspects and individual details. The reasoning for this approach is the fact that the case 

study supplements the literature review instead of constituting the center piece of the 

current research.  

Therefore, true to the pragmatist tradition, the research design of the case study follows 

its function which is to generate empiric insights as comparative values for the theoretic 

insights. This is achieved through the collection of qualitative data and a subsequent 

qualitative appraisal of this data. The concrete case study research design and 

therefore chosen techniques and procedures are laid out in the subchapter about the 

research design.  

To summarize, the majority of the collected data and the analyses are qualitative in 

nature. This is true for both the SLR and the case study. The objective of both 

strategies is to gather rich insights and interpret them with contextual consideration 

and comparatively to each other. In addition, the qualitative data generated with the 

SLR is also analyzed through a quantitative lens. Therefore, the methodological choice 

for the present research can best be described as mixed methods with a dominating 

qualitative character. 

 

2.4. Research design and concrete techniques and procedures 

At the core of the research onion stands the research design with the concrete 

techniques and procedures implemented to conduct the research. Included are all the 

steps from data collection to the derivation of findings, explaining which data was 

collected and how, how it was organized and finally analyzed. This information is 
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provided in the following for both previously introduced strategies, whereby the 

Systematic Literature Review receives a significantly more comprehensive discussion 

than the case study. This is one the one hand due to its principal role in the present 

research, and on the other hand due to the very nature of the method which requires 

the detailed and transparent disclosure of the research process. 

 

2.4.1. The Systematic Literature Review 

At the heart of a SLR lies the review of a delimited body of literature, all of which 

constitutes secondary data. The literature records that are considered and included in 

such a review were originally created for a certain purpose and are “recycled” through 

the review with clear intentions different from the original purpose.  

Besides the domination of secondary data, which risks that the research is seen as 

irrelevant and detached from practice due to its purely theoretic stance, the present 

SLR is embedded in an empiric context given by primary data. This primary data was 

obtained from unstructured conversations held with the collaboration partner OeEB at 

the beginning of the research project. This primary information significantly informed 

and guided the research by providing the practical context which subsequently served 

to develop the research questions. Notes from these unstructured conversations, 

which took place via email2 and a videocall, are included in Appendix M.A. and M.B.  

 

The development of the SLR procedure with all the stages and steps required for a 

rigorous method followed a number of examples of SLRs from different research 

domains such as Loureiro et al. (2020),  Xiao and Watson (2019) or Zanello et al. 

(2016). The procedure followed the workflow as illustrated in Figure 3. 

 

Preparatory steps 

To prepare the actual data collection, some preparatory steps are necessary. In short, 

these are the selection of databases, the definition of search words and formation of 

search queries, and the determination of inclusion and exclusion criteria for the 

literature records to be found.  

 

 
2 In German language 
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Selection of databases 

The first and foundational step is identifying which databases to search. Many of the 

databases have thematic foci and thus vary in likelihood to produce substantial 

literature hits about a given topic or academic discipline. Therefore, the selection 

process has thoroughly considered various databases that exist in high quantity and 

diversity. The first determinant for the database selection was thus a focus on 

business, entrepreneurship, and development research. 

Beyond the relevance of the database thematic foci, the ease and efficiency of 

searching through the selected databases is an important consideration. A literature 

review is by nature a comprehensive undertaking that is often carried out by a team of 

several researchers. Given the fact that the present research was realized by a single 

person, a certain degree of pragmatism is vital to optimize the “cost-benefit-ratio”. 

Factors that influence the ease and efficiency of search are certainly the form in which 

a database is available (analog or digital), the search functionalities (e.g., various filter 

options, Boolean operators, multi-layer search logic, etc.) and the way search results 

are presented (e.g., explicit display of keywords, abstract, etc.). For efficiency reasons, 

digital databases that adequately possess these features were prioritized in the 

selection process. 

Figure 3: Core research process 
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Finally, the nature of the database, whether academic or gray literature3, and the 

inclusion of hand search must also be predetermined.  

Most methodologists advocate for a balanced use of academic and gray literature 

databases while acknowledging the extra time-intensive character of gray literature 

research. Not only is it more difficult to locate relevant gray databases, but they often 

do not allow for a sophisticated and systematic search approach in comparison to most 

scientific databases. Furthermore, the initial assessment of the found literature’s 

suitability can be a cumbersome undertaking due to absence of clearly displayed 

keywords, abstracts, and so forth. Similar arguments can be made for hand search. 

Hand search is suggested as a valuable completion to fill potential gaps or to target 

particularly relevant single pieces of literature, such as certain catalogues, handbooks 

or journals (Petticrew & Roberts, 2008a).  

In deliberating the cost-benefit analysis, all three types of literature – academic, gray 

and hand search - were included in the present SLR. The complete list of databases 

included can be found in the table in Appendix M.C. 

 

Search terms, strings, and queries 

As suggested by most methodologists, the core research started with a rough initial 

literature scoping to get an idea of keywords, denominations and terminology used in 

the field of research. In addition to this procedure, the collaboration partner OeEB was 

consulted to include their ideas of potentially relevant terms. The results of these steps 

brought an initial first loose set of search terms which then got extended and refined 

with synonyms and further potentially missing expressions of different nuances and 

depths to assure completeness. Eventually, the final set of search terms was obtained 

which can be observed in Appendix M.D. 

This pool of search terms then got transformed into search queries by combining 

synonyms and thematically related terms into thematic search strings (Appendix M.E.) 

using the Boolean operator “OR”. Four thematic dimensions of search queries were 

defined with respect to the guiding research questions. 

 
3 Literature that is not obtainable through normal publishing channels. It includes reports published 
independently by academic and non-academic organizations – such as working papers, occasional 
papers, reports on websites, and informal publications in short print runs, which are not necessarily 
widely distributed. (Petticrew & Roberts, 2008a) 
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Subsequently, the thematic strings were combined into different constellations of 

lengthier queries using the Boolean operators “AND”. This resulted in a final set of 

twelve queries. The objective of these combinations is to generate the most complete 

search results possible, which is why they must be both broad enough to avoid missing 

any potentially relevant literature, and specific enough to avoid generating an 

exorbitant number of irrelevant results. A detailed overview of the different 

combinations can be consulted in Appendix M.F.  

Before arriving at the final set of queries, several test and refinement rounds were 

conducted in all the selected databases in order to understand their individual search 

logic and to adapt the strings accordingly. At this stage, it became evident that not all 

databases are compatible with lengthy queries. In these cases, the customized search 

queries were adapted, and a different set of appropriate queries was created according 

to the technical features of the respective database. An overview of these queries can 

be found in Appendix M.G.  

It must also be noted that the definition and identification of suitable, relevant search 

strings was an iterative process. Adaptations and refinements were adjusted along the 

way to ensure all potentially relevant literature can be located and identified to the best-

known ability. The documentation of all applied queries is explained in further detail in 

the next sub chapter and can further be found in Appendix M.H. 

 

Inclusion and exclusion criteria 

The last preparatory step is defining the inclusion and exclusion criteria to determine 

which records found in the database search are applicable for further research. These 

criteria have an important control function in the research process as they should 

assure clarity, transparency and consistency while eliminating or reducing the risk of 

the researcher’s bias in selecting which literature to include. The inclusion and 

exclusion criteria categories defined for the present SLR are listed and explained in 

detail in the table included in Appendix M.I.  

 

Literature collection and selection 

After completing of all preparatory steps, the actual literature search, collection, and 

the subsequent literature delimitation were conducted. 
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Database search 

For the literature search, the predefined search queries were run through all the 

selected databases. As previously mentioned, not all the databases allowed for the 

uniform application of the queries. In fact, the twelve queries listed in Appendix M.F. 

were run through Business Source Complete, Emerald Emerging Markets Case 

Studies, the World Bank’s Open Knowledge Repository and during the hand search in 

the Journal of Developmental Entrepreneurship. In Science Direct and McKinsey, the 

shorter queries shown in Appendix M.G. were used. These search operations revealed 

the usefulness of the twelve queries which turned out as rather low for some of them. 

Particularly those queries that differ only in a small degree brought about identical 

result lists. Those that are very detailed and contain several different keywords and 

search string combinations resulted in no hits. Therefore, three further queries were 

respectively created ad-hoc for BSC, EEM Case Studies, the OKR and the Journal of 

DE, to check if the lack of new results was due to exhaustion of the databases 

regarding the searched topics, or due to inadequate queries. This strategy proved 

successful, as another batch of new results was obtained. 

A thorough overview of the search operations, including the applied queries, preset 

filter criteria and number of results can be obtained in Appendix M.H. 

In the end, the search operations led to 2098 search hits in the scientific databases, 

590 hits in the gray literature databases and 77 results in the Journal of Developmental 

Entrepreneurship. It must be noted that these numbers represent the accumulated 

search hits of all queries, therefore including cross-query and cross-database 

duplicates which constitute a significant share.  

This vast pool of literature was then taken further into the three-stage delimitation and 

selection process.  

 

Results delimitation 

The manual delimitation of the literature, that accrued over 2700 single results, was 

processed through a three-stage selection practice inspired by Xiao and Watson 

(2019). This process aimed at identifying which records should be taken into 

consideration for thorough analysis. Here, all the found literature records were checked 

against the previously defined inclusion and exclusion criteria in a three-stage 

delimitation and selection process. Overall, the criteria should be applied as coherently 
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as possible across these three stages and across all databases. This, however, was 

possible only to a limited extent given the different functional features of the databases.  

A detailed overview of the selection and delimitation logic and the inclusion and 

exclusion criteria applied in the different databases at each stage is given in Appendix 

M.J. 

After the completion of the three-stage delimitation and with the inclusion of two 

records from the UNCTAD and Proparco hand search, a total of 72 pieces of literature 

entered in the corpus to be analyzed thoroughly. The results of the single steps are 

summarized in Figure 4. A list of references of the included literature can be found in 

Appendix M.K. 

 

 

Data extraction and organization 

The last necessary work before the literature can be analyzed and synthesized is to 

break down the selected literature records in data and information packages. This is 

performed through data extraction. As recommended by many methodologists, a data 

extraction form was created and consistently used for all texts which prepared the 

literature to be systematically and efficiently compared and analyzed. Therefore, this 

phase of the research process consists of both, the collection and accumulation of raw 

data and the initial, basic organization thereof.  

Figure 4: Three-stage literature selection 
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The data extraction and basic organization followed an inductive and iterative 

approach. The data extraction form was continuously adapted and amended, and 

organization categories were established as data was obtained. In the end, data 

extraction was performed on two levels: an all-comprising level that includes all 72 

records (hereinafter called “global level”) and an extract level that includes 48 of the 

72 records in which concrete examples of business models are discussed (hereinafter 

called “BM level”). Within these two levels, data categories were created depending on 

the type of data and information identified in the texts. After completion of the 

extraction, the final set of categories on each level comprised the ones shown in 

Appendix M.L. 

Data analysis 

After all the 72 records were dissected and the data was organized within the 

presented categories, the data analysis could begin. For this, the Content Analysis 

technique as proposed by Saunders et al. (2019) was applied. This inductive approach 

to qualitative data analysis follows an open approach where themes are identified and 

coded as data is analyzed, without building on a predefined analytical framework. For 

the present research, this entails identifying themes and coding and compiling single 

data within each data category accordingly. Furthermore, Content Analysis is suitable 

for analyzing qualitative data through a quantitative lens, which was also undertaken 

in the present research. After coding, the frequencies of the established codes were 

calculated within each category. Hereby, qualitative data was converted into basic 

statistical data by using excel tables and data visualization tools.   

Additionally, part of the qualitative analysis, namely of the BM level data categories, 

followed a deductive approach. This means that an analytical framework directs the 

data organization. In the present case, the Business Model Canvas – as introduced in 

the conceptual background – served as the referential framework.  

The findings from the analysis are presented in a dedicated chapter.  

 

2.4.2. The Case Study 

As for the case study research design, the case selection is a non-probability selection. 

To be precise, it can be described as a combination of an information-oriented 

approach and a purposive, haphazard sampling, which means that it was chosen on 
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the basis of expectations about its information content and for convenience (Flyvbjerg, 

2006; Saunders et al., 2019). The case firm was suggested by the collaboration 

partner, OeEB, because it is one of the first participants of the AAIF and therein, one 

of the successfully implemented projects. Hence, it has a great suitability for illustrating 

the research findings in the very context they should be applied in - business models 

in African countries.  

The data collection comprised both primary and secondary data consisting of an 

informal, unstructured phone conversation and email correspondences, a semi-

structured interview, a feasibility study about the case company’s business idea, and 

the company’s website as well as their Facebook page. The obtained data is primarily 

qualitative. Some descriptive numbers about the firm limits the quantitative data. 

The unstructured conversations took place during the kick-off meeting held with the 

collaboration partner OeEB and the CEO of the case study firm. Notes from this 

meeting are included in Appendix M.A. The information obtained from this conversation 

was on the one hand used to refine the research scope and questions and on the other 

hand to elaborate the questions for the semi-structured interview. 

The feasibility study as well as the review of the website (http://www.amabo.at/)  and 

Facebook page (https://www.facebook.com/AmaboToitureCM/) provided 

complementary information to that obtained through the conversations. For reasons of 

confidential data, the case company has requested not to disclose the feasibility study. 

 

The qualitative semi-structured interview is a particularly suitable technique for 

qualitative research and case studies. This technique allows to generate rich insights 

through a combination of structured, up-front prepared questions and spontaneous, 

specifying questions (Saunders et al., 2019). The interview included open, probing, 

and specific questions which were provided to the interviewee prior to the conversation. 

The interview was a one-to-one conversation with the CEO of the case company in 

mid-March 2021 that lasted for about an hour. Given that the interviewer and 

interviewee were in different countries at the time of the interview, a videocall tool was 

chosen as the medium.  It is important to note that the initially chosen tool unexpectedly 

did not work for the interviewee, and thus required an ad-hoc solution. In agreement, 

the platform ZOOM was thereafter chosen. In the end, the call worked well. However, 

the initial obstacles negatively impacted the atmosphere of the conversation and 

http://www.amabo.at/
https://www.facebook.com/AmaboToitureCM/
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provided a suboptimal context for the interview. Additionally, the technical issues 

prevented the successful audio recording of the interview. Therefore, the interviewer 

documented the interview in notes, which were cleared afterwards and disclosed to 

the interviewee for confirmation. The final notes are included in Appendix M.N.  

Next, the notes from the interview were analyzed according to a mix of an inductive 

and deductive logic. This applied a reduced form of the Thematic Analysis, as 

suggested in Saunders et al. (2019) where the notes were reviewed without any 

presumptions and emerging themes were freely identified. Moreover, the Business 

Model Canvas and the data categories established for the analysis of the SLR served 

as theoretic framework for the analysis. Parts of the interview in combination with 

complementary information from the other data sources were reviewed according to 

these guiding frameworks.  

 

Overall, the findings from this two-fold analysis resulted in general insights about the 

case company and in a derived Business Model Canvas for the company which was 

then sent to the case company for verification. The findings of the case study are 

presented and discussed in relation to the principal research findings in a dedicated 

chapter.  

 

Finally, it must be reiterated here that the case study presents only a complementary 

role in the present research. Therefore, less in-depth methodological sophistication is 

dedicated to this part. With respect to the available resources and the scope of the 

research, the focus clearly lies on the core piece of the research – the Systematic 

Literature Review. 

 

3. Conceptual and contextual background 

In order to investigate, assess and discuss business models for African countries, it is 

necessary to establish common ground, thus introducing both the concept of business 

models (BM) as well as the African business environment. Therefore, the present 

chapter provides the conceptual and contextual embedding of the research subject. 

First, an overview of existing theories, understandings, and conceptions about the topic 

of BMs is given, including a brief discussion of current challenges in the field. In the 
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second part, Africa is shortly introduced and discussed regarding its characteristics as 

a business context, which has implications for business models on the continent. 

3.1. Business models  

3.1.1. Background, perspectives, and issues 

Although being mentioned sporadically in economic discussions throughout the 

second half of the twentieth century, the discourse about business models only truly 

emerged in the mid-1990s when the internet started to take off (Zott et al., 2011). Since 

then, various attempts to define the concept have been taken, resulting in a plethora 

of heterogenous descriptions. This multiplicity of definitions originates mainly in the 

multiplicity of understandings of the concept that have existed since then. In fact, the 

only real consensus in literature regarding the business model concept is that there is 

no consensus. Leading and renowned scholars in the field, such as Chesbrough 

(2010), Magretta (2002), Teece (2019), or Zott et al. (2011) put forth different 

approaches and at the same time confirm the disunity among each other.  

One of the reasons for this conceptual diversity are the many different perspectives, 

backgrounds and context from and within which business models are being 

approached and reflect upon. Wirtz et al. (2016), for example, discuss a modern 

technology orientation, an organization orientation, and a strategy orientation, which 

differ in their levels of abstraction and in what they think a business model tells about 

a company. Zott et al. (2011) identify similar patterns, outlining that business model 

literature is roughly evolving in the three silos strategy, e-business and innovation and 

technology management. Teece (2010) then focuses on business models in 

connection to innovation, particularly applied in their original context of IT and internet 

ventures. Finally, da Silva et al. (2017) take a more theory-grounded approach and 

discuss business models in reflection of the Resource Based View and Transaction 

Cost Economies and subsequently elaborate how business models are often seen as 

synonyms for a firm’s strategy, business concept, revenue model, or economic model.  

Besides these academic inquiries, the business model has also received increasing 

attention from the practitioners’ side, becoming the subject of an increasing number of 

practitioner-oriented studies (George & Bock, 2011; Zott et al., 2011).  
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3.1.2. The research challenge 

All these different approaches hint towards the fact that the business model concept 

lacks a clear grounding, in both economics and business studies, and that it takes a 

highly interdisciplinary lens to account for its versatility (Teece, 2010). Research and 

the further development of a coherent, dominant conceptual understanding and 

subsequent definition are clearly challenged by that. Research is being conducted, but 

often without an explicit definition. A missing common language makes it impossible 

for researchers to build on and refer to each other’s work, resulting in confusion and 

fuzziness and hindering a cumulative research progress (da Silva et al., 2017; Zott et 

al., 2011).  

The only argument presented to mediate this critique is the fact that business model 

research is still in its infancy, thus comprising a lot of unanswered questions and even 

more room for improvement (Wirtz et al., 2016). 

3.1.3. Business models and (not) strategy 

Despite the challenging multiplicity, however, a certain conceptual trend or 

convergence is slowly becoming visible according to some authors (Wirtz et al., 2016). 

Here, the domain of organization and strategy starts dominating the business model 

discourse, which creates additional difficulties for the establishment of a clear meaning 

and definition. Concretely, the terms and ideas of business models and strategy tend 

to become blurred or being used interchangeably.  

Literature, however, is proactive in countering these tendencies. Casadesus-Masanell 

& Ricart (2010:212), for example, emphasize that in their perception, “strategy and 

business model, though related, are different concepts: a business model is the direct 

result of strategy but is not, itself, strategy”. For Magretta (2002), strategy is where 

competition comes in; a business model per se does not deal with competitors. Where 

a business model simply explains what a given company does, a strategy explains 

what a given company does better than its competitors (ibid). Zott et al. (2011) 

represent a similar view, stating that a business model depicts how different activities 

of a firm work together to realize its strategy. A BM thus bridges strategy formulation 

and implementation and reflects the strategy a firm eventually realized. Furthermore, 

business models can be the source of a competitive advantage, hence firms can 

compete through them (ibid).  
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A more theory-grounded, elaborated approach is taken by da Silva et al. (2017) who 

argue that strategy uses a long-term perspective and shapes a firm’s dynamic 

capabilities (medium-term perspective) which in return impact possible business 

models (present or a short-term view). Strategy thus comprises what a firm aims to be, 

and a business model demonstrates what it actually is at a given moment (ibid). This 

time-related understanding is also supported by Shafer et al. (2005). They see the 

difference between the strategy and business model concept in the fact that strategies 

are considered forward-looking, while business models refer to the present. Besides 

that, the authors describe business models as great tools to assess and communicate 

strategic choices (ibid). Finally, the comprehension brought forward by George & Bock 

(2011) combines the previously mentioned views about competition and the time 

perspective. According to the authors, a strategy is dynamic and comprises initiatives, 

activities and processes, while a business model is the static setup of organizational 

elements.  

 

Another noteworthy characteristic of business models in the context of strategy 

concerns their non-exclusiveness. Even though a business model can be a competitive 

advantage per se, it is not necessarily a well-hidden secret, or something that a firm 

tries to or can easily conceal. Quite to the contrary, the content of a given business 

model is often quickly discernible and thus easy to copy. In fact, it is neither uncommon 

nor automatically harmful for business success when several companies work 

according to the same model; given the strategy provides the necessary competitive 

edge (Teece, 2010). This fact emphasizes even more the “division of powers” between 

strategy and business model. 

3.1.4. Business models – some understandings and definitions 

Based on these first attempts to explain what business models are, the following 

paragraph outlines some of the more commonly used descriptions of business models. 

Upon closer assessment, they show some reoccurring themes and keywords. These 

support the idea that a business model explains the overall functioning of a firm as well 

as how it creates value and captures it.  

Magretta (2002), for instance, sees the business model as the story that puts all pieces 

of a company together and explains how it works, thus answering the question of the 

underlying economic logic responsible for value creation. Another definition cited by 
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Teece (2010) takes a similar stance and argues that a “business model defines the 

way a company delivers value to customers, entices them to pay for the value, and 

coverts those payments into profit”. (Teece, 2010:172)  

Finally, also Shafer et al. (2005) demonstrate this value-oriented understanding of 

business models as they define business models as the “representation of a firm’s 

underlying core logic and strategic choices for creating and capturing value within a 

value network”. (Shafer et al., 2005:202) From Zott et al. (2011), it furthermore 

becomes visible one more time that business models are not necessarily one fixed 

thing, but can change their meaning and content depending on the context they are 

applied in. As previously mentioned, they discuss the role of business models in 

conjunction with strategy, e-business and innovation and technology management, 

and note down a different orientation in all three cases.  

Lastly, with a more practice-oriented perspective, George & Bock (2011) outline that 

“a business model narrows entrepreneurial ideation to a definable opportunity, 

establishes the relevant goal set that drives entrepreneurial action and organizational 

investiture, and bounds the implementation of organizational activities that enact the 

opportunity”. (George & Bock, 2011:99) 

Summarizing this plethora of perspectives and definition attempts, a business model 

may best be understood as the neutral description of a firm’s core functioning 

logic, including how a given company coordinates and aligns the different 

elements of its operations to create value for its customers and itself. This 

definition should henceforth serve as the understanding of the business model concept 

for the present research. 

3.1.5. The Business Model Canvas as a practical tool 

To illustrate the conceptual discussion and afore-established definition of business 

models in a more concrete and tangible manner, the next paragraph will shortly look 

at the different elements a business model can contain. 

 

The multiplicity of conceptual understandings is reflected in the possible compositions 

of a business model. From strongly reduced to multipartite structures everything is 

represented, depending on the respective authors perspective. In fact, “the core 

components of a business model depend on both individual cognition and the specific 
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characteristics and necessities of a company, and thus differ from business to 

business”. (Cavalcante et al., 2011:1330)  

However, like the reoccurrence of some themes in the definitions of business models, 

certain common patterns are detectable also regarding business model components. 

These patterns are well reflected in Shafer's et al. (2005) description, who state that 

business models comprise four major components: 1) strategic choices, 2) value 

creation, 3) value capture, and 4) the value network. Each of these four areas contains 

subordinated categories, which are for instance: 1) customers, value proposition, 

pricing; 2) resources, activities; 3) costs, profits; and 4) customer relationships, 

suppliers (Shafer et al., 2005).  

Largely in line with this outline are the components given in Wirtz et al. (2016). In their 

comprehensive approach they mention the following nine sub-models as parts of a 

whole business model: strategy model, resource model, network model, customer 

model, market offer model, revenue model, service provision model, procurement 

model, and financial model (ibid). 

A combination of these two approaches was taken by another scholar who is well 

established in the field: Alexander Osterwalder. In one of his earlier contributions, he 

stipulates that a business model consists of four basic elements which are the 1) 

product , 2) customer interface, 3) infrastructure management, and 4) financial aspects 

(Osterwalder, 2004). These four components present another taxonomy to describe a 

company’s type of business, value proposition, targeted customer group, 

distribution/delivery mode, customer relationship management approach, stakeholder 

network, costs, and revenues (ibid). Later, the Business Model Canvas (BMC) was 

created from this fundament, presenting a practical framework for laying out a 

company’s core elements of operation. In sum, the BMC answers the “how”, “what”, 

“who” and “how much” related to a firm’s operations and thus functions as a handy tool 

for applying the business model concept in practice (Osterwalder et al., 2010). This is 

also in line with Osterwalder’s (2004) definition of a business model as a “blueprint” for 

how to run a business. The BMC consists of nine elements which are: Key activities, 

Key resources, Value proposition, Key partners, Cost structure, Revenue streams, 

Customer segment, Customer relationship management, and Channels.  
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Amidst all the complexity and tendential confusion around the often blurry or fluffy 

business model concept, the BMC offers a much more concrete and tangible approach 

that allows for an transfer of the concept to practice, be it in identifying and assessing 

a given business model, or in creating a new one (Osterwalder et al., 2010). A template 

of a typical BMC is included in Appendix M.M. 

3.2. Afrika as a business environment 

Business models – being the reflection of a firm’s functioning logic - are always 

embedded in a context and to a varying degree influenced by it. An environment and 

its characteristics can either present challenges or advantages for a firm and thereby 

impact how it sets up the different components of its business model and how it is able 

to execute them. Given this reality, it is necessary for the present research to briefly 

look into the wider research context, which is Africa. The next paragraphs hence 

provide the contextual background and zoom in on Africa as an environment for 

business models. 

3.2.1. Africa – a rising, diverse economy  

With the continuous economic development of Africa, research has increasingly 

examined and tried to understand the continent as a business environment. In general, 

there is wide agreement that it is a particularly challenging one where an extra portion 

of careful planning is required to avoid costly pitfalls or business failure. This 

challenging context is for example reflected in the low number of new firm 

establishments, that was the lowest in the world only ten years ago (Munemo, 2012). 

Hindrance factors such as a high number of procedures, long waiting times and high 

costs linked to that have to be overcome before a business model can be put into 

operations (Munemo, 2012).  

Nevertheless, economists and developmental agents alike look to Africa with high 

expectations that build on the enormous potential attributed to the continent. The large 

and continuously increasing young population and numerous emerging consumer 

markets are just some of these high-potential factors (World Economic Forum, 2017). 

Furthermore, it is estimated that Africa could leapfrog some stages of the traditional 

economic development path and grow and accelerate directly in the more digital and 

service-based new economy (ibid). Notably, however, the majority of African economic 

activities happen in factor-driven economies, and there is a lot to catch up. Therefore, 
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the African Development Bank launched the “High 5” program in 2013 – a ten-year 

strategy aimed at promoting the industrialization of Africa through five key and high-

potential industries including Energy, Agriculture, Infrastructure, Manufacturing and 

Health and Education, all in accordance with the Sustainable Development Goals 

(SDGs)4 and the inclusive and green growth paradigm (African Development Bank 

Group (ADBG), n.d.).  

On a positive note, goods markets have become significantly more efficient in recent 

years, offering a greater variety and quality of input factors with lower tariffs and taxes. 

Here, some African countries have in fact already reached levels comparable to the 

OECD average. For a more efficiency- or even innovation-driven economy to take off, 

however, a better performance in areas such as infrastructure, higher education, or 

technological readiness would be needed (World Economic Forum, 2017). 

 

At this point, it is important to highlight that talking of one African business environment 

is a stark reduction of the diversity and differences between the African states that find 

themselves in a variety of stages and conditions. Big gaps between the countries exist 

for example in financial development, macroeconomic conditions, and health (ibid). 

Nevertheless, some dimensions that are particularly relevant to business models, or 

more specifically, for single business model elements, show similar characteristics 

throughout Africa. These dimensions are presented briefly In the following. 

3.2.2. Road and transport infrastructure – Access to markets and customers 

Repeatedly mentioned as Africa’s biggest weakness and challenge is the development 

stage of road and transportation infrastructure. According to the African Competitive 

Index, the country has not seen significant improvements here in the past years (World 

Economic Forum, 2017). On the one hand, road and rail networks are sparsely 

constructed; on the other hand, those that exist often show huge quality deficiencies 

which makes vehicle movement on them slow and risky. All that results in high 

transportation costs for companies (Adewole, 2019). Furthermore, it prevents people 

from accessing both consumer and labor markets, which in return hinders economic 

and commercial activity (World Economic Forum, 2017). Developing the infrastructure 

would require large amounts of investments – as much as USD 130 – 170 bn annually. 

 
4 https://sdgs.un.org/goals  

https://sdgs.un.org/goals
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At present, the financing gap amounts to USD 108 bn (African Development Bank 

(AfDB), 2018). While the private sector is hesitant to engage because of the weak 

investment climate, the public sector oftentimes lacks the financial and planning 

capacity (World Economic Forum, 2017). Joint efforts in the form of public-private 

partnerships bear great potential in these regards. However, evidence from the project 

landscape in Sub-Saharan Africa shows a somewhat less optimistic picture: only a 

small number of projects have been implemented successfully over the past two 

decades (around USD 18 bn), standing vis-à-vis a non-neglectable share of projects 

that have been cancelled or come under distress (Osei - Kyei & Chan, 2016).  

It can hence be expected that road and transport infrastructure in many African states 

will remain widely insufficient within the near future and continue to present a major 

challenge for conducting economic and business activities in the local environment.  

3.2.3. Energy infrastructure – Access to electricity  

Similar to transport infrastructure, also energy infrastructure shows severe deficiencies 

and has seen equally little development over the past decade. In fact, an evaluation of 

the quality of energy supply by African executives indicates a quality decrease by about 

three percent over the past ten years and many international organizations rate the 

systems in place as limited and disappointing (World Economic Forum, 2017). Within 

Africa, Sub-Saharan countries perform particularly bad, facing regular power outages. 

According to data from the World Bank, 77% of all firms there experienced such 

blackouts in 2020 - on average nine in a typical month that lasted for about six hours 

(The World Bank, 2020). Besides faulty and weak infrastructure, such as missing grid 

connections, the insufficient supply is caused by limited power generation capacities. 

To tackle these issues, the Program for Infrastructure Development in Africa (PIDA) 

was launched, including a focus area on energy and energy generation from renewable 

sources. For instance, hydroelectric power generation should be increased by 54,000 

megawatts by 2030 (Cervigni et al., 2015). With the “Continental Masterplan”, 

complementarities between national systems should be leveraged, so participating 

countries can benefit from each other’s surpluses. In 2019, however, only six percent 

of all planned projects were in operation (PIDA, 2020). Among the reasons for the 

implementation delays are financing issues. To guarantee universal energy access by 

2030, an amount of about USD 90 bn is needed, which proves difficult to raise due to 

the unfavorable investment environment (Hott, 2019).  
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Considering this reality, most African states have a long way to go until they can offer 

reliable and cost-efficient energy supply for both household consumers as well as 

economic and business activities. 

3.2.4. ICT infrastructure – Technological readiness and access to internet 

Another dimension of infrastructure concerns internet and information and 

communication technology (ICT) infrastructure and closely linked to these, the 

technological readiness of African states. Over the last ten years, significant 

improvements have been realized here. First, mobile phone penetration has increased, 

allowing people to access services and features they could not access before. Diverse 

mobile banking solutions and the resulting financial inclusion are popular and 

representative examples (World Economic Forum, 2017). At the end of 2018, 44% of 

the Sub-Sahara African population owned a mobile phone, compared to the global 

average of 66%, and 456 million individuals had a mobile subscription (Mitchell, 2020). 

However, mobile hardware alone is not everything. An area where performance is still 

mediocre is internet connection and especially broadband and high-speed 

connectivity: less than 2% of Africans have a fixed broadband connection and only 

20% get regular access to the internet. Besides that, mobile data subscription 

packages are rather expensive. These conditions do not only affect individual users 

and households, but equally slow down and hinder the development of economic 

online activities and the digital economy as a whole. 

All in all, this results in a technological readiness rating of 2.91 out of 7 possible points 

according to the Global Competitiveness Index 2017 (World Economic Forum, 2017). 

Despite the many enthusiastic voices about Africa’s advanced technological state, it 

must be acknowledged that there is still great room for improvement. Some of this 

improvement was certainly realized during the Covid-19 pandemic. Like in many other 

countries around the world, the crisis accelerated progress in digitalization and online 

technologies also in many African states, creating not only new capabilities but also 

opportunities.  

Going forward, strategically targeted investments will be needed to sustain these 

positive developments (Leiby et al., 2020; Simione & Tesfaye-Woldemichael, 2020).  
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3.2.5. Population – Potential and actual customer base 

Another important component of the business environment is the population of a 

country, because it makes up the actual and potential customer base for economic and 

commercial activities. For Africa, and particularly Sub-Saharan Africa, this customer 

base is largely characterized by low income levels and little purchasing power given 

the fact that more than 50% of the world’s extreme poor live in this region (Newhouse 

et al., 2019). On a more positive note, many of the countries affected by high poverty 

rates, such as Nigeria, D.R. Congo, Ethiopia, Tanzania, Kenya, Uganda, or Malawi, 

were able to reduce poverty significantly over the past two decades, lifting about 13 

million people out of extreme poverty (ibid). Developments like these have accelerated 

the emergence of a middle class, citizens that live on USD 2 – 20 per day. This group 

has grown by about 3% per year over the three decades preceding 2010 and is seen 

to bear great consumer potential (Fenech & Perkins, 2014). Nevertheless, a large 

share of these people is just at the edge of poverty and highly vulnerable to the slightest 

external impacts that can quickly revert their economic improvements (ibid). The global 

Covid-19 pandemic has been one such an impact, depriving millions of Africans of their 

livelihoods, thus putting a sharp halt to the past decades’ economic upswing (Paci, 

2021). 

Besides income levels, the location of living is a decisive variable when looking at a 

population as a potential customer base. Location here refers to whether people live 

in urban or rural areas. In Sub-Saharan Africa, this division has seen a significant 

change over the last 60 years. Where in 1960 about 85% of the population lived outside 

of cities, the number has shrunk to 59% in 2019. In that sense, Sub-Saharan Africa is 

one of the fastest urbanizing regions in the world. However, it must be stressed that 

this reality varies greatly from state to state and does not reflect a homogenous 

development throughout the region. In 2019, some countries had a rural population of 

less than 30%, while others were still at over 80%. 

The dimension of the living location matters because it has great implications for 

people’s economic status and access to markets. First, data shows a clear connection 

between rural areas and poverty levels. In Gabon, for instance, only 3.4% of the 

population was living on less than USD 1.90 a day in 2017 which went along with a 

rural population of 11% in the respective year. These numbers are standing against 

Malawi, where in 2016, 83% of the population was residing outside of cities and close 
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to 70% of all people lived on less than USD 1.90 per day (The World Bank, n.d.-b, n.d.-

a). Second, the afore mentioned infrastructure deficiencies are even more severe in 

rural areas, slowing down development in these areas and cutting off people from 

accessing basic goods and services, let alone more advanced customer markets and 

their offerings (Adewole, 2019; African Monitor, 2012).  

Summing up, Africa hence holds an enormous potential customer base, which is 

however dependent on general socioeconomic development regarding their 

purchasing power, and on infrastructure development regarding their access to 

markets. 

3.2.6. Financial markets and banking – The access to financial services 

Finally, another relevant factor for economic activity is the financial system of a given 

environment, more specifically the financial markets and banking structures. Here, 

Africa displays a mixed performance. One the one hand, the CGI reports a stagnant 

development of the financial markets which makes access to capital and general 

financial services a major challenge for individual households and businesses of all 

sizes (World Economic Forum, 2017). In Sub-Saharan Africa in 2013, for example, less 

than 25% of all adults had access to such services and the lacking opportunity of 

obtaining finance was a major constraint for enterprises, particularly small and 

medium-sized ones (Stein, 2013). Besides that, the existing financial markets 

traditionally have been small and scattered, making cross-regional financial products 

and service exchange nearly impossible. This issue has seen countermeasures in 

recent years where initiatives to foster greater economic and financial inclusion have 

been implemented (Ahmed, 2016). Nevertheless, in 2016, access to finance was still 

described as the most challenging issue for doing business in Africa (World Economic 

Forum, 2017).  

Considering access to banking services, recent developments prompt into a more 

promising direction, which can largely be attributed to the rise of digital and mobile 

banking solutions. Sub-Saharan Africa is often cited as a model region in these 

regards. Compared to about 3% of all adults in the developing world who have access 

to a mobile bank account, Sub-Saharan Africa stand out with a number of 12% 

(Asktrakhan, 2016). The accounts are mainly used for savings, payments and 

receiving money, giving users a greater financial empowerment and with that, access 
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to a wider pool of products and services. Yet, there are significant imbalances 

regarding the ownership of a mobile account, some of them based on variables such 

as gender and income level. Furthermore, ownership numbers vary from overall richer 

to poorer countries within the Sub-Sahara African region (ibid).  

Overall, the sophistication of Africa’s financial and banking services is hence moderate. 

Even though more and more individuals get access to such services thanks to 

innovative mobile solutions, the access to finance remains struggling. This impacts 

both the business as well as customer side. 

 

From the preceding discussion we can retain that – despite the great diversity of 

African states – some of Africa’s characteristics as the context for business models are 

valid throughout the continent. From an optimistic perspective, Africa offers a large 

potential customer base that is relatively tech savvy, which opens new possibilities. 

From a critical perspective, this customer base is widely resource constrained. Besides 

that, Africa struggles with tremendous deficiencies in all kinds of infrastructure, which 

adds constraints on different levels. 

If and how these conditions impact the set-up of a business model in Africa is part of 

the subject of the present research. 

 

4. Analysis and synthesis 

Analyzing the extracted and established data categories on both levels – the global 

and the BM level – brought the findings and insights presented and discussed 

hereinafter. 

4.1. Findings and analysis - Global level data categories 

Years of publication  

Within the predefined time frame of 2000-2020, the eligible pieces of literature begin 

publication in 2006 and increase through 2020. Of the total, 24 of these texts were 

published before 2015, whereas the other 48 texts followed in the subsequent years. 

Trending in popularity, eight of these relevant records alone were published in the year 

2020. Chart 1 shows the distribution of publications over the years in absolute 

quantities, where the upward trend over the last five years is observable. 
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This distribution of publications over the last 

decades clearly shows that the topic of business 

models in developing countries, and specifically 

Africa, has seen an increase in scholarly attention 

only in recent years. These findings reflect what is 

outlined in the theoretic and conceptual 

background in chapter 3 for the broader research 

field, namely the fact that general business model 

research is still in its infancy.  

Geographic focus 

The overall low level of attention and discussion of business models for the African 

continent already became evident in the first delimitation round of the literary search, 

where many of the records found under the key word “developing country” show an 

exclusive focus on India and/or other South-East-Asian countries. These findings 

confirm statements given during initial unstructured conversations with OeEB 

regarding the low significance that the European entrepreneurial community attributes 

to Africa (Renz & Sagmeister, personal interview, 8 January 2021; see Appendix M.A. 

for full interview notes). 

This trend is furthermore reflected in the 72 eligible 

records. Of these records, 15 do not focus specially 

on Africa, but refer to a developing country context 

in general. Of the 57 other publications, nine mention 

Africa as a whole, seven indicate the Sub-Saharan 

African region and three focus on Central-East-

Africa without further specification of the geographic 

scope. A detailed list of the geographic foci of all 

publications is included in Appendix A.A. 

Furthermore, 38 records refer to specific African 

countries. Of these, 34 publications are refined to a 

single African country, whereas four expand the 

focus to various African countries, as the one 

depicted in Chart 2. Among these countries, Kenya and South Africa are most notably 
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ahead in attention. On the lower end of the spectrum, the Ivory Coast and the 

Democratic Republic of the Congo receive diminutive attention.  

These numbers reveal regional trends which seemingly correlate to the development 

stages of the respective countries. To exemplify, Kenya and South Africa are two of 

Africa’s largest and most advanced economies. Congruently, these countries are also 

the most referenced contexts to in the reviewed literature, especially in comparison to 

least developed African countries (LDCs) like Zambia, Burkina Faso, or Nigeria.  Based 

on this parallel, it can be assumed that the higher level of economic activity 

corresponds with more substance for research and discussion. Similarly, business 

models might not be of high relevance for the small-scale agriculture, which constitutes 

the majority of economic activities in LDCs.  

Nevertheless, the cause of the fewer records that focus on less developed economies 

might not directly relate to the actual lack of subject range, but rather to the generally 

lower attention or interest in LDCs in comparison to the bigger economies. 

Type and genre of publication  

A total of 11 different 

types of publications, 

as shown in Chart 3 

emerged during the 

organization 

process. Of these 

types, academic 

journal articles are 

the most represented in the selected body of literature comprising of 28 publications. 

Following this clear lead are academic journal case studies, magazine articles and 

consultancy articles. Behind these more abundant types of publications are two book 

chapters, two academic literature reviews, one report, one academic editorial, as well 

as one report case study and one magazine case study. 

With 53 academic literature records standing against 19 texts from the gray literature, 

the dominate type of publication is visible. According to these numbers, the academic 

domain is much more engaged in the business model discourse than the practice-

oriented community.  
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However, the numbers provided must be countered against the fact that these results 

are not from random samples in the present research. In fact, academic databases are 

overrepresented as sources which potentially inflates the amount of selected academic 

literature. In contrast, the gray literature databases received less attention and search 

efforts. These facts bias the results for this data categorization and decrease the 

overall representative value. Nevertheless, these numbers represent the composition 

of the literature for the present research. Given the dominance of academic literature, 

the validity and explanatory power of the findings can assume strength. 

Industry context/Umbrella theme 

As for the main contexts, industries, or umbrella themes of the reviewed pieces of 

literature, eight groupings were formed from the initial 38 different extracted contexts. 

As shown in Chart 4, these industries and themes are dominated by Energy, Electricity 

and Water with 19 records, followed by Banking 

and Finance with 12 total records. The theme 

“Others” is a compilation of single themes that do 

not fit under any of the others, and include for 

example insurance, food retailing, sports talent 

scouting or art trading. Further identified 

industries are IT/Mobile/Tech/Digital, Agriculture, 

Medical and Health Care, BoP and Social Businesses, and Franchising.  

Reviewing these results begs one fundamental question: Do the respective industries 

dominate the business model discourse because they make up a considerable portion 

of the overall economic activity taking place on the continent, or because they have 

the most easily visible business models? Considering the promotion of the “High 5” 

industries explained in the contextual background chapter, the first option seems most 

plausible. Those five industries are also the exact ones featured in the findings here.  

Sub-topics 

Sub-topics refer to themes that are prominent in the texts in addition to the industry 

contexts or umbrella themes. In some cases, sub-topics overlap with these umbrella 

themes. Between two and three sub-topics were extracted for each record which leads 

to 67 single sub-topics identified after data organization. 33 of these topics occur only 

a single time, eleven are mentioned twice, and the other 23 topics are addressed at 
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least three times and up to 30 times. The most frequently discussed sub-topics are 

listed in Chart 5, and include IT/ICT, Digitalization and Social Business as the top three. 

The full list of all 67 single sub-topics can be reviewed in Appendix A.B. 

In many cases, several sub-topics 

occur in combination with each 

other, suggesting a strong 

interlinkage. Two combinations 

are most evident: One is the 

combination of ICT, Digitalization, 

Internet, Financial Inclusion, and 

Mobile Money as exemplified in 

the Atuahene-Gima & Amuzu 

(2019), Casanova et al. (2018), 

Cassim & Ronnie (2015), David-

West et al. (2019), and Osafo-

Kwaako et al. (2018) publications. The other common grouping incorporates Social 

Impact, Localization, Partnerships and NGO Collaboration, and is found for instance 

in the  “Afren, a Unique African Approach.,” (2012), Dahan et al. (2010), Pitta et al. 

(2008), Proparco (2016), and Urban et al. (2020) publications.  

In both cases, the occurrence of the interlinkages is not surprising as the respective 

topics go hand in hand with each other. In the first case, innovative, inclusive finance 

solutions as well as mobile money solutions by nature require an underlying ICT, digital 

or internet solution. In the second case, partnerships, whether with local NGOs or other 

local entities, usually serve the purpose of overcoming hurdles of foreignness and 

adapt quicker and easier to local conditions and requirements. Furthermore, in the 

context of many African countries, adapting to local requirements often implies 

adapting to the needs of low-income customers which can be achieved through 

delivering some kind of social value. 

Moreover, many of the sub-topics occur in combination with some of the above outlined 

umbrella themes. The most frequent combinations are Energy, Finance, and ICT/IT as 

well as Agriculture and ICT/IT.  
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Explicit definition 

An explicit definition of business model entails that every description or explication 

where the term is being defined is assigned some clear identification characteristics. 

Using this classification, only 19 out of the 72 reviewed pieces of literature provide an 

explicit definition for their understanding of a business model. This means that close to 

75% leave the concept open.  

Identified understanding 

Although only about a quarter of all records 

give explicit definitions for their understanding 

of a business model, an implicit 

understanding of the business model concept 

is detectable in most of the texts. A total of ten 

understandings emerged after grouping the 

various understandings extracted from the 

records, as depicted in Chart 6. 

The numbers show divisions among the various understandings of a business model. 

Over a half of the texts present an understanding that is principally aligned with the 

reference definition of the present research. One of the remaining quarters of the texts 

demonstrate unclear understandings or mix business models with strategy, and the 

last quarter is strongly scattered.  

BM positioning  

The positioning and centrality of the business models is nearly evenly partitioned 

among the reviewed literature. The business model comes secondary in 37 of the 

records, where the business model aspects are discussed in periphery to a different 

central topic. Comparatively, slightly less than half the records position the business 

model centrally as the main subject of the study or discussion in the other 35 records. 

Specific BM denomination  

The term business model is mentioned in combination with a specifying or closer 

defining expression in 45 of the 72 pieces of literature. From the analysis it is evident 

that these additional descriptions refer to various other dimensions, e.g., the product, 

the commercial logic, or the industry of the business model. As illustrated in the word 
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cloud in Figure 5 the 

reviewed literature most 

frequently connects the 

terms social, BoP, 

partnership, and PAYG (pay 

as you go) with business 

model. Evidently, some of 

the popular umbrella themes 

and sub-topics are reflected 

in these specific 

denominations, confirming their central role in the present business model discourse. 

 

The combined findings from the four previous categories of explicit definition, identified 

understanding, BM positioning, and specific BM denomination overall support what the 

exiting literature says about business models: the field largely lacks a common 

conceptual understanding.  

All alone, the fact that nearly 75% of all records do not provide a clear and explicit 

definition of their understanding of business models, strong indicates the difficulty of 

doing so. Such a definition does not seem to exist. The unclarity and plurality of the 

concept is equally reflected in the specific BM denominations mentioned across the 72 

records: According to the identified terms, nearly anything is associated with a 

business model. To a certain degree, this erodes the meaning of the term business 

model and leaves it as nothing more than an empty shell in the shape of a trendy 

buzzword.  

However, these arguments must be put in perspective with the identified implicit 

understandings and varying centrality of business models in the texts. First, the missing 

rigor of explicit definitions may correlate to the fact that business models occupy a 

secondary position in slightly over half of the reviewed records, and do not assume the 

central position in the conducted research or discussions. Given this, the lack of an 

explicit definition in many texts may be explained by the subdued prioritization of the 

concept and not necessarily by the absence of a clear definition. 

Second, despite the lacking explicit definitions, it is noteworthy that the understanding 

of business models is both – implicitly and explicitly - largely aligned with the definition 

Figure 5: Specific BM denominations 



45 

 

set as valid for the present research5 in over half of the texts. Moreover, this definition 

approach is lately seeing an increased application. To exemplify, Dahan et al. 

(2010:328) describe a BM as a “relatively comprehensive description of the 

organization’s situation”, and Mason & Chakrabarti (2017:69) explain “Business 

models are widely conceptualized as descriptions, or representations of a reality, 

identifying business model components or sets of activities”. Additionally, David-West 

et al. (2020) talk about the business model as a general description of a firm’s 

functioning logic and introduce the Business Model Canvas as a framework in their 

paper. These observations suggest that there is indeed a convergence towards a 

certain understanding and definition.  

Nevertheless, the other half of all records display rather scattered understandings of 

the business model concept, including complete ambiguity or equating BM with 

strategy. Therefore, the issue of the concept unclarity and plurality continues to 

complicate the field. 

Key messages 

As with all categories, the key messages extracted from each record during the 

analysis were reduced and thematically grouped, and resulted in five thematic groups: 

context challenges, context success factors, business model challenges, business 

model success factors and risk mitigation mechanisms.  

Context challenges 

Only 16 of the 72 records explicitly name factors that have a negative or impeding 

impact on the functioning of business models. These factors are mentioned according 

to the frequencies depicted in the graph in Appendix A.C. and include for instance 

weak infrastructure, a lack of skilled labor, connectivity issues and access to finance. 

Context success factors 

Context success factors are addressed equally as seldom as the challenges, namely 

in only six of the 72 records. Here, factors such as an active mobile money market, 

collaboration with governments and regulators to influence the development of 

institutional environment, inclusion of local communities, knowledge of the local 

context, customs and language, simplified import procedures, a stable currency, a 

 
5 (= A BM is the neutral description of a firm’s core functioning logic, including how a given company 
coordinates and aligns the different elements of its operations to create value for its customers and 
itself.) 
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stable regulatory environment, and a supporting local business environment are put 

forward. 

BM challenges 

Business model challenges are more frequently discussed, as found in 29 out of all 72 

texts. Among the ones mentioned several times are logistics, the issue of finding the 

right social-profit balance, the last-mile challenge (strongly related to logistics) and 

network connectivity. The complete list of factors with their respective frequencies is 

included in Appendix A.D. They partly repeat the context challenges showing that a 

clear separation is not always possible here. 

Business model success factors 

Business model success factors receive the most attention, with 43 out of the 72 

records indicating at least one such factor. Here, the most frequently outlined aspects 

are listed in the table in Appendix A.E. Clearly outstanding success factors are 

partnerships, followed by adaptation to needs, the use of ICT and digital solutions as 

well as franchising and localization, showing several overlaps with popular sub-topics. 

Risk mitigation measures 

Risk mitigation measures are hardly discussed, and only sporadically mentioned in five 

out of the 72 literature texts. Among the mentioned measures are background checks, 

binding contracts, cross-subsidization to diversify revenue streams, serving diverse 

customer segments, dividing value chain activities, strategic partnership, clear context 

adaptation, and careful market and customer selection.  

 

Looking at these five thematic groups, there are several overlaps, and the categories 

cannot always be clearly distinguished. Rather, the context factors tie in with the BM 

factors. Among the most challenging elements of business models in African countries 

are those that are most impacted by the unfavorable external factors. In this case, 

logistics and channels for physical distribution are the leading obstacles in the list. 

Furthermore, the elements of cost structure and revenue generation present frequent 

difficulties. This is because they are directly impacted by factors such as low customer 

purchasing power, finding the right social-profit balance, or dealing with high after-

sales service and maintenance costs. 

Similarly, many of the success factors go hand in hand or reflect each other, such as 

the knowledge of the local context and localization or adaptation. Furthermore, the 
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success-supporting characteristics of business models largely mirror the sub-topics of 

partnerships, the use of ICT and digital solutions that notably dominate the field. Lastly, 

an active mobile money market, which emerged as one of the success-supporting 

context factors, is closely linked to the beneficial BM feature of providing finance and 

payment solutions for clients. 

Risk mitigation is covered only sporadically, but the few methods that are mentioned 

partly overlap with success supporting factors. Here, partnerships are noted again, 

along with the importance of local adaptation. 

In general, none of the reviewed records extensively discuss the impacting factors of 

BMs. Therefore, the representativeness and generalizability of the findings must be 

regarded critically. Nevertheless, the aspects revealed are largely in line with findings 

from other, more represented data categories, which reasonably supports the validity. 

4.2. Findings and analysis - Business Model level data categories 

By analyzing the 48 records that discuss a concrete example of a business model in 

an African context, rich insights are obtained about the characteristics and composition 

of presently existing African business models.  

Industries 

The 48 business models mainly belong to 

industries that are partly reflected in the 

industry contexts of all 72 records. The 

Energy and Electrification industry is in 

the lead, followed by Agriculture, and 

WASH (Water, Sanitation and Hygiene). 

Banking and Finance as well as IT, Software and Apps are also well represented. The 

complete list of which industries the business models belong to is depicted in Chart 7. 

The group “others” includes recruiting, startup incubation and innovation.  

Several parallels emerge when reviewing industries that dominate in the 48 concrete 

business model examples in comparison with prominent sub-topics.  

First, Energy and Electrification, ICT/Tech/Digitalization and Banking Services all rely 

on the advanced application of modern technology and digital solutions parallel or in 

combination with their core offering. In fact, many of the records discuss business 
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models that are placed at the intersection of the three fields, such as business models 

of Solar Home Systems or other off-grid or mini-grid electricity solutions that combine 

energy supply with the use of an ICT solution and digital payment services (e.g. in 

Bisaga et al., 2017; Couture et al., 2019; Pedersen et al., 2020).  

Besides these more advanced and service-oriented industries, the Agriculture and 

WASH industries may not be overlooked given their high prevalence. Agriculture to 

date remains the number one industry in many African countries consisting of 

innumerable small-scale farmers. Here, the focus of the example business models is 

on efficiency and productivity enhancement as well as a better connection between 

small farmers to markets and end-customers. For achieving this, technology and 

digitalization are integrated in the deployed business model, which exceeds the 

traditional understanding of agricultural work, as shown in the example of the digital 

platform Farmcrowdy by Atuahene-Gima & Amuzu (2019). 

Regarding WASH, a field that covers supply and provision of goods and services 

related to Water, Sanitation and Hygiene, business models are typically oriented 

towards a collaboration with NGOs, humanitarian organizations, other third parties or 

intermediaries. These collaborations are often of fiscal nature. Thus, the service 

provider does not have to charge the end customer who is usually unable or unwilling 

to pay for the service, as discussed for example by Andersen (2013) and Proparco 

(2016) who investigate the cases of a water purification solution, respectively toilets. 

Origin  

Information about the origin of the business model or entrepreneur behind the business 

model is given in only 25 of the 48 examples. This indicates whether a BM is locally 

born, established, and managed by an African, or not. Here, 15 business models are 

domestic and the other 10 of foreign origin. This suggests that there are some 

international actors who venture in African countries for business activities, which 

stands against the assumptions that Africa is a blind spot for international 

entrepreneurs.  

However, in most of the cases, the entrepreneurs – even if not from the African 

continent – have personal relations or strong ties to the environment in which they set 

up their business models. This is observable for instance in the cases of Tomato Jos 

(Dodo, 2018) and DEV Mozambique (Urban et al., 2020) where the American, 
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respectively Italian founder has spent a considerable time living and working on the 

continent before starting their businesses.  

Further noteworthy, in the respective examples, the origin is never discussed in relation 

to the form or design of a business model. Henceforth, there is yet no visible difference 

between business models born in Africa and those from abroad. Topics closely related 

to the origin of business models are adaptation, localization, and partnerships. 

Quality  

Analyzing how the 48 different business models are discussed and presented in terms 

of quality provides the figures seen in Chart 8. 

More than 75% of the reviewed business 

models are either success examples or 

neutral descriptions. An additional ten 

cases are a mix of neutral to success 

examples. Only one business model is 

described critically by suggesting 

needed changes, and another two 

business models are generally successful but with room for improvement regarding 

some of the aspects. 

Positively, these numbers confirm that business models on the African continent can 

be successful, or at a minimum, can work sufficiently. This is contrary to common 

critique about the overall hostile business environment in Africa. At the same time, 

these findings must question the seemingly non-existent pitfalls and failure 

characteristics of business models. 

Transaction logic 

Analyzing the nature of how the 

discussed business models 

organize the transfer of their 

offerings to their clients reveals 

divergent transaction logics as 

shown in Chart 9. 

Over half of the models engage in commercial sales with their customers. On the 

contrary, only a small share donates their products or services by covering the costs 
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through subsidies or grants from third parties. In ten of the 48 cases, a mixed logic of 

sales and donations is used. Selling to intermediaries as a well as selling to both end 

users and intermediaries occurs in six of the 48 cases. 

These results well indicate that a functioning approach to business in African countries 

exists beyond pure charity and donation-based transactions. Business models are, and 

should be, designed to generate revenue streams from their activities that is paid by 

the end user or beneficiary of the product. However, some business models are 

designed to provide their offering freely to the end-user by covering the cost structures 

from other sources, that are typically subsidies, grants, or other funds. An important 

observation here is that the transaction nature depends largely on the type of offering, 

the industry context, and the served customer segment. While agricultural input 

material and produce, such as honey in the case of Bee Natural Uganda (Lynch et al., 

2014), can be sold directly to the final user, energy and electrification projects, such as 

the one discussed by Budzianowski et al. (2018), often require the involvement of an 

intermediary. Finally, WASH services, like water filter devices (Gebauer & Saul, 2014), 

may require the free distribution of the product. 

Business Model Elements 

Key activities 

Information about the key activities of the reviewed 

business models is included in 47 of the 48 cases. One 

activity that is mentioned consistently throughout is the 

provision, or sales and distribution, of the core offering. 

Training of both end-users as well as company-internal or 

related staff is also a frequent activity in addition to classic 

value chain activities. These trainings not only cover the 

usage of the offered product or service, but also general 

education about their relevance in related matters (e.g., not 

only demonstrating how to use a solar lamp but also covering the importance of saving 

energy). This is particularly necessary for more novel products that require awareness 

and familiarization, which is often the case with goods that should enhance everyday 

life and be regularly used (e.g. Dumalanède & Payaud, 2018; Faheem, 2015). 
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Furthermore, after-sales service and maintenance are also among the main activities 

of the investigated business models. This suggests that the provided products or 

services are not for direct consumption or one-time use but should serve the customer 

over a certain period. Therefore, the products and/or services must stay intact and 

functional over time, as is the case with WASH, energy and electrification solutions, 

digital services, and other appliances.  

Value proposition  

Concrete value propositions are given for 42 of the 

48 business models. Over a half of these proposed 

values are either the fulfillment of a basic need or 

the improvement of living conditions, like access to 

clean water or medical treatment, and connection to safe and affordable electricity (e.g. 

Andersen, 2013; Proparco, 2016; Sabatier et al., 2017). Business models that offer 

value beyond basic needs are evident in 11 cases, and include examples such as 

enhanced access to banking or financial services or enhanced productivity and 

revenues (e.g. Cobert et al., 2012; Ghore & Diochon, 2016). Finally, only a small share 

proposes a sophisticated value like knowledge generation, innovation, or a “feel-good-

factor” (e.g. “Coffee.,” 2007; Shahrivar et al., 2018). 

To a certain extent, these findings reflect the overall less trivial desires, essentials, and 

expectations of the average customer profile. In other words, adding simple and basic 

values may already have great impact and significance for many customers. 

Importantly, this is not to vindicate low product or service quality, because the value 

proposition does not equate to the quality of the product or service. Customers expect 

high quality irrespective of the simplicity of basic goods and services that are offered. 

Key resources 

Compared to the other business model 

elements, key resources receive less attention, 

with only 32 of the 48 reviewed examples 

including information on their composition. This 

information shows a nearly even distribution between several resources, the most 

frequently mentioned of which is knowledge, followed by a strong IT element or 

software or app, and network. Traditional firm resources such as staff, financial assets, 

or other material input, and an offering of good quality are also included.  
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The findings reflect prominent topics related to business models. First, knowledge 

refers to both a superior technical knowledge of the product or service (e.g. Gabriel & 

Kirkwood, 2016; International Finance Corporation, 2017) and the knowledge of local 

conditions and needs (e.g. Chesbrough et al., 2006). Second, the popularity of 

integrating digital solutions and ICT into a business model is clearly visible (e.g. David-

West et al., 2020; Pedersen et al., 2020; Vandazina et al, 2019), as well as the 

establishment of relations to other actors on the ground (e.g. Dodo, 2018; Howell et 

al., 2018; Siame, 2016).  

Key partners 

Information about key partners is discussed in 40 of the 48 

business models. Most of these 40 records mention several 

partners among which the local private sector shows the 

highest frequency. Further frequently discussed partners are 

financiers, donors, and banks as well as local and international 

NGOs. Besides these, local government actors, local and 

international organizations, network operators, and lastly local 

communities are discussed. 

From these findings it becomes visible that partnerships cover 

a broad range of actors and thus serve many different 

purposes. They might facilitate the commercial survival of a 

venture, reduce obstacles during daily operations, increase local acceptance and 

visibility, enhance relations to customers, etc. Most reviewed business models 

therefore engage in more than one type of partnership to leverage synergies and 

maximize advantages.  

Cost structures 

Cost structures are addressed in 33 of the 48 cases. The most frequent costs are 

production and staff costs. These are closely followed by logistics and distribution costs 

as well as general operating costs. Other more specified costs are buildings, service 

and maintenance, marketing, and training. 
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The observed costs largely reflect the core activities 

as outlined above (e.g. Knuckles, 2016; Osafo-

Kwaako et al., 2018; Shahrivar et al., 2018), as well 

as the some of the challenge factors such as the 

deficient infrastructure in many African countries that 

make logistics costly (e.g. Atewamba & Boimah, 

2017; Gabriel & Kirkwood, 2016). Thus, it becomes 

evident that certain types of activities incur more 

expenses than others and context as well as internal 

challenges directly influence cost structures.  

Revenue streams 

The element of revenue streams is considered in 45 of the 48 business model 

examples. Traditional product sales and service fees are the most frequent sources of 

revenue. Furthermore, funds, grants, and donations, are important. Non-monetary 

value revenues and franchise licenses are also included. Among the non-monetary 

revenues are for example recreation value and 

biodiversity (Atewamba & Boimah, 2017) and 

social profit (Sabatier et al., 2017).  

Clearly visible, the main source of revenues of the 

reviewed business models is commercial sales activity. This is in line with the findings 

about the dominant transaction logic. Funds, grants, and donations play a non-

neglectable role as well. They are either part of the revenue sources in the early life 

stages of businesses, where they are needed to kick-off operations (e.g. Dodo, 2018). 

On the other hand, they may depend on the industry and type of offering which in line 

with the findings about the nature of transactions.  

 

In relation to both cost structures and revenue streams, other important aspects are 

highlighted in some business models examples. These include (cross) subsidization, 

adapted payment schemes and financing support, cost sharing, cost minimization and 

scale economies.  
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Mechanisms mentioned under adapted 

payment schemes are include in 

examples such as, up-front versus 

deferred payments, weekly versus 

monthly payments and, for financing up-

front payments, micro-credit versus 

savings groups (Gebauer & Saul, 2014), 

initial down payments and following series 

of installments (Couture et al., 2019), or 

mobile money (International Finance 

Corporation, 2017). 

Customer segments  

Customer segments are discussed in 45 of the 48 

business models. The most often mentioned 

customers are private sector actors which include 

micro, small, and medium enterprises (MSMEs) 

and individual entrepreneurs that serve as 

intermediaries. These are followed by very poor or 

low-income populations that live in remote, rural 

areas. The next bigger segment are middle-

income households in both urban and rural areas 

and BoP or very low-income customers in general 

(without geographic specification). The customer segments with “Other features” are 

characterized for instance by a certain common disease or lack of access to certain 

goods or services, independent from their income levels. NGOs and the public sector 

are also among customers. Lastly, only three business models serve wealthy and/or 

international customers.  

According to these numbers, business or organizational customers are just as popular 

as individual households. The locally established private sector and different 

organizations as well as public institutions are hence not only potential partners but 

equally potential clients. A clear advantage of that segment is that it is usually not as 

resource restricted as individual households. Among individual households, the 

income-level and living location play an important role. Even though a non-neglectable 
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part of customers belong to the middle class, the majority is still strongly limited by 

weak purchasing power. Therefore, many of the reviewed business models target 

several customer segments to parallelly diversify and cross-subsidize revenue 

sources. 

Customer relationship management 

The element Customer Relationship 

Management (CRM) is addressed in 

35 of the 48 business model 

examples. The most frequently 

mentioned way of maintaining close 

relations with clients is direct and 

personal contact, followed by 

relationship management through third parties which include local organizations, 

NGOs, governments, franchisees, agents, and community leaders. Besides that, 

marketing activities such as ads and direct communication, training, and education as 

well as event-like activities – in some cases particularly targeted at certain communities 

– are discussed.  

The findings clearly show that direct contact to customers is essential in the context of 

African countries. Contact can be established  be in the form of encounters in physical 

stores or at points-of-sale (e.g. Acosta & Ndonga, 2014; Allen et al., 2012), through 

training initiatives (e.g. Gebauer & Saul, 2014; Mehra & Justo, 2016), or events (e.g. 

Mehra & Justo, 2016; Pedersen et al., 2020; Proparco, 2016). The rationale for this 

personal and direct kind of CRM is the need for trust between seller or service provider 

and end end-user. Local acceptance by the community is particularly important for 

larger projects in the area of energy and water supply (e.g. Gebauer & Saul, 2014; 

Pedersen et al., 2020). As the numbers show, locally well-established third parties are 

means of gaining such trust and acceptance. 

Channels 

Lastly, channels – both distribution and 

marketing channels – are closer described 

in 42 of the 48 cases. Here, channels of 

third parties such as local partners, NGOs, 

MSMEs, entrepreneurs, franchisees and 
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other intermediaries are the most frequently mentioned. In second place are digital and 

online channels as well as self-owned physical shops and direct points-of sales. Other 

popular channels are agents and mobile sales. For marketing, both offline and online 

methods such as flyers, word-of-mouth, radio and TV spots, as well as websites are 

mentioned.  

Like in CRM, the high ranking of third parties reinforces the importance of partnerships 

with actors who have such channels in place already. Furthermore, the deployment of 

one or the other channel is usually dependent on the mobility and accessibility of the 

customer segment to be served. Therefore, it is a common practice to deploy more 

than one channel correspondingly to increase coverage. The co-usage of physical with 

digital channels as well as fixed shop outlets with mobile points-of-sale or agents, for 

example, are frequent combinations (e.g. Acosta & Ndonga, 2014; Allen et al., 2012; 

David-West et al., 2020; McKinsey, 2020; Scott, 2017). 

 

Reviewing the findings for both CRM and channels reveals that the two elements are 

not always clearly distinguishable and have some overlapping components. This is 

particularly the case for marketing activities. On the one hand they serve the purpose 

of creating and maintaining customer awareness and ideally loyalty, and on the other 

hand, they are an important aspect of sales and distribution. Therefore, also similar 

mechanisms and solutions appear to be deployed in both elements, the most 

prominent of which is the utilization of third parties’ networks and infrastructure.  

 

4.3. Summary and synthesis of key findings 

In the attempt to summarize and synthesize the rich findings from the single data 

categories, three main areas of insights emerge. These three areas are respectively 

informed by different combinations of the data categories and thereby illustrate in which 

ways the systematic literature review produces new knowledge. These three areas 

are: 

1) The status quo of the research field 

2) The status quo of the business model concept 

3) The status quo of business models in African countries 
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Table 1 structures and recaps the key findings for each area, while also establishing 

the connections between the three areas, the single data categories, and the 

respective findings.  

 

Knowledge 

area 

Data categories Findings 
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▪ Year 

▪ Type 

▪ Geographic 

Focus 

▪ Industry 

Context/ 

Umbrella 

Theme 

▪ Sub-topics 

▪ Industries 

▪ Quality  

The field is in its infancy and lacks long-term and 

comprehensive insights. 

The field lacks “worst practices”. 

The field has clear geographic tendencies within Africa 

(advanced economies). Less developed economies 

remain blind sports. 

The field has clear industry tendencies 

(Energy/Electricity, Banking/Finance, ICT/IT, 

Mobile/Digital/Internet, Agriculture and WASH) 

Research is dominated by a limited set of themes and 

topics (ICT/IT/digitalization, social-profit balance, 

partnerships, localization & needs-adaptation, financing, 

logistics challenges) 
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▪ Explicit 

definition  

▪ Identified 

understanding 

▪ Positioning  

▪ Specific 

denomination 

The concept lacks a common understanding which 

includes the lack of a clear definition as well as a common 

language. 

The convergence towards one understanding is implicitly 

observable. 

Confusion of the concept with business strategy or 

strategy-related concepts is frequent. 
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▪ Industry 

Context/ 

Umbrella Themes 

▪ Sub-topics 

▪ Key 

messages 

▪ Industry 

▪ Origin 

▪ Quality 

▪ Transaction 

logic 

▪ Business 

model 

elements 

 

There exist both successful domestic- and foreign-born 

BMs. In fact, no big differences seem to exist between 

these two. 

Localization means the adaptation to local conditions and 

requirements. 

Most BMs work according to a commercial transaction 

logic (sales with revenues). The transaction style, 

however, strongly depends on the industry, type of 

offering and customer segment. 

Most BMs recommend minimizing costs and deploying 

(cross) subsidization of financial revenues. 

Cost-minimization must not compromise the quality of the 

offering. 

Many BMs recommend diversifying customer segments 

and channels. 
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Many BMs highlight the importance of trustful customer 

relations. 

Among the biggest challenges are weak infrastructure 

(roads, network connection), the right social-profit 

balance, and immobile, resource-constrained, and 

unbanked customers. 

Among the success factors are strong local partnerships, 

good knowledge of the local context and corresponding 

adaptation, the use of ICT and digital technology and the 

provision of finance and payment solutions. 

Risk mitigation measures are hardly discussed yet. Some 

of the ones mentioned are cross-subsidization, diverse 

customer segments and strategic partnerships. 

Table 1: Key findings from the SLR 

 

Preliminary conceptual framework 

 In addition, regarding the single business model elements, the findings allow to derive 

a preliminary conceptual framework for business models in Africa. The form of the 

framework is inspired by the Business Model Canvas. It also constitutes a generic 

business model for African countries and is presented in Table 2. 

 

Key activities Value proposition Key resources 

▪ Standard value chain 

activities such as 

production, marketing, 

sales, distribution, etc. 

▪ In addition, training and 

education of employees, 

clients, and partners 

▪ After-sales service and 

maintenance 

▪ Fulfillment of basic 

needs 

▪ Enhancement of living 

conditions 

▪ Knowledge 

▪ Strong IT/software/app 

▪ Network 

Key partners Revenue streams Cost structure 

▪ Local private sector 

▪ Financiers/Donors/Banks 

▪ Local and international 

NGOs and organizations 

▪ Product sales 

▪ Service fees 

▪ Funds, grants & 

donations 

▪ Production costs 

▪ Staff costs 

▪ Logistics/Distribution 

costs 
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5. Case study excursus 

5.1. The Case of AMABO GmbH 

Subject of the case study is AMABO GmbH, an Austrian-Cameroonian startup that 

produces high-quality roof tiles from plastic waste. The idea for this startup came in 

reaction to the massive plastic waste problem that many African cities face. In this 

specific case, the inspiration came after Mr. Nforbi emigrated from Cameroon and 

found himself fascinated by the clean streets in Austria. Driven by the will to enable 

change in his home country, Mr. Nforbi started looking for donors in Europe to support 

his initiative for finding solutions that address the immense waste pollution in 

Cameroon. During this search, Mr. Nforbi met and inspired Dr. Sonja Sagmeister-

Brandner, the later founder and CEO of AMABO. With support from the Austrian 

Development Agency (ADA), the initial intention and ideas started developing and 

shaping until AMABO’s core logic was born – the transformation of plastic waste into 

roof tiles.  

Initially proposed to be a developmental project without intended profit generation, a 

businessman and later investor discovered AMABO’s business potential along the way 

and supported the design of a suitable commercial business model. At a later stage, 

AMABO applied for financing through OeEB’s Austrian-African Investment Facility and 

obtained more capital. With this capital, AMABO acquired a plot of land in Douala, 

Cameroon, built a factory and equipped it with the necessary machinery. Shortly 

afterwards, the factory went into operation. It began producing its high-quality, 

shatterproof, and eco-responsible roof tiles composed by a plastic waste with sand 

mixture and molded from special machine and technology found in South Africa. 

Today, apart from its Austrian holding and CEO, AMABO’s operations are 100% 

localized with the entire staff being Cameroonians and all input factors being sourced  

Customer segments CRM Channels 

▪ SMSEs, Private Sector, 

Local entrepreneurs & 

intermediaries 

▪ BoP/Low-income & rural 

▪ Urban & rural middle-

income 

▪ Direct/personal contact 

▪ Through 3rd party 

▪ Marketing activities 

▪ Trough 3rd party 

▪ Online/digital  

▪ Physical shops / Direct 

points-of-sale 

Table 2: Conceptual framework - generic BM for African countries 
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from immediate vicinity. 

5.2. AMABO’s business model  

Table 3 explains the business model of AMABO as a composition of the nine business 

model elements according to the Business Model Canvas. As such, it was derived from 

the different case study data sources. 

 

 

Table 3: AMABO's business model 

Key activities Value proposition Key resources 

▪ Production and sales of 

roof tiles 

▪ Recycling of plastic 

waste 

▪ Organization and 

coordination of waste 

collection 

▪ Local awareness 

creation around the topic 

of waste collection and 

separation  

▪ Sustainable, eco-friendly, 

long-lasting product 

▪ High quality (premium 

segment) 

▪ Adapted to local weather and 

climate conditions – reduces 

humidity  

▪ Improvement of living 

conditions – reduces mold 

formation 

▪ Reduction of plastic waste on 

streets 

▪ Production factors 

(sand, plastic waste) 

▪ Special technology 

and machinery 

▪ Production factory 

▪ Electricity  

▪ Human resources 

Key partners Revenue streams Cost structure 

▪ Austrian Development 

Agency 

▪ Development Bank of 

Austria  

▪ Other investors 

▪ Technology provider  

▪ Local building material 

merchants 

▪ Revenue from sales of tiles 

▪ (Rather high product prices; 

comparable to EU prices) 

▪ Production costs 

▪ Staff costs 

▪ Logistic costs (!) 

Customer segments CRM Channels 

▪ Private individuals from 

growing middle class 

▪ Individuals who can 

afford to build houses 

▪ Personal contact 

▪ Facebook, WhatsApp 

▪ Local office  

▪ Local construction 

material retailer 

(product exhibition 

and sales) 

▪ Social Media 

(marketing) 

▪ TV spots (marketing) 
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5.3. The case of AMABO in relation to the research findings 

As outlined in the Methodology chapter, the insights from the case study intend to shed 

an empirical light on the theoretic findings. This is briefly done in the following by setting 

the case study findings in liaison with the literature review findings. To reiterate, the 

case study findings are not meant to legitimize or refute the literature review findings. 

Rather, they should give an impression of where the knowledge from the literature 

review findings is positioned in relation to practice. 

a) Understanding of the Business Model concept 

Part of the interview with AMABO’s CEO was to verify the conceptual understanding 

of business models. This should ensure a common ground for the subsequent 

conversation. However, the interviewee could not provide an explicit definition and 

rather circumvented the question by talking broadly about business models. This 

response is a clear example and reflection of the identified conceptual confusion 

around business models. Nevertheless, from subsequent statements, it becomes 

implicitly evident that the basic understanding broadly converges with the business 

model definition set for the present research. Purportedly, the literature seems to rightly 

catch and reflect empiric realities of the understanding of the business model concept.   

b) Industry and topical foci 

The industrial operations in both a construction material production and a recycling 

plant allocates AMABO under the broader material processing industry. This is a 

strongly resource-oriented industry that is not represented in the review findings. The 

dominating industries found in the literature are largely service-oriented. Considering 

these results, AMABO seems to be an exceptional example of a venture that managed 

to successfully enter an innovative business model within a rather traditional industry. 

This divergence can either perceive current research as lacking such considerations, 

or that such examples are indeed rare. 

Similarly, minor commonalities are observable regarding dominating themes and 

topics. Central topics arising from the interview include sustainability, local value 

creation, corruption, and local knowledge. In the top-ten sub-topics from the literature 

review, only partnerships are somehow reflected in the case. This signifies that 

literature, and thus theoretic insights, do not presently cover the entire existing reality 

of business models in Africa. 
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c) Origin 

Considering that AMABO is an Austrian born and developed idea, the business model 

is principally foreign to Africa. However, it must be acknowledged that a lot of local 

input supported the development, and the model was de facto created for Cameroon. 

Therefore, this case reflects the literature review findings that reveal most abroad-born 

business models in Africa have close ties to the African context.  

Furthermore, the literature review shows that there is not much attentiveness to the 

differences between domestic and foreign business models. A statement from the 

interviewee supports these theoretic insights: “Actual business models for Africa, I 

believe, do not differ too much from European ones. You need a proper business case, 

a demand, tackle a problem, have a dedicated team behind it.” (Sagmeister-Brandner, 

personal interview, 10 March 2021; see Appendix M.N. for full interview notes). The 

literature henceforth contests well with the practical reality.  

d) Transaction logic 

With the initial developmental project being transformed into a commercial business 

model, AMABO pursues a clear for-profit and commercial logic where revenues are 

generated from the sales of their roof tiles. Sales are directed at the end-user who are 

individual private persons looking to build a house. In this dimension, the empirical 

example hence accords with theoretic findings. The majority of successful business 

models in Africa apply a commercial sales logic with revenue generation from the end 

customers. 

e) Challenges, success supporting factors and other relevant aspects 

In comparison to literature, the case displays both similarities and differences 

regarding the most prevalent challenging and success factors impacting business 

models in Africa. AMABO’s business mostly reflects the same challenges that the 

review findings uncovered such as deficient infrastructure that causes high logistic 

costs as well as frequent power outages, weak public administration capacities and 

corruption.  

However, supporting success factors in this case and in the literature are divergent. 

For AMABO, the primary success factors thrive on its extensive localization in terms of 

staff and input factors, and on its sustainability focus. While these aspects are also 

reflected in the literature, the top-ranking success factors of partnerships and ICT 

usage do not seem to play a big role for AMABO.  
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Moreover, while the literature findings highlight the importance of offering adapted 

financing and payment schemes as well as innovative payment solutions, these 

aspects remain largely unaddressed by AMABO’s business model. This is the same 

with the expressed need for considerate product pricing.  

f) The single business model elements  

Lastly, the derived Business Model Canvas for AMABO only partly accords with the 

conceptual business model framework obtained from the SLR results. The respective 

commonalities and divergent points are summarized in 

Table 4: Comparison of findings from SLR and case study 

In sum, this short empiric excursus conveys a good impression of the relations between 

current literature and practice. Theoretic insights are certainly not far-fetched, but they 

cannot solely account for the full reality. This bears some implication for the research 

and practical field of business models in African countries that are discussed in the 

following chapter. 

BM Element Commonalities   Divergent points 

Key Activities  ▪ Production and distribution of core 

offering 

▪ Awareness creation and training 

(about recycling) 

  

Value 

Proposition  

▪ Improvement of living conditions 

(anti-mold) 

▪ Sustainability (=societal value) 

 ▪ Beyond basic needs 

(high quality tiles) 

Key Resources ▪ Knowledge (local and production 

technology) 

 ▪ Physical assets & 

input factors 

▪ Local staff 

Key Partners ▪ Financiers 

▪ Local retailer 

  

Cost Structure ▪ Costs of operating (production, staff, 

logistics, marketing, etc.) 

  

Revenue 

Stream 

▪ Product sales    

Customer 

Segment 

  ▪ Middle-class 

individuals 

CRM ▪ Direct contact   ▪ Social Media 

Channels ▪ 3rd party (construction material 

retailer) 

▪ Digital / Online  
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6. Discussion 

From the analysis and synthesis of the findings, and the short comparison of these 

with the case study, several implications emerge. The present chapter thus constitutes 

the synthesis of the obtained findings from both the Systematic Literature Review and 

the case study and subsequently discusses implications for business model practice 

and research in African countries. 

Simultaneously, the discussion uncovers some limitations of the research and lastly 

allows to point out directions for future research. 

6.1. Implications for practice and research 

Each of the three areas of knowledge established through the synthesis of the findings 

bears a set of implications and recommendations for both practice and research. 

Therefore, the following discussion is developed along these three areas. 

6.1.1. Related to the status quo of the research field 

Implications for practice  

Given the infant stage of the domain, a large and diverse pool of examples that could 

serve as templates is not yet existent. This must be considered by every practitioner 

whenever starting reflections and discussions about the design of a business model 

for an African country. A lot of practical work in these regards is yet to be done, and 

most international entrepreneurs that dare to start a business in Africa are amongst 

the adventurous pioneers that are only now creating material to be discussed, studied, 

and eventually will yield lessons learned for those who come later. 

For those entrepreneurs, the location choice within Africa could make a difference. 

Given the fact that most of the few existing examples originate from more advanced 

economies, it can be assumed that the establishment of a business model there is 

easier and less risky than in one of the least developed economies. With a more 

sophisticated private sector and better-established public institutions, more options for 

support and collaboration exist and efforts in business optimization can focus on the 

business model itself rather than on compensating for an unbeneficial business 

environment. Nevertheless, this does not imply that there are no business models that 

work in less developed countries. The potential of such countries should not be ignored 

because often, big challenges simultaneously are big opportunities. 
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Regarding industries, there are certainly some contexts in Africa that are more obvious 

and attractive than others, like the high-potential and high-growth industries outlined in 

Table 1: Key findings from the SLR. For practice, this is reassuring in the sense that 

different business models already exist and have proven successful in these industries 

which can be expected to continue growth in the future. Setting up a business model 

for these industries can be supported by tested examples.  

As the case of AMABO shows, not only the industry contexts featured in the findings 

can host successful business models. However, approaching these less prominent 

industries with a business model may require a greenfield approach and thus the 

willingness to accept higher uncertainty and need for adjustment.  

In any case, a business model for any African country or industry should never be a 

once-for-all design that is created and never evolved. Entering this fairly unknown 

domain requires practitioners to start small and maintain a trial-and-error mindset with 

the readiness and flexibility to adjust dynamically. 

Key takeaways:  

→ There is still a lot to learn – start small, dare to try, and be prepared to adapt.  

→ The more advanced African economies and high-potential industries already 

provide some examples to learn from. 

 

Implications for research 

For research, implications follow a clear imperative: more research is needed. This, 

however, might prove difficult considering the still limited empirical material to be 

studied. In that sense, a classical causality dilemma is in place: missing business 

model practice in Africa accounts for limited research that could yield essential 

learnings. Consequential, less practical work is carried out which again results in less 

research being done. 

A way to break the vicious circle could be closer collaboration between academics and 

practitioners regarding this specific topic. That way, researchers are better informed 

about ongoing activities and can conduct studies and disseminate results in a timely 

manner. This would be especially important to enable advancements, best practices 

and success stories within the currently booming industries that play a significant role 

for the socioeconomic development of many African countries.  
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Key takeaways:  

→ More research is needed. 

→ Closer collaboration between academics and practitioners would be beneficial 

to enable state-of-the-art business models for socioeconomic development in 

Africa. 

 

6.1.2. Related to the status quo of the business model concept 

Implications for practice  

The fuzziness and unclarity of the term and concept business model mean that working 

with business models, both strategically and operationally, can be challenging. 

Disagreement and a plurality of understandings among practitioners is very likely. 

Insights from the case study regarding this aspect partly align with this conclusion. It is 

therefore important to dedicate extra care and thoughtfulness to the early stages of a 

business model design process. Concretely, a common ground should be established 

among all parties and actors involved in the process. This may include a clear definition 

and explanation of how a business model is understood, which purpose it serves and 

which elements and dimensions of the business activity it should include.  

Besides that, it is crucial to be aware of the conceptual fuzziness when using literature 

for inspiration and guidance. There is a risk of using references that are not actually 

suitable or applicable for the intended purpose, because they discuss business models 

with a different understanding from one’s own. 

A recommendation to simplify the applied work with business models is to use the 

Business Model Canvas as a fundament and reference. With its simple and clear 

structure, the framework helps to capture the essential parts of a business model and 

set them in relation to each other. The earlier the BMC is considered and included, the 

more straightforward and systematic is the whole business model planning, design, 

and implementation. Besides that, the coherent application of the BMC in practical 

work enables simpler comparison of different business models and thus makes it 

easier to assess if a given business model can serve as a good example or inspiration 

for the development of a new one. 
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Key takeaways:  

→ Assure clarity and transparency about the understanding of the business model 

concept and what it comprises. 

→ Use the Business Model Canvas as a straightforward and easy-to-apply tool. 

 

Implications for research  

Similar implications are true for academics who aim at increasing research and thus 

knowledge and theory creation about business models for African countries. As 

existing literature about business models in general outlines, the plurality of conceptual 

understandings as well as the language used to describe them makes a coherent and 

connected discussion of the field very difficult. Several researchers might be 

investigating the same phenomenon without being able to see the parallels due to 

differing terminology. From the opposite perspective, researchers might draw on each 

other without actually referring to the same subject or reality. Just as in practice, it is 

therefore indispensable to clearly explain the deployed definition and understanding of 

a business model, so a further scattering of the research field can be avoided. The 

consistent use of the Business Model Canvas as a framework may support these 

endeavors as it presents a coherent and structured approach to business models. 

Furthermore, the blurry intersection of the business model concept and strategy as 

well as strategy-related concepts highlights how much these areas are interlinked, 

which poses the question whether it actually makes sense to try to keep these concepts 

isolated? A business model is always embedded into and forced to respond to a certain 

context and environment and thus must be aligned with the strategy. For research, this 

may imply a new approach where the rationale for an isolation of business models from 

context and strategy is assessed and well explained on a case-by-case base. 

Eventually, this can lead to a more differentiated understanding of when strategic 

aspects can be left out of the business model discussion and when they add value. 

Key takeaways:  

→ Promote the establishment of a consistent, common terminology to leverage 

research synergies. 

→ Promote the application of the BMC as a theoretic framework to disentangle 

different research approaches. 

→ Reassess the rationale for strictly separating business models from strategy on 

a case-by-case base 
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6.1.3. Related to the status quo of business models in African countries 

Implications for practice 

Among the subjects of the key findings are numerous interrelations and overlaps, 

which for practice means that working with one such a subject regarding one aspect of 

a business models very likely impacts other aspects of the model as well. Being aware 

of such interrelations and how they take effect enables practitioner to avoid 

unfavorable set-ups and rather exploit beneficial effects and leverage synergies. 

The most eminent subjects and their interrelations and thereof arising 

recommendations for practice are discussed briefly in the following. 

1) Partnerships as the panacea of business models in African countries  

The importance and numerous benefits of forging good relations and partnerships with 

locally established actors such as other private businesses, local public institutions, 

local or international organizations, NGOs, etc. are undeniable. From a practical 

perspective, partnerships bear the potential of soothing several existing pain points.  

 

A reoccurring challenge is the weak infrastructure of many African countries. The two 

infrastructure areas with the biggest impact are road and transport infrastructure as 

well as marketing channels such as access to local media or trustful relations to the 

local population. Both are crucial for the distribution of goods and services; both are 

virtually impossible to be compensated for in case of a lack by individual companies. 

However, in most contexts, there are already actors who are actively navigating these 

challenges. Establishing working relations and partnerships with these actors allows to 

tap into the networks and benefit from infrastructure that is already created. A positive 

side effect of this is the reduction of high costs for making logistics work. 

Another challenge that local partnerships can help to overcome is the burden of being 

foreign in a context. Knowing the local context very well and adapting accordingly is 

not only a significant success-enhancing factor but equally contributes to lower 

business risk arising from unawareness or missing insider perspectives. Partnering 

with locally established actors grants access to local knowledge and broader market 

intelligence that otherwise must be created at high costs and time resources.  

Besides eliminating the risky and costly consequences of foreignness, partnerships 

also are great means of gaining quicker access to customers’ acceptance and trust. 
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Particularly customer segments with resource restrictions are considerate about their 

spending choices and the decision to invest in a certain product or service often heavily 

depends on the reputation and credibility of the seller. The path of establishing such 

credibility and trust is a long one for a newcomer, hence why the collaboration with an 

already trusted partner can provide a welcomed shortcut on that trajectory.  

 

2) Integration of ICT and digital solutions as multi-purpose tools 

A similar multi-purpose effect is true for ICT and digital components, such as mobile 

apps, internet platforms, online channels, digital banking and payment options, etc. As 

an important key resource, a tech component can yield several practical benefits. 

 

To start out with, the technological advancement across Africa, particularly in regard 

of mobile devices and apps, must not be underestimated, even if often overlooked from 

a Eurocentric perspective. In a context where physical and analog infrastructure and 

services are largely deficient, digital solutions have in fact thriven on these conditions 

and started to fill voids. On top of that, the large share of rural population often is 

immobile, not only because of road and transport infrastructure gaps. This implies that 

certain customer segments realistically can be reached and serviced only through 

digital and online means, because any physical attempt would cause unproportionally 

high business costs. Therefore, ICT and digital solutions are an alternative or 

complement to partnerships for bridging the infrastructure gap including physical 

distribution infrastructure as well as analogue communication and marketing 

infrastructure, thus significantly reducing costs. 

Besides this aspect, ICT and digital solutions can help to reduce maintenance and 

service costs for products where this is required. Solutions such as remote monitoring 

and maintenance technology (e.g., for electronic appliances) override the need for 

physical service visits. Even in cases where physical action like simple repair work is 

needed, ICT and digital solutions can spare company staff the travel by enabling 

remote customer assistance and do-it-yourself repair guidance. 

Lastly, a particularly essential type of digital solution that should be reviewed for every 

business model are digital banking and payment methods, most notably mobile money. 

One the one hand, these technologies allow a huge share of the unbanked African 
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population to pay for goods and services, on the other hand, they make it possible for 

businesses to actually obtain their revenue streams. 

 

3) Mastering the profit-social tightrope walk with all its implications 

Topics such as social impact, social businesses, or Bottom-of-the-Pyramid (BoP) 

customer segments are brought up repeatedly in the reviewed body of literature which 

hints towards a clear directive for practice: Making a difference for customers in one or 

the other way should be inherent to any business model for Africa, not only on moral 

grounds, but simply for ensuring operating legitimacy in the long-run. Opportunities for 

doing so are manifold. 

 

In many of the analyzed examples, a reference to Sustainable Development Goal 

(SDG) 7 - Affordable and Sustainable Energy - is made, given that many of the 

examples are from within the energy sector. Beyond SDG 7, there are plenty of further 

options for businesses to incorporate a social impact into their model, e.g., in SDG 2 

(Nutrition), 3 (Health) and 6 (Water and Sanitation). As these areas show, the positive 

social or environmental impact does not even have to be delivered separately or on 

top of the core offering but can in many cases be an inherent feature thereof. AMABO’s 

eco-friendly, product made from recycled plastic waste is a great example here. 

Notwithstanding, it is important not to mistake having a social impact with the free 

provision of goods and services. As the findings show, most of the reviewed business 

models apply a commercial sales logic. Indeed, business models for Africa do not only 

work, but even should work according to a commercial logic where customers pay for 

products and services to cover the firms’ costs. In the long-term, this is the only way to 

assure economic viability and thus enable the firm to deliver value of different kinds to 

its customers. In practice, this should be well kept in mind when planning the revenue 

logic of a business model. 

As already mentioned, here it is crucial to remember that a large customer segment in 

Africa is price sensitive. Even a slight price difference may alter the customers’ 

willingness to pay for a given product or service. Therefore, prices must be well 

calculated and justifiable in regards of the features of the offering. Cost minimization 

emerges as an imperative, which can be achieved - as outlined above - through the 

leverage of strategic partnerships and ICT and digital solutions. Furthermore, a way to 
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keep prices low is to establish subsidy partnerships with governments or relevant 

organizations, or to internally cross-subsidize with either different customer segments 

or different product categories. 

Worth highlighting here is the fact that low prices cannot be achieved through a lower 

quality of the offering. In fact, resource-constrained customers are particularly sensitive 

to mediocre quality and expect to receive a proper service in return for spending their 

rare resources. 

 

4) Localize and adapt according to needs, dynamically and modularly 

Lastly, one questions remains tantalizing, especially from the perspective of European 

entrepreneurs and business model practitioners: What is the role or importance of 

adapting the business model to the African context? Research findings indicate that 

there is a case for localization and adaptation. Under consideration of the multiplicity 

of insights, certain localization and adaptation recommendations can be made. 

 

First, localization simply and straightforwardly means to know the local context well, 

which was also highlighted by the case study. This may imply knowing local culture 

and language, the functioning of local institutions, consumption patterns, etc. Besides 

allowing for a better design of the offering, such local knowledge also reduces business 

risk and facilitates trust and acceptance building. As the findings from both the SLR 

and case study show, this local knowledge may stem from long-time exposure of the 

entrepreneur to the local context, or from integrating local staff in the business. 

Second, localization means to carefully adapt to the needs of the customer segments. 

In principle, this logic is not different for Africa than for any other destination; only the 

very needs are different in every context. Aspects to pay particular attention to are 

knowledge and awareness, value expectations, purchasing power, financing and 

payment options, and customers’ mobility.  

Looking at these points it becomes evident that they relate to single elements of a 

business model rather than to the model as a whole. This is an important observation 

particularly for the transfer of an existing business model, be it from Europe to Africa, 

or from one country within Africa to another. Replicating a functioning business model 

from one African state in another is strongly advised against, given the high diversity 

of different states. However, for a transfer or expansion, it might not always be 
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necessary to change and adapt the whole business model. Rather, it is 

recommendable to decompose it into its single elements and then assess localization 

needs and options individually. 

To shortly reiterate on the perhaps most crucial of these elements – cost structures 

and revenue streams – business models face one major challenge: Most of the 

customers are either resource-constrained, unbanked, or both. This means that they 

not only have insufficient financial means to purchase the offered products or services, 

but also limited access to bridging financing options and traditional money transfer 

services. A good business model ideally accounts for these constraints and integrates 

innovative financing and payment solutions in response. Popular and well-proven 

solutions are for example the pay-per-use or pay-as-you-go logic, where customers 

cover the entire costs through small installments, or M-Pesa as an example for mobile 

money.  

 

The discussion of the four recommendations, under further consideration of the generic 

business model framework derived during the synthesis, suggest the following points 

to retain regarding the practical work with business models in and for Africa, 

independent from the specific country or industry: 

Key takeaways:  

General 

→ Make sure to know the local context. 

→ Localize and adapt modularly for different contexts. 

 Related to Key Activities 

→ Consider that customer as well as employees may need education and training 

around the product or service offered. 

 Related to Value Proposition 

→ Inclusion of a positive social and/or environmental impact of some kind (implicit 

or explicit) is indispensable. There is great potential within the SDGs 2, 3, 6 & 

7 (Nutrition, Health, Water and Sanitation, Energy). 

→ Very basic goods and services already bring great value when delivered at a 

good quality. A particularly sophisticated value proposition is not always 

required. 

 Related to Key Resources 

→ Integration and leverage of ICT and digital solutions wherever possible cuts 

costs. 
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 Related to Key Partners 

→ Local partnerships are the business model panacea. Establishing good 

relations with local actors allows to tap into networks, knowledge, infrastructure, 

etc. and thus reduce costs. 

 Related to Cost Structure 

→ Cost minimization, considerate prices (BUT high quality) are key. 

 Related to Revenue Streams 

→ Offering innovative financing and payment options (e.g., mobile money, pay-

as-you-go) enables revenue streams. 

→ (Temporary) Subsidies or internal cross-subsidization help to counter financial 

unsteadiness. 

 Related to Customer Segments 

→ Resource-constrained customers are a large group. However, the middle-

class, organizations and the private as well as public sector bear great 

customer potential as well. 

 Related to CRM 

→ Personal and trustful customer relations are crucial. 

 Related to Channels 

→ Customers may be immobile. Deploying several marketing and distribution 

channels can account for that. 

 

Implications for research 

Current research efforts seem to gravitate around a delimited set of themes and topics. 

Similar to the dominating status of certain industries, the challenge of a balanced and 

inclusive research scope arises here. Do these prominent topics divert research 

attention from other potentially important aspects that are currently completely left out 

of the business model discourse? 

On the one hand, the identified and discussed topics are clearly of high eminence and 

therefore deserve being investigated further to obtain a holistic picture of their effects 

and dynamics. On the other hand, the research scope should be kept as unbiased and 

broad as possible to be able to root out unprecedented and novel aspects. These 

implications become particularly relevant considering the insights gained from the case 

study. In the case of AMABO, many of the topics prevalent in the reviewed literature 

are relevant only to a limited extent, while other aspects – not addressed in current 

literature – surface. Even though this one case cannot conclusively or substantially 
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challenge the abundancy of the review findings, it makes a good case for why research 

might need to diversify its foci. 

Key takeaways:  

→ Ensure an open, balanced, and inclusive scope to cover potentially overlooked 

topics. 

 

6.2. Limitations of the research and its findings  

From a critical reflection on both the research procedure and thereof derived 

implications, some relevant points of limitation arise. 

1) Potential research gaps due to unclear concept 

To begin with the research procedure, the previously discussed research challenges 

stemming from the unclear business model conception and understanding also pertain 

the present research. Consequently, the choice of search words and definition of 

inclusion and exclusion criteria in regards of the term business model proved difficult. 

By requiring the explicit use of the term business model for literature to be eligible, 

those records using another wording for the same concept are excluded a priori. Thus, 

potentially relevant literature may have been gotten lost “under the business model 

radar”. The alternative for identifying thematic relevance would have required more 

time and personnel resources to adequately screen those potential texts than was 

realistically available for the present research. Therefore, the completeness of the 

present research is certainly compromised by the indistinct conception of the term 

business model.   

This fact in combination with the generally infant stage of the research field led to a 

rather small number of reviewed records, which compromises the generalizability of 

the findings to some degree.  

 

2) Potentially inappropriate conceptual framework 

Second, the relevance and popularity of the Business Model Canvas – that serves as 

a conceptual framework for the present research - becomes questionable in light of the 

data obtained for the single business model elements. With only seven of the 48 

business model examples explicitly discussing all nine business model elements, and 
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26 addressing them to different extents, the framework does not seem to be widely 

established or applied in neither research nor practice.  

However, here it must not be forgotten that in only about half of all records, the 

business model is the central unit of research which might explain the secondary 

importance ascribed to discussing business model elements explicitly and thoroughly. 

 

3) Largely undifferentiated lens on a highly diverse context 

Third, the consideration of the findings regarding the exact geographic foci was 

possible only to a limited extent, which puts the findings in the broader context of 

developing countries or Africa as a whole. This proves problematic because no 

developing country and no country within Africa is alike, but they present greatly 

diverse contexts. The same is true for the different industry contexts. 

However, with this acknowledgment, the present research revealed that business 

models from different African countries and different industries show common features 

and face similar challenges. These commonalities permit a more generic sketch of a 

business model and its single elements which have relevance and applicability across 

Africa on a wider scale. 

From a more practical perspective, there are some additional limitations to point out 

with particular reference to two of the four recommendations derived for practice. 

4) Partnerships – Yes, but strategically and pragmatically  

Starting with the topic of partnerships, the advantages of establishing such is 

undeniable and indispensable. However, one aspect that must not be forgotten here is 

that meaningful partnerships do neither evolve by themselves, nor do they maintain or 

uphold themselves. Quite to the contrary, a good partnership requires resources, 

primarily time and personal dedication. Therefore, it is recommendable to think “quality 

before quantity” and chose a strategic approach to partnerships. An attempt to partner 

with any potentially relevant established actor in the industry or closer environment 

might only deviate resources from other essential areas and not yield the expected 

benefits. A clear distinction between the broader network and closer partners is 

therefore necessary. A middle way of reaping the benefits of as many partnerships as 

possible could be a differentiated portfolio of close and less intensive partnerships. 
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AMABO’s approach to partners could be mentioned as a reference here. They have a 

manageable number of partners that require different levels of care and contact. 

 

5) ICT and digital solutions – Verification of feasibility and cost-benefit ratio  

Moving on to ICT and digital solutions, the respective recommendation must be 

moderately put into perspective. Despite the underrated level of digitalization in many 

African societies, there are still significant connectivity and technology gaps related to 

various issues like affordability and widely deficient internet infrastructure. Thus, even 

the best technology cannot add any value if it is inaccessible. Besides that, ICT and 

digital solutions, while they may greatly contribute to cost reduction, also encompass 

certain costs themselves. Depending on the specificity or sophistication of the 

respective technology, the acquisition and maintenance may require significant 

amounts of resources. For these reasons, it is advisable to carefully check the tech 

access options of the targeted customer segment and the real benefits that can be 

achieved through the integration of ICT and digital solutions upfront. The presented 

empirical example AMABO, for example, proves that a successful business model can 

also function without the integration of such solutions. 

6.3. Directions for future research 

Several directions for future research arise when looking at the preceding findings, 

discussions, and implications. 

1) Test and develop the present research to foster theory-building 

First and foremost, there is still a great need for general research regarding business 

models in Africa to deepen and diversify knowledge. Along with more knowledge 

comes the need for testing and fostering of that knowledge for eventual theory-building. 

The present research presents a modest attempt to contribute to such theory-building 

by establishing a preliminary conceptual framework. In a next step, this framework 

needs critical and rigorous testing. 

 

Further, within the research field, there are certainly some areas that would benefit 

from proportionally higher attention. Among them are:  
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1) Business models in and for least developed African countries 

With Africa in general having received little attention so far, the least developed 

economies on the continent have been even more neglected. Despite current 

circumstances, these overlooked countries will eventually become important business 

destinations. Therefore, more knowledge is needed about business models in these 

very environments. 

2) Business models in less prominent industries 

As the case study illustrates, current research does not account for all industries that 

may host a business model. Research should hence dig deeper into such less 

prominent industries and investigate their contextual implications for business models. 

3) Domestic versus foreign business models  

The currently non-existent discussion of differences between business models 

originating from Africa or abroad requires elucidation. Research needs to uncover and 

make visible if the lack of such a discussion is caused by a lack of differences or 

because of missing research efforts. 

4) Business model failure and worst practices 

With close to 90% of all reviewed business models being successful or neutral 

examples, the insights on ineffective business model configurations and features are 

clearly underrepresented. Research should actively investigate failed business 

models, their developments, and the reasons for failure, to enable learning from 

mistakes. 

5) Settling the conceptual confusion 

In order to develop the research field in a functional and uncontroversial manner, future 

research efforts must be channeled towards clarifying the currently prevailing 

conceptual unclarity. This may entail a rigorous analysis of dominating concepts and a 

subsequent attempt to merge them in a meaningful way. 

With more substantial and differentiated insights on all these topics, business models 

in and for Africa will not only get a better theoretic grounding in the middle to long term, 

but equally can become a more strategic and effective tool in international 

development cooperation. The clearer it becomes which and where business models 

work well and which pitfalls and negative impacts can and should be avoided, the better 

practitioners can leverage developmental potential of business activities in a 

sustainable and socially responsible way.  
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7. Conclusion 

Today, a prominent tool in international development cooperation is the transfer of 

business activities from the Global North to developing countries in the Global South 

to strengthen local capacities and create job opportunities.  

A crucial aspect of establishing a business in the challenging context of developing 

countries is to design and deploy the right business model (BM). As a description of a 

firm’s core functioning logic, including how a given company coordinates and aligns 

the different elements of its operations to create value for its customers and itself, the 

business model set-up does not only determine a firm’s success, but equally the 

impacts if has on its wider environment. Getting the business model right is a 

demanding task that requires experience and guiding frameworks. These, however, 

are rare at present, as the Österreichische Entwicklungsbank, OeEB, (Development 

Bank of Austria) has noticed. 

As Austria’s public Development Finance Institution, the OeEB supports the state in its 

development cooperation agenda. One of these efforts is the Austria-African SME 

Investment Facility (AAIF), through which bank provides financing to Austrian and 

European small and medium-sized enterprises (SMEs) that want to establish a 

business in Africa. Moreover, the bank advises applying firms in developing their 

business model for the undertaking, so financial risk for the bank is mitigated.  

It is within this context that the OeEB faces great challenges because it lacks the 

specific knowledge about the setup of business models in and for Africa and is 

furthermore unsure about the extent and content of potentially exiting knowledge. 

 

With the aim of investigating the issues faced by the bank, the present research 

intended to generate an overview of the extent and content of existing research and 

knowledge about business models in and for Africa, without specific country or industry 

delimitations, to get as comprehensive and diverse insights as possible. 

A Systematic Literature Review (SLR) identified as the most suitable methodological 

strategy, for it allows to systematically locate, analyze and synthesize research about 

a given subject and thus is capable of generating clear answers to a given research 

problem. 



79 

 

The SLR comprised the rigorous search of both academic and gray literature database 

to locate as many potentially relevant literature records as possible. After the 

obtainment of over 2,600 search hits, the literature was strategically delimited, so that 

eventually 72 records were eligible for thorough analysis. After the analysis, key 

findings were organized and synthesized and a preliminary conceptual framework for 

a generic business model for Africa was developed. 

In addition to the principal SLR, an empiric case study was conducted to reflect on the 

theoretic findings with an empirical lens. The purpose was not to verify or falsify the 

derived framework, but to shed a practical light on it in order to identify points that 

require careful reflection.  

Subject of the case study is AMABO GmBH, an Austrian-Cameroonian start-up that 

worked with the OeEB within the context of the AAIF. Through a semi-structured 

interview with the CEO of the company, and additional documents, information about 

AMABO’s business model and general aspects of its operations in Cameroon were 

collected and later organized, so they could be compared to the review findings. 

The findings generated with the SLR and the comparison thereof with the empiric case 

study yielded rich insights in three overarching areas related to business models in and 

for Africa. These are 1) the status quo of the research field, 2) status quo of the 

business model concept, and 3) status quo of business models in Africa. 

With these insights, the initially defined research questions can be answered as 

follows:  

 

1) How comprehensive is the currently available body of literature? 

From a total of over 2,600 initial search hits obtained during the literature search, only 

72 records proved eligible and relevant for investigating business models in and for 

African countries. These numbers highlight that the presently available research, 

literature, and thus explicit knowledge about the subject of business models in and for 

Africa is strongly limited in comprehensiveness and completeness. 

2) What are potential challenges in generating knowledge about the subject?  

An initial scoping of the conceptual background suggested that there exist large 

challenges within the broader business model research, because the subject in general 

lacks both theoretic grounding as well as a clear, common definition. Indeed, the 

insights obtained from the SLR and the case study largely confirm this. Only about a 
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quarter of all reviewed literature records provide a clear definition of how they 

understand a business model; the rest leaves the concept rather open.  

This conceptual fuzziness, and the thereof resulting lack of a common terminology 

complicate research efforts tremendously, because potential synergies cannot be 

leveraged effectively.  

3) Where does the focus of existing literature lie and where are gaps?  

There are clearly some areas that receive higher research attention, while others 

remain neglected.  

The clear focal areas of existing literature are the more developed economies within 

Africa, and the high-potential and high-growth industries within the African economy, 

there included Energy/Electrification, Agriculture, Finance/Banking, ICT/IT/Digital 

Solutions, and WASH.  

Accordingly, research gaps exist regarding less developed countries and less 

prominent industries.  

Business models in Africa that originate both from Africa and abroad receive a fairly 

even amount of attention. The lack of a discussion about origin differences constitutes 

a further gap. 

4) Are there sufficient examples of business models in Africa and if so, what 

do they look like? What are the key features of business models in and for 

Africa, and what are impacting factors? 

In consideration of the overall limited extent of exiting research, the literature review 

could locate a half-decent amount of currently existing business models in different 

African countries and industries. Most of them are presented as success examples and 

work according to a commercial transaction logic. They are both African- and foreign-

born, and in both cases try to adapt well to local needs. 

Key features of the majority of the reviewed business models are strong partnerships 

with locally established actors, the inclusion of an ICT or digital tech component, the 

provision of innovative financing and payment solution for customers and the delivery 

of a positive social or sustainable value. Other important features are summarized in 

the form of a generic business model for African countries in Table 2. 

Factors that impact business models the most are weak infrastructure, the profit-social 

balance and resource-constrained customer segments. All other relevant aspects are 

recaptured in Table 1. 
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A set of implications and recommendations for business model practice and research 

was developed from these findings and are presented in a well-structured form in the 

Discussion chapter. 

5) Is existing theoretic knowledge compatible with the empiric reality? 

The short case study excursus sheds empiric light on the findings from the SLR which 

shows that the findings reflect practice to some extent, can however not account for 

the full reality of currently existing business models in Africa. The main points of 

accordance and divergence are presented in Table 4. 

 

Eventually, the answer to the principal question guiding the present research - Does a 

Business Model suitable for and deployable in Africa exist yet, and if so, what 

are the main aspects to consider regarding its design and implementation? – 

may modestly be formulated as follows:  

No, a Business Model for Africa does not yet exist, and considering two important 

aspects, it remains questionable whether such a business model will ever exist. First, 

there is no one Africa, but a group of highly diverse countries, so one business model 

can and should not exist. Second, no industry is alike, but different industrial contexts 

pose various requirements towards business models, hence why one business model 

is not realistic. 

Nevertheless, with a slight adjustment to the first part of the question – Do different 

business models suitable for and deployable in African countries exist yet? - a 

more affirming answer is evident. As findings have shown, there are various business 

models in place in various African countries and industries, and they do show 

commonalities irrespective of their environment. This fact allows to point out some 

important aspects to consider regarding the design and implementation of business 

models in and for African countries – such as outlined previously. 

 

Concluding, the great need and potential for future research are undeniable, regarding 

both the increase and diversification of knowledge and the simultaneous systematic 

testing and solidification of that knowledge. Ultimately, new theoretic frameworks can 

inform and support practice to better leverage business models as a development tool 

and promote socioeconomic development in a sustainable, socially responsible, and 

economically viable way. 
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8. Appendix 

8.1. Appendices Methodology 

Appendix M.A.: Unstructured interview with OeEB and AMABO, notes 

Research Collaboration Kick-off Meeting 

Stefanie Wedenig (researcher), Michael Renz (Vice President Equity, OeEB), Dr. 

Sonja Sagmeister-Brandner (CEO, AMABO) 

8 January 2021, 10.00 am, Skype  

 

1) Opening and introduction round  

Background of AMABO narrated by Dr. Sagmeister 

- Idea was born in Austria by a Cameroonian 

- Core idea: recycling of plastic which is a huge challenge in many African states 

- Approach to locate it in Cameroon right away because production costs are 

lower 

- At beginning, AMABO had more NGO / development aid features 

- Then investors joined and recognized business model  

- EUR 1.5 Mio capital; EUR 1 Mio initial investment + credits at later point 

- Unexpectedly successful start: EUR 170,000 revenues in first year (often it 

takes 1-2 years to generate positive cash flows)  

- 2 main risks: country risk (high levels of corruption) + start-up risk 

- Potential success factor: the product itself, because construction material is 

always needed 

 

2) Specifications for research direction  

Inputs from OeEB narrated by Mr. Renz 

- Challenges, success criteria, risk mitigation measures  

- Are there significant differences between European and African business 

models? Is replication of European model to Africa possible or is adaptation 

needed? According to our insights, technology and digitalization play a great 

role in Africa (e.g. Mobile Money), which is not a big topic in Europe.  

- Export vs. business establishment. We know that many are involved in export 

but few dare to establish a full production unit there.  
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- What is the role of sustainability and SDGs and international CSR standards?  

Inputs from AMABO narrated by Dr. Sagmeister 

- The problem is that no one can picture a „business model Africa”. Africa as a 

market is not yet being taken seriously, contrary to e.g. Asia.  

- There are successful local business models, but they are not known in Europe 

and therefore ignored. 

- European entrepreneurs are skeptical because of high corruption rates – which 

is also one of AMABO’s biggest challenges.  

- European entrepreneurs do not have knowledge on how to handle the 

corruptive system – need to know when to cooperate and when to fight back 

- If you go to Africa, you have to be prepared to fight the corruption system; 

coming just to do business will not work 

- There are also many cases of businesses that are created as a development 

assistance project. They receive money for 2-3, then it is over because nothing 

sustainable was developed. 

- AMABO’s experience: start small, take small steps and learn for yourself as you 

go, do not trust lobbyists, paint your own picture  
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Appendix M.B.: Email correspondence with OeEB  

 

Appendix M.C.: Included databases 

Academic 

database 

Business Source Complete (BSC), included for its great range of 

journal articles from the areas of business, management, 

organization, and similar disciplines, and its advanced, user-

friendly search and results interface.  

ScienceDirect (SD), included for its comprehensive scope and 

cross-disciplinary character. 

Emerald Emerging Markets Case Studies (EEM), included for its 

regional and thematic focus on developing countries and emerging 

markets and its selection of practice-oriented case studies. 
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Gray 

literature 

database 

 

 

The World Bank Group Open Knowledge Repository (OKR), 

selected for its focus on developmental economics and 

combination of scientific and practice-oriented approach. 

McKinsey Publications, selected for its contemporary and 

practitioner-oriented character. 

Hand search Journal of Developmental Entrepreneurship (Journal of DE), 

included for its relevant thematic scope. 

UNCTAD World Investment Reports (UCTAD WIR), included 

upon recommendation from collaboration partner OeEB. 

Proparco publications, included upon recommendation from 

collaboration partner OeEB.  

 

Appendix M.D.: Final set of search terms 

Final set of 

search terms 

“business model”, “business model design”, “business model creation”, 

“business concept”,  

"business startup", "business establishment", "business enterprise", "young 

enterprise", "small enterprise", “new enterprise", "small business", "SME", 

"small company", "social innovation”, "sustainable innovation”, "inclusive 

innovation", "triple bottom line", "social enterprise", "sustainable enterprise", 

"inclusive enterprise", "entrepreneurship for development", "innovation for 

development", "socioeconomic development", "development", "poverty 

alleviation", "influence factors", "critical factors", "context", "determinants", 

"criteria", "influence criteria", "success factors", "success criteria", 

"challenges", "obstacles", "failure", "risk", "risk mitigation", "practical 

implications", "performance determinants",  

"Developing country", "least-developed country", "LDC", "developing market", 

"low-income country", "poor country", “Africa” and all African states  

 

Appendix M.E.: Single thematic search strings 

Topic  Search strings 

SSt 1 
Business 
model 
dimension  

SSt 1.1 
"business model" OR "business model design" OR "business model creation" OR 
"business concept" 
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SSt 1.2 

"business startup" OR "business establishment" OR "business enterprise" OR "young 
enterprise" OR "small enterprise" OR "new enterprise" OR "small business" OR 
"SME" OR "small company" 

SSt 1.3 

"social innovation" OR "sustainable innovation OR "inclusive innovation" OR "triple 
bottom line" OR "social enterprise" OR "sustainable enterprise" OR "inclusive 
enterprise" OR "entrepreneurship for development" OR "innovation for development" 

SSt 2 
Impact 
dimension 

"socioeconomic development" OR "development" OR "poverty alleviation" 

SSt 3 
Impacting 
factors 
dimension  

"influence factors" OR "critical factors" OR "context" OR "determinants" OR "criteria" 
OR "influence criteria" OR "success factors" OR "success criteria" OR "challenges" 
OR "obstacles" OR "failure" OR "risk" OR "risk mitigation" OR "practical implications" 
OR "performance determinants" 

SSt 4 
Geographic 
dimension  

SSt 4.1 
"Developing country" or "least-developed country" OR "LDC" OR "developing market" 
OR "low-income country" OR "poor country" 

SSt 4.2 

"Africa" OR "Algeria" OR "Angola" OR "Benin" OR "Botswana" OR "Burkina Faso" OR 
"Burundi" OR "Cabo Verde" OR "Cameroon" OR "Central African Republic" OR 
"Chad" OR "Comoros" OR "Democratic Republic of the Congo" OR "Republic of the 
Congo" OR "Cote d'Ivoire" OR "Djibouti" OR "Egypt" OR "Equatorial Guinea" OR 
"Eritrea" OR "Eswatini" OR "Ethiopia" OR "Gabon" OR "Gambia" OR "Ghana" OR 
"Guinea" OR "Guinea-Bissau" OR "Kenya" OR "Lesotho" OR "Liberia" OR "Libya" OR 
"Madagascar" OR "Malawi" OR "Mali" OR "Mauritania" OR "Mauritius" OR "Morocco" 
OR "Mozambique" OR "Namibia" OR "Niger" OR "Nigeria" OR "Rwanda" OR "Sao 
Tome and Principe" OR "Senegal" OR "Seychelles" OR "Sierra Leone" OR "Somalia" 
OR "South Africa" OR "South Sudan" OR "Sudan" OR "Tanzania" OR "Togo" OR 
"Tunisia" OR "Uganda" OR "Zambia" OR "Zimbabwe" 

 

Appendix M.F.: Search queries, general 

Query number Search string combination 

Q1 #1.1 AND #1.2 AND #4 
 

Q2 #1.1 AND #1.2 AND #3 AND #4 

Q3 #1.1 AND #1.3 AND #4 

Q4 #1.1 AND #1.3 AND #3 AND #4 

Q5 #1 AND #4 

Q6 #1 AND #3 AND #4 

Q7 #1.1 AND #1.2 AND #2 AND #4 

Q8 #1.1 AND #1.2 AND #2 AND #3 AND #4 

Q9 #1.1 AND #1.3 AND #2 AND #4 

Q10 #1.1 AND #1.3 AND #2 AND #3 AND #4 

Q11 #1 AND #2 AND #4 
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Q12 #1 AND #2 AND #3 AND #4 

 

Appendix M.G.: Search queries, customized 

Query 

Nr. 

Search term combination 

Science Direct  McKinsey  

Q1 "business model" AND "developing 

country" 

"business model" AND ("Developing country" 

OR "least-developed country" OR "LDC" OR 

"developing market" OR "low-income country" 

OR "poor country" OR "Africa") 

Q2 business models AND "economic 

development" 

"business models" AND ("Developing 

country" OR "least-developed country" OR 

"LDC" OR "developing market" OR "low-

income country" OR "poor country" OR 

"Africa") AND ("success" OR "failure" OR 

"challenges") 

Q3 business models AND "economic 

development" AND ("developing 

country" OR "Africa" OR "African" 

OR "low-income country") 

"business models" AND ("Developing 

country" OR "least-developed country" OR 

"LDC" OR "developing market" OR "low-

income country" OR "poor country" OR 

"Africa") AND ("social" OR "sustainable" OR 

"green" OR "inclusive") 

Q4 business model AND ("small 

business" OR "startup") AND 

("developing country" OR "Africa" 

OR "African" OR "low-income 

country") 

"business models" AND ("Developing 

country" OR "least-developed country" OR 

"LDC" OR "developing market" OR "low-

income country" OR "poor country" OR 

"Africa") AND ("economic development" OR 

"developmental" OR "growth" OR "poverty 

alleviation") 

Q4 ("social business model" OR 

"sustainable business model" OR 

"inclusive business model") AND 

("developing country" OR "Africa" 

OR "African" OR "low-income 

country") 

 

Q6 "business model" AND 

("sustainable" OR "inclusive" OR 

"social") AND ("developing country" 

OR "Africa" OR "African" OR "low-

income country") 

 

Q7 business model AND ("success" OR 

"failure" OR "risk" OR "challenges") 

AND ("developing country" OR 

"Africa" OR "African" OR "low-

income country") 
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Q8 business model AND ("influence 

factors" OR "criteria" OR 

"determinants") AND ("developing 

country" OR "Africa" OR "African" 

OR "low-income country") 

 

Q9 business model AND ("design" OR 

"development" OR "setup" OR "best 

practice") AND ("developing 

country" OR "Africa" OR "African" 

OR "low-income country") 
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Appendix M.H.: Database search process, incl. queries, pre-set criteria and result counts 

 

Search queries Pre-set criteria 

Total 

hits0 

After 

1st SS 

After 

2nd SS 

After 3rd SS 

& other 

exclusion 

reasons1 

D
a
ta

b
a

s
e
 

Academic 

DB 

BSC 

Q1 - Q122 

+ 

Q13: "business model" AND (SSt 4.13 OR 

SSt 4.23) AND SSt 23 AND ("social" OR 

"sustainable" OR "inclusive" OR 

"developmental") 

 

Q14: "business model" AND (SSt 4.13 OR 

SSt 4.23) AND SSt 33 

 

Q15: (“business model” OR “business 

model design”) AND (SSt 4.13 OR SSt 4.23) 

AND ("viability" OR "survival" OR "success" 

or "risk" or "challenges")  

- English only 

- 2000-2020 

2098 425 155 62 

SD Q1 – Q94 - 2000-2020 

EEM 

Q1 - Q122 

+ 

Q13: "business model" AND (SSt 4.13 OR 

SSt 4.23) AND SSt 23 AND ("social" OR 

"sustainable" OR "inclusive" OR 

"developmental") 

 

Q14: "business model" AND (SSt 4.13 OR 

SSt 4.23) AND SSt 33 

 

- 2000-2020 

- Case studies only 

- Abstract contains 

“business model” 
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Q15: (“business model” OR “business 

model design”) AND (SSt 4.13 OR SSt 4.23) 

AND ("viability" OR "survival" OR "success" 

or "risk" or "challenges")  

Gray DB 
OKR 

Q1 - Q122 

+ 

Q13: "business model" AND "developing 

country" 

 

Q14: "business model" AND (SSt 4.13 OR 

SSt 4.23) AND ("social" OR "sustainable" 

OR "green" OR "inclusive") 

 

Q15: (“business model” OR “business 

model design”) AND (SSt 4.13 OR SSt 4.23) 

AND ("viability" OR "survival" OR "success" 

or "risk" or "challenges")  

- English only 

- 2000-2020 

- “business model” preset 

as topic 

590 19 11 8 

McKinsey Q1 – Q44 / 

Hand 

search 

Journal 

of DE 

Q1 - Q122 

+ 

Q13: “business model” AND SSt 33 

 

Q14: "business model" AND "developing 

country" 

 

Q15: "Business model" AND ("social" OR 

"sustainable" OR "green" OR "inclusive") 

- 2000-2020 

- Abstract contains 

“business model” 

 

 

 

 

 

77 4 0 / 

 UNCTAD Individual, non-systematic search and selection process 1 

 Proparco Individual, non-systematic search and selection process 1 

  

Final selection of texts eligible for thorough analysis  
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72 

SS=selection stage 

0 Accumulated results of single search queries (including cross-query duplicates) 

1 Duplicates removed within and across databases; unable to obtain texts; 2According to App M.F.; 3 According to App M.E.; 4 According to App 

M.G. 

Green text = pre-defined queries; Red text = ad-hoc queries 
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Appendix M.I.: Inclusion and exclusion criteria categories 

Criterion Explanation 

Language of 

publication 

 

In agreement with the collaboration partner, only publications in 

English language are included. This is on the one hand to delimit the 

range of potential options; and on the other hand, because the 

biggest part of literature in this field, especially for its international 

scope, is presumably in English. 

Year of 

publication 

The chronological delimitation only includes publications between 

2000 and 2020. The rationale is to provide a contemporary snapshot 

of literature.  

Regional 

focus of 

publication 

Only literature that has a clear focus on the African continent, any 

specific African country, or on a generalizable developing country 

context is included. Literature that focuses explicitly and exclusively 

on developing countries in South-East-Asia or Latin and South 

America is thus systematically excluded. This decision is based on 

input received during the initial unstructured discussions with the 

collaboration partner, who highlighted the fact that these other 

regions have seen successful business model approaches but are 

not comparable with the African context, and thus cannot effectively 

serve as references or models 

Type of 

publication 

A more open approach is taken regarding the type of publications to 

allow for unbiased results before unintentionally excluding useful 

and interesting literature. However, scientific literature received 

more attention and constitutes many of the reviewed references. 

Within scientific contributions, it is assumed that case studies could 

reveal particularly relevant and noteworthy findings. Therefore, the 

text type case study is incorporated in the inclusion criteria in one 

database, the Emerald Emerging Markets Case Studies database. 

Relevance 

and suitability 

of publication 

This final inclusion and exclusion criterion is the most difficult to 

define and check coherently, and it consequently contains the most 

room and risk for a research bias. In its basic function, it should 
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 assure that only literature with relevant and suitable contexts, foci 

and contents are included for further consideration. According to 

this, relevance and suitability for the present research are defined 

as follows:  

a) The work treats business models with sufficient attention, 

meaning the term is not just a side note or mentioned without 

further discussion. 

b) The work treats business models in relation to private 

business activity, business model design, business model 

success factors, challenges for business models, business 

model elements, or similar. 

c) The understanding of the business model concept in the 

respective record seems to be sufficiently in line with the 

understanding of the concept defined for the present 

research. 
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Appendix M.J.: Inclusion and exclusion criteria per stage  

 Database 

BSC SD EEM OKR McKinsey Journal of DE 

S
ta

g
e
 

1 

Selection mechanism Screening of 

T,A,K 

Screening of 

T,A,K 

Screening of 

T,A,K 

Screening of T, A, 

K;  

A skimming 

Screening of T 

and txt  

Screening of T, A, K;  

A skimming 

Inclusion - EN 

- 2000-2020 

- “bm” 

mentioned in 

T, A, K 

- "developing 

country" or 

"Africa" or 

any of 

African 

states 

mentioned in 

T, A, K 

- EN 

- 2000-2020 

- “bm” 

mentioned in 

T, A, K 

- "developing 

country" or 

"Africa" or 

any of 

African 

states 

mentioned in 

T, A, K 

- Case study 

- EN 

- 2000-2020 

- “bm” 

mentioned in 

T, A, K 

- "developing 

country" or 

"Africa" or any 

of African 

states 

mentioned in 

T, A, K 

- EN 

- 2000-2020 

- “bm” 

mentioned in 

T, A, K 

- Regional 

focus on 

Africa 

- Relevance of 

context/ study 

- EN 

- 2000-2020 

- “bm” 

mentioned 

in text 

- Regional 

focus on 

Africa 

- Relevant 

context 

- EN 

- 2000-2020 

- “bm” mentioned 

in T, A, K 

- No regional 

focus in 1st 

stage because 

developmental 

focus 

- Relevance of 

context/study 

Exclusion Any other Any other Any other - Exclusive 

focus on 

finance, 

banking 

- Exclusive 

focus on 

doing 

business or 

business 

strategy in 

Africa 

Any other 

 

2 
Selection mechanism Reading of A Reading of A Skimming of txt Reading of 

A/summary/table 

Reading of txt Skimming of txt 
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of contents; 

Skimming of txt 

       

Inclusion - Bm used in 

relevant way* 

- Relevant 

geographic 

focus** 

- Bm used in 

relevant 

way* 

- Relevant 

geographic 

focus** 

- Bm used in 

relevant way* 

- Relevant 

geographic 

focus** 

- Bm used in 

relevant way* 

 

- Bm used in 

relevant 

way* 

 

- Bm used in 

relevant way* 

- Relevant 

geographic 

focus** 

Exclusion - Regional 

focus 

exclusively 

on China, 

India and 

other South-

East-Asian 

countries  

- Regional 

focus 

exclusively 

on China, 

India and 

other South-

East-Asian 

countries 

- Regional 

focus 

exclusively on 

China, India 

and other 

South-East-

Asian 

countries 

- Bm 

exclusively 

discussed in 

relation to 

startup 

incubator or 

donor led 

program 

Any other Any other 

 

3 

Selection mechanism Closer skimming 

of txt 

Closer skimming 

of txt 

Rough reading of 

txt 

Rough reading of 

txt 

/ /  

Inclusion  Further relevance 

and suitability 

confirmed*** 

Further 

relevance and 

suitability 

confirmed*** 

Further relevance 

and suitability 

confirmed*** 

Further relevance 

and suitability 

confirmed*** 

Exclusion - Does not 

actually 

discuss bm 

in relevant 

way 

- Does not 

actually 

discuss bm 

in relevant 

way 

- Does not 

actually 

discuss bm in 

relevant way 

- Does not 

actually 

discuss bm in 

relevant way 
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- Bm 

understandin

g completely 

different from 

definition 

- Bm 

understandin

g completely 

different 

from 

definition 

- Bm 

understandin

g completely 

different from 

definition 

- Bm 

understanding 

completely 

different from 

definition 

 T=Title; A=Abstract; K=Keywords; txt=whole text 

*Related to private business activities, BM design, success factors, challenges; understanding of BM seems to align with definition; BM not just a 

side remark 

**Africa or general developing countries 

***BM understanding seems to be largely in line with definition; BM discussed sufficiently; BM discussed in meaningful way 
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Appendix M.K.: Pool of obtained literature records6 

Acosta & Ndonga, 2014; 

“Afren, a Unique African 

Approach.,” 2012; 

“Coffee.,” 2007; 

“NBC: A Truly 

Successful Business 

Model.,” 2011; 

“The Importance of 

Spaza Shops.,” 2013; 

“Thinking That Can 

Change Your World.,” 

2006;  

Allen et al., 2012;  

Andersen, 2013;  

Anderson & Kupp, 

2008;  

Arslan et al., 2020;  

Atewamba & Boimah, 

2017;  

Atuahene-Gima & 

Amuzu, 2019;  

Barrie & Cruickshank, 

2017;  

Bisaga et al., 2017;  

Bonnici et al., 2019;  

Budzianowski et al., 

2018;  

Casanova et al., 2018;  
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Appendix M.L.: Data categories – Analysis  

Global level 

Data category Clarification 

Title and author  

Year of publication  

Geographic focus  

Type of publication If academic or gray literature 

Industry context/Umbrella theme The context or industry in which the publication is 

embedded, or the overarching theme 

Sub-topics Other themes, subjects and topics that are discussed 

within the broader context 

Explicit definition Do the authors explicitly define their understanding of a 

business model; Binary data: YES / NO 

Specific BM denomination If the authors mentioned a specific business model by 

name (e.g., “social business model”, “community 

business model”, “renewable business model”, etc.) 

Identified understanding The explicit or implicit understanding of the business 

model concept identified in the publication 

BM positioning If the business model is the central unit of the discussion 

or plays a secondary role 

Key messages The central pieces of information relevant for answering 

the research question (e.g., impacting factors, 

challenges, success factors, BM features, etc.) 

BM level 

Data category Clarification 

BM Industry Describes in which industry the BM is embedded 

BM Origin Indicates if the business model is domestic or foreign 

born 

BM Quality Describes how the business model was presented in 

terms of its quality character (e.g. successful, deficient, 

inappropriate, etc.) 

Transaction logic Describes the logic according to which the business 

realizes its transactions (e.g., selling directly to end-user, 

donating, selling to intermediary, etc.) 
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Business model elements 

according to BMC 

Key activity, Value proposition, Key resources, Key 

partners, Cost structure, Revenue stream, Customer 

segment, CRM, Channels 

 

Appendix M.M.: The Business Model Canvas (Osterwalder et al., 2010) 

 

 

Appendix M.N.: Semi-structured interview with AMABO, notes 

AMABO case study – Master thesis project OeEB’s AAIF 

Semi-structured interview | Stefanie Wedenig (researcher) and Dr. Sonja Sagmeister-

Brandner, CEO AMABO | 10.03.2021 | Zoom  

Note: The following answers are no word-by-word transcriptions of the interview. They 

present summarized and translated versions of what was said. The interview was held 

in German. 

 

Establishing common ground  

 

What is your personal understanding of the term or concept “Business Model”? 

What dimensions of an enterprise do you imply when talking of a business 

model? 
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Sagmeister: Business models can be bad or good. Bad ones just try to copy or 

duplicate existing structures and concepts without bringing in own ideas or distinctive 

features. Good ones are new, innovative, and have a novel, maybe unconventional 

approach, a bit like the Silicon Valley examples. They might be risky, because risk 

usually is rewarded. A good model starts from zero and involves appropriate scaling.  

Talking about business models in connection with Africa, I think the term and concept 

is not very popular. There has not been an African business model for a long time. 

Economically, Africa was associated with exploitation, cheap natural resources, cheap 

labor…these are not business models. Actual business models for Africa, I believe, do 

not differ too much from European ones. You need a proper business case, a demand, 

tackle a problem, have a dedicated team behind it. This can also work in Africa, we 

just need to start thinking “business model” in relation to Africa.  

 

In our first call, you mentioned that the idea for AMABO was born in regard of 

Cameroon’s immense plastic waste problem. A Cameroonian who lived in 

Austria brought up the idea.  

Whom did he approach with the idea and how and when did you get involved?  

Sagmeister: It actually was a random encounter. The man cared a lot about the huge 

plastic waste problem in his home country and was wondering how it could learn to 

tackle it better like Austria. I then started to think about possibilities for knowledge 

transfer from Austria to Cameroon and about solutions to plastic waste, where 

recycling seemed like the most meaningful idea. After some research, I found the 

technology from the South-African company Plastitrade/Tereco and their solution to 

produce tiles from sand and plastic. That is how it started. 

 

AMABO’s business model 

 

How would you describe AMABO’s business model? What are its core 

elements? 

Sagmeister: AMABO produces roof tiles from used plastic (soft density plastic and rigid 

plastic) and sand. It therefore collects plastic waste and combines it with sand. A 

dedicated technology (machine) transforms these inputs into tiles. The roof tiles are 

robust and have a long lifetime. They are furthermore ideal for the humid, tropical 
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climate in Cameroon since they prevent humidity to enter buildings and hence prevent 

mold formation. Value is hence being created at different ends: first, AMABO tackles 

the huge plastic waste problem in Cameroonian neighborhoods and aims at 

transforming the presently poor recycling and waste management system and create 

awareness for the important of such. On the other hand, AMABO provides a high-

quality, sustainable, and ecologically friendly alternative to the currently prevailing 

corrugated sheet iron.  

 

What are the strengths of the business model?  

Sagmeister: It uses 100% local inputs, which is why we are not dependent from 

external resources. We have only local employees, so we create jobs and again are 

not dependent on external staff.  

Both our product and production process are eco-friendly and low in waste. Since we 

can use dirty plastic, we do not use water during the production.  

Our product is perfectly suitable for the climate conditions of Cameroon. 

 

What are weaknesses or challenges?  

Sagmeister: We depend on plastic waste that currently is managed poorly. Collection 

does not work centrally which makes it cumbersome. Also, logistics and transportation 

thereof are very expensive (due to poor road infrastructure). We (naturally) need 

electricity to run our machines. Challenges are frequent power outages and the high 

costs of electricity. Another challenge is that one of our value points is the longevity of 

our tiles, but currently, Africans do not think long-term when it comes to investments. 

They do not always see the future value of a product. 

 

As I understood from the feasibility study that Mr. Renz shared with me, the 

product itself – the sand-plastic tile – was not an invention of AMABO? It was 

created by the South-African company Plastitrade/Tereco. Why did you decide 

to take this very product and build around your own business model? And what 

distinguishes you?  

Sagmeister: Yes, the technology was there, and it is a good technology, but the 

company failed or was not really interesting in making it commercially accessible on a 

broader scale. We saw a great potential in doing this; the possibility of spreading this 
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great, sustainable technology. I think this is our USP – we are the first to use it in a 

quasi-industrial way and we have plans to scale up and replicate our factory in other 

African countries. Another point – I believe – is that we have the developmental idea 

included in a way that we want to create local value and enable progress. We see 

Cameroons business potential and very much approach it from an eye-level business 

perspective rather than from a “you need charity” perspective.  

 

Do you know if anyone else (other company or entrepreneur) uses the product 

as such in another business model?  

Sagmeister: As far as I know not. There is one other company in Kenya, but we have 

the monopoly in Cameroon. 

 

Would you say AMABO’s business model is very much localized and tailored to 

the Cameroonian context? 

Sagmeister: I think it is wrong to assume that Africa needs a whole new, different 

approach. Business is business – you would be surprised how much more similarities 

there are between Europe and Africa and much fewer differences. 

 

Business model development & design phase  

 

How did you go about the design of the business model? Who was involved? 

Where did you get the necessary knowledge from?  

Sagmeister: The whole development of the idea to the actual business happened in 

close collaboration with the Austrian Development Agency and later the Development 

Bank of Austria. These people brought in the necessary experience regarding the 

developmental dimension and about the African context. They helped us in considering 

all the risks and knew what to be aware of, e.g. all documents need to be 120% correct 

and accurate. 

 

What were the most important / necessary / striking learnings in that phase?  

Sagmeister: An incredibly important learning or realization was how to deal with 

corruption. Yes, it is a prominent issue in Cameroon, but it is not ‘mandatory’. You can 

stay out of these traps and still succeed. It takes efforts and clear communication to 
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people that you will not participate in this game, but it pays off. In the end, we were 

able to found the venture, buy a plot of land and construct the plant within 8 months – 

this is incredibly fast for African conditions.  

 

Implementation  

 

How did you go about the implementation? Who was involved here?  

Sagmeister: After the business model was developed (in Austria), we got local people 

on board to implement the project. Still, I did a lot of the bureaucratic, formal steps 

myself, for several reasons: I wanted to make sure everything happens without any 

bribes, I wanted to get to know the processes and rules and my own rights. It was 

cumbersome at times but incredibly valuable and beneficial.  

 

Daily operations  

 

To what degree/intensity are you now involved in the daily business of AMABO?  

Sagmeister: I regularly travel to Cameroon to keep the contact and overview on what 

is going on. I am not fully involved in daily operations but have daily calls and meetings 

with my local managers to make sure things are up and running. A bit of control is 

necessary here. 

Thank god, today’s digital communication solutions make these things easier and 

believe this will generally make investments in Africa and working with Africa much 

easier and attractive.  

 

How are daily operations managed and what parts are included?  

Sagmeister: All our employees are Cameroonians, many of them well-educated and 

with international experience. The only Austrian involvement is me, the holding. I have 

a great Operations Manager in Cameroon whom I trust fully and who runs daily 

business.  

Our operations include the production, marketing, input procurement and sales.  

Marketing happens mainly via social media (most people no matter which economic 

status have a Smartphone), personal talks and placement in a big construction material 

retail store.  
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We collect most of the plastic input ourselves and get some from other supply 

channels. 

Our tiles are currently rather a premium product (prices comparable to European 

levels). Our clients are mainly from the growing middleclass who can afford to build a 

house. Roof tiles are a status symbol in Cameroon, so our clients are very willing to do 

these investments. Our prospects are quite positive given the fact that the middle class 

is growing, and private house building is booming more and more. 

To our clients, we offer to deliver the tiles since transportation is so costly which can 

be a purchase hurdle.  

 

Other insights / experiences  

Doing business in Africa – challenges and advice: 

(Summarized from narrations) 

- Africans very much think in the present time, not in future decades, which 

generally makes it difficult to sell quality or convince them of bigger investments. 

Here, a mindset change is necessary. 

- Crucial infrastructure – like roads and electricity - is largely poor because of poor 

operations management and a lack of government commitment.  

- The overall investment climate is not attractive. There are particular challenges 

with credit transfers and moving money. You need to get a lot of authorizations 

and certificates and know that upfront. Banks block transfers by principle. 

Locked-in capital is a huge issue. For this, it makes sense to get support from 

consultants who are experts in the field. AMABO gets consultancy form E&Y on 

these matters.  

- Market entry is a long and cumbersome process. In our case this is beneficial 

since it allows us to have a monopoly. But overall, this is of course rather 

negative.  

- There is a lot of corruption, particularly with public officers. However, you can 

do it without!  

- Africa is not a legal or regulatory vacuum. There are local laws, rules and 

processes and you need to respect them. It is a wrong assumption that nothing 

will work there anyways, so you can do what and however you want it.  
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- Do not waste energy on focusing on all the cultural differences – they are there 

but to a much smaller extent than you might expect. Being “ethnocentric” will 

not get you further. Rather, focus on the common goals you want to achieve 

and the rewards / benefits everyone gets from that. Everyone will understand 

this language.  

- Stop seeing Africa as the poor, dependent continent that needs our help and is 

inferior. Stop referring back to colonialism. See Africa for its potential, and as 

an eye-level partner.  

- Go there in person, see realties, talk to people, dive into the local reality with an 

hands-on approach. Do not include middlemen or lobbyists.  

- Discard all prejudices and assumptions and engage in exchange of ideas and 

thoughts – there is a “new generation Africa” – recognize it and benefit from it.  

 

8.2. Appendices Analysis 

Appendix A.A.: Geographic foci, all records 
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Appendix A.B.: Complete list of single sub-topics 
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Appendix A.C.: Context challenges 
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 Appendix A.D.: Complete list of business model challenges 

 

Business Model Challenge Single mentions 

logistics 8 

social - profit balance 4 

last-mile challenge 4 

connectivity 2 

maintenance costs 1 

sensitive to context  1 

not compatible with high customer mobility 1 

quality control 1 

cost structures 1 

awareness creation 1 

customer capability 1 

Mobile money not viable for micro transactions - too high 
transactions fees 

1 

customer payment willingness 1 

ownership perception  1 

customer purchasing power 1 

revenue generation 1 

data security 1 

staff training and retention  1 

data storage 1 

affordability 1 

diverging values and structures 1 

maintenance of IT 1 

expansion to new markets 1 

network coverage 1 

fast changing ICT environment 1 

overreliance on partners 1 

high customer acquisition costs 1 

product adaption by customers 1 

high dependence on key person that establishes partnerships 1 

recycling of old technology 1 

high transaction costs 1 

self-service can lead to customer disengagement 1 

IT security 1 

brand positioning 1 

strong reliance on trust 1 

changing customer wealth 1 

technology adaptation willingness of customers 1 

too high energy tariffs 1 

user-friendliness 1 

weak infrastructure 1 

weak regulatory framework for franchising 1 

low costs of switching to other mobile money service 1 

Low per-customer sales volumes 1 



109 

 

Appendix A.E.: Complete list of business model success factors 

Business Model Success factor Single mentions 

partnerships 23 

needs adaptation  9 

ICT usage 7 

digitalization  6 

franchising 6 

localization 6 

provision of finance 5 

integration of local actors 5 

sustainability 3 

knowledge of context 3 

scale economies 2 

product / service diversification 2 

mobile app 2 

flexibility 2 

provision of training 2 

close customer relationship 2 

superior product 2 

trustworthy and loyal agents 2 

NGO collaboration 2 

add value 1 

risk sharing 1 

cloud services 1 

blended value proposition 1 

social value creation 1 

automation 1 

customized value propositions 1 

financial independence from donors 1 

proximity 1 

easy payment solution 1 

Hybrid Value Chain 1 

PPPs 1 

strong franchisee support 1 

inclusivity 1 

familiarity 1 

equal value creation 1 

provision of maintenance service 1 

local capacity building 1 
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