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Technological 
innovation as a 
new Driver of 
Growth in Africa
In Africa, several nations are developing 
new approaches and seeking innovative 
partnerships to accelerate technological 
progress.

By aSIago eMMaNuel

T
he technologies connecting the 
modern world are among hu-
manity’s greatest accomplish-

ments. New global networks have 
created connections between people, 
organizations, and nations, unleash-
ing dramatic opportunities for eco-
nomic development. However, many 
African states require structural 

change for significant economic im-
provement. The impact of structural 
change is however only felt in the 
long term, taking up to a generation 
in order to see a turnaround. With 
complex socio-economic challenges 
across the continent, questions about 
how long it will take African econ-
omies to structurally change and 

adapt to innovation have severally 
been raised by world leaders as well 
as economists. 

The continent’s limited economic 
infrastructure 

Take people in developed countries, 
for instance, when they need some-
thing, they go to online shopping plat-
forms like Amazon. However, when 
people in developing countries need 
something, they have to invent it. 
There are simply not enough jobs for 
young people coming out of school 
in developing countries right now, re-
gardless of quality. By 2030, it is pro-
jected that low- and middle-income 
countries will require approximately 
6000 million new jobs for youth who 
have dropped out of school, with 
current estimates indicating that 
400 million new jobs will be formed. 
And, if anything is equal, that equals 
25++36/0 million young people with-
out jobs. In addition, agriculture will 
continue to employ more than half of 
Africa’s workforce by end of 2021.

Agricultural employees are current-
ly underpaid due to low productivity, 
implying that workers have few via-
ble options. This necessitates the de-
velopment of new workers. Currently, 
much of that job creation appears to 
be the creation of microenterprises, 
or business owners willing to employ 
only one or two people.

Given the increased investment 
profits, most developing economies, 
such as Kenya, spend considerably 
less on innovation than their devel-
oped counterparts, such as the US and 
Taiwan. One might argue that when 
money is tight and needs are urgent, 
this is understandable. However, it 
seems that this is a major opportunity 
that has been wasting. There’s an old 
joke in economics about an economist 
who stumbles upon a Ksh 200 note 
while walking down the street. “A 
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Ksh 200!” exclaims the entrepreneur’s 
friend as he turns to face him. “That’s 
impossible,” the entrepreneur con-
tinues to walk. Someone would have 
picked up the Ksh 200 bill was it still 
lying on the ground.” To put it differ-
ently, analysts say that if a lucrative in-
vestment opportunity exists, someone 
is certainly going to seize it.

The continent’s limited capabili-
ties

As far as innovation is concerned, 
emerging economies are failing to 
capitalize on the new opportunities, 
where adopting or adapting existing 
innovations can result in high returns 
at a low cost. This is why innovation 
in Africa is different, and most African 
countries are far behind their richer 
counterparts in terms of development. 
As a consequence, they should be in a 
position to benefit even more from in-
vestments in effectively implementing 
innovations, according to economic 
theories. 

Despite this, Africa has the lowest 
investment performance in research 
and development than any other con-
tinent. African countries should know 
that they cannot realize the tremen-
dous predicted gains from innova-
tion unless certain other factors are 
in place. For instance, if a company 
invests in innovation but is unable to 
import the machines required to im-
plement the innovation, the returns 
will be low. Additionally, if a compa-
ny invests in innovation but does not 
have enough trained workers or engi-
neers to implement it, the returns are 
also going to be low.

The investment returns would be 
poor if a business invests in innovation 
but is unable to import the machines 
needed to execute the innovation. The 
returns on investment in innovation 
would be poor if an organization does 
not have enough qualified staff or en-

gineers to execute it. The returns on 
investment in innovation are also go-
ing to be poor should an organization 
lack enough qualified labor or engi-
neers for execution purposes. 

Sparking ideas for growth
A major lesson that African coun-

tries can learn from the developed na-
tions is that, before the latter began ex-
panding in their innovation, they had 
years of solid economic development, 
accumulating a substantial stock of 
physical capital. They also raised their 
investments in higher education and 
made major investments in human 
capital, with an emphasis on basic ed-
ucation, thus eventually performing 
well on management metrics.

However, many African countries 
find it difficult to implement any of 
the above factors. This is because most 
resources and the management are 
excluded from the equation. They are 
influenced by a variety of underly-
ing fiscal plans, including the cost of 
doing business, intellectual property 
protection, and trade policies, among 
others. 

The keys to investing in innova-
tion

Technology has helped businesses 
around the world increase produc-
tivity and seize new opportunities. 
African countries can only increase 
their potential for innovation by in-
vesting in three areas of technological 
innovation. The first is the ability to 
organize and control one’s time and 
resources; these come first as they 
enable organizations to adopt exist-
ing innovations and capitalize on the 
advances made by rich countries and 
accurately capturing returns as pre-
dicted by economics professor Joseph 
Schumpeter nearly a century ago. A 
second part of the first phase is to get 
into joint ventures with better-per-

forming countries. 
The second step is to develop in-

novation knowledge that will allow 
countries to adapt and create more of 
their own advancements, while the 
third step entails investing in long-
term information about the project.  

There is a need for more - and the 
only way to achieve this is to think be-
yond the box. In the coming decades, 
innovation will be critical to Africa’s 
survival and development in the low- 
and intermediate countries - which are 
further from the frontier of growth, 
have a unique chance to thrive from 
innovation.

The government can also play a 
major role in promoting private in-
vestment in new technologies. Several 
governments in Africa are supporting 
private firms in finding new solutions 
to existing challenges. With busi-
ness-led innovation, countries across 
the continent can develop their own 
economies and increase productivity, 
ultimately lifting many residents out 
of poverty.

A key takeaway is that there can 
be no advancement without failure: 
new technology necessitates a learn-
ing environment where failure can be 
used to change. If harnessed correctly, 
technology presents an opportunity 
for more stability, progress, and a fu-
ture where no nations are left behind. 
All things considered, innovation can 
shorten the length of time needed for 
structural change across the continent 
and should be an extensive part of 
Africa’s development strategy for in-
clusive and sustainable growth.
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