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Executive Summary

Against the backdrop of wide scale poverty
and huge numbers of informal micro-businesses in emerging economies, it is a recognised development objective to support
small businesses to grow. This benefits
entrepreneurs and their families but also
the broader community through jobs, increased trade, and provision of goods and
services to the community.
Entrepreneurs in countries like Uganda
face a distinct set of challenges including
a lack of accessible finance, lack of business knowledge and a dynamic and risky
business environment. Balloon Ventures
(Balloon) runs enterprise programmes
to help entrepreneurs overcome these
barriers.
Volunteer Africa is an on-going partnership between Citi and Balloon Ventures to
use the skills of Citi Junior Bankers from
around the globe to add value to entrepreneurs with the potential to grow.
The 2017-18 programme took place in
Mbale and Jinja in Uganda where 24 Citi
employees worked with 16 small businesses for 4 weeks. This report was put
together by Balloon’s Insight & Impact

team and reflects progress made and
lessons learned. It is based on data gathered up to one year after the programme
was completed.
The key conclusion of this report is that the
strength of Volunteer Africa is the shared
value for all involved. As the data shows,
Citi volunteers rated the programme
highly and showed great personal and
professional development. Their managers at Citi also rated the programme
highly and validated that the programme
improved the volunteers’ performance in
their core teams at Citi. And for entrepreneurs; they experienced strong growth
in income and business performance
leading to great development impact.
Citi senior leaders who visited Volunteer
Africa offered similarly positive feedback.
Taking insights from the research, this
report ends by offering some broader
ideas and lessons for the sector including the key reasons why small businesses
either thrive or shrink and how support
can be structured to unlock the potential
of micro entrepreneurs.

‘‘

“I think it really demonstrates the power of
Citi. All of our volunteers feel this could be
one of the moments of their lives.”
Manolo Falco,
GLOBAL BCMA CO-HEAD

“Meeting the entrepreneurs has been
phenomenal… it’s exceeded my expectations.
The volunteers have done a phenomenal job
competing for the available wallet and our
entrepreneurs are absolutely first class, every
single one of them.”
Phil Drury,
EMEA BCMA HEAD

“I’ve been incredibly impressed by the quality
of the entrepreneurs and the quality of the
work the volunteers have done.”
Ashu Khullar,
APAC CMO HEAD
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Introduction
THE PROBLEM

In Uganda, over 75% of the working
population are employed through the
informal sector. Informal businesses are
usually set up by people living in poverty
without access to jobs or welfare. They
reflect the resourcefulness of individuals
determined to improve their lives through
an entrepreneurial venture.
However, these small businesses also face
many challenges. Estimates suggest that
50% fail in their first year. Furthermore,
informal sector work is often characterised
as low wage, insecure and often unsafe. The
benefits of economic development are only
unlocked through a good job, but good jobs
are lacking in informal businesses. Given
that the population of Uganda is predicted
to rise from 40 million to 141 million by
2065, the informal sector is predicted to
swell further to accommodate the young
people entering the job market each year.
This will magnify the problem greatly.
One solution, is to support the growth
of more Small and Medium Enterprises
(SMEs). SMEs are the engines of job
creation and the International Labour
Organisation estimates that “they account
for three quarters of new jobs in low
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income countries.” SMEs offer higher
wages and secure employment and
drive inclusive economic development.
However, in emerging markets like Uganda,
there is a lack of SMEs, a problem which
economists call the ‘missing middle’. In
Uganda, SMEs only account for 18% of
employment compared to 60% in developed
economies.
We believe that the informal sector has
the potential to change this. Where other
organisations ignore the informal sector,
we believe that the best entrepreneurs
operating here can grow the SMEs of
tomorrow. While many avoid these
entrepreneurs because they see the
environment as too risky and difficult to
engage with, we see opportunity. Without
the right financial and non-financial
support, these informal businesses
remain micro and a huge opportunity for
development is lost. However, with the
right support, a huge sector of the economy
can be unlocked to bring millions out of
poverty.
Broadly, these entrepreneurs face three
key barriers that Balloon aims to overcome
through our programmes:
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VOLUNTEER AFRICA 2017

LACK OF ACCESS TO APPROPRIATE CAPITAL
Most investors consider informal sector business too risky to lend to.
Where informal businesses can get loans, the conditions (short grace
period, inflexibility, high interest) discourage innovation and make it
very hard to focus on growth.

LACK OF BUSINESS SPECIFIC KNOWLEDGE
Most informal sector entrepreneurs will not have any business specific
training and may not have completed primary or secondary education.
Their understanding of business basics such as finance, marketing, or
strategy is often limited to experience. Ultimately, scaling a business
requires a skill set that is hard to find.

A HIGHLY UNPREDICTABLE AND RISKY BUSINESS ENVIRONMENT
Most start-ups are vulnerable, however living in poverty and starting a
business carries significantly more risks (there is less room for failure
and yet there are a greater number of shocks that one could experience).
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In 2017, Citi, in partnership with Balloon
sent 24 Analysts and Associates from
across the world to Uganda. The team
worked with 16 entrepreneurs across
Mbale and Jinja. Building on the success
and learning of the first Volunteer Africa
programme in Kenya, the teams set out
to empower entrepreneurs to scale their
businesses. Using the training provided
by Balloon, volunteers spent four weeks
helping entrepreneurs identify and
prioritise opportunities; test ideas using
minimum viable products; make sales
and iterate.

in the value chain, or crunching numbers
to identify optimal growth opportunities.
A weekly catch-up session ensured that
volunteers stayed on track whilst also
serving as a forum for exchanging ideas.
Throughout the programme, volunteers
were supported by Balloon staff as well
as a former consultant. At the end of the
programme, the entrepreneurs were given
an hour each to pitch for finance.Three pitch
panels (made up of Citi staff and nominated
volunteers and Balloon staff) made
decisions about how much capital to
allocate to each entrepreneur.

Volunteers could be found mapping
out entrepreneurs’ businesses using
analytical tools, talking to stakeholders
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WHO WE SUPPORTED

THIS REPORT

Recruitment of entrepreneurs for the programme was conducted by Balloon staff who
looked for entrepreneurs with high growth potential. A rigorous 4 month recruitment
process resulting in the following 16 entrepreneurs selected:

Twelve months following Volunteer Africa, Balloon’s Insight & Impact team went back to follow up
with entrepreneurs and volunteers. This report was prepared by Dr. Nicholas Andreou and Enrico
Calvanese. Data was drawn from monitoring and evaluation surveys (volunteer & entrepreneur),
entrepreneur pitch documents, semi-structured interviews with entrepreneurs, loan repayment
records and observations by Balloon Ventures’ in-country staff. Thematic analysis was used to
extract common themes emerging from the data.

MBALE:

JINJA:

1. Prossy Musagala – salon and beauty
products
2. Canon and Sarah Mudiba – medical
clinic and diagnostics lab
3. Moses Mooya – soya products
4. Stanley Opio – sustainable farming
5. Charles Isabirye – veterinary products and services
6. Michael Okia – primary school
7. Andrew Wamimbi – print shop
8. Sam Chelimo - bakery

1. Eddy Balina – community empowerment center
2. Gloria Abbo – catering services
3. Godfrey Wandera – software developer
4. Isaac Mudega – bakery
5. Michael Okia – wholesale business
6. Monic Katwesige – hair salon
7. Erick Cuupa – art gallery
8. Farida Bagalaaliwo – nursery/primary
school

The report is split into three sections.

SECTION 1 showcases the Impact of the programme on the entrepreneurs, the
volunteers and Citi.

SECTION 2 looks to understand this impact and draws out insights around the key
reasons why the Volunteer Africa businesses thrived or struggled after the programme. These insights should be useful for anyone seeking to better understand
how to grow SMEs in emerging markets.

SECTION 3 concludes the research by offering ideas around next steps, focusing
on how we will adapt future Volunteer Africa programmes and other similar programmes based on the learning from this programme.
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Volunteer Africa seeks to deliver impact for all stakeholders involved – Citi, the volunteers, the
entrepreneurs and Balloon.

SECTION 1 :
Impact

Across all measures, the programme was a success and positive impact was achieved. The
programme was valuable to both volunteers and entrepreneurs in terms of personal, professional
and business development. All volunteers rated the programme as either very good or excellent.
They also reported development across several soft skills and Citi leadership competencies.
Entrepreneurs gave an average rating of 9.5/10 to the programme. Twelve months on, customers,
income and profit had all grown. As a result, most entrepreneurs had created jobs or work
opportunities for others in their community.

The Volunteer Impact
VOLUNTEER SURVEY
A volunteer survey conducted several
months after volunteers returned to work at
Citi captured their perspectives of their own
sustained professional development and
performance. The output is summarised
below.
Volunteers developed a range of professional
competencies. Development was particularly
strong in Leadership, Strategic thinking,
Coaching and Mentoring, Cross-cultural
understanding,
Managing
challenging
situations, Managing Change, Innovative and
Create Thinking, and Resilience and flexibility.
These changes map well to the requirements
of the programme. Volunteers need to lead
an engagement with entrepreneurs. They
need to show creative and innovative thinking
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to plan strategy and seek opportunities for
growth with limited resources. They work in
international teams and with entrepreneurs
working in a very different business environment. They need to coach and mentor entrepreneurs to change behaviour and adopt best
practices even when there is sometimes initial
resistance. And given the entrepreneurial
nature of the programme, there are inevitable
small failures and setbacks that volunteers
need to recover from.
Therefore, the strength of this programme
for volunteers is in its design and the nature
of the work that they are asked to do. They
have the opportunities to apply their core
business skills, but they are also pushed to
do this in unfamiliar, challenging and new
contexts.
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VOLUNTEER SURVEY: JOB PERFORMANCE AT CITI

VOLUNTEER SURVEY: VOLUNTEER COMPETENCY DEVELOPMENT

I have been able to use the connections I made with-

Leadership

in the group to do my job better

Thinking strategically
Stakeholder engagement

I have been able to contribute more to my company

Coaching and mentoring

as a result of my experience

Teamwork

I have been able to contribute more to my team /

Facilitation skills

department as a result of my experience

Cross-cultural understanding
I have taken on new tasks or responsibilities at work as

Negotiation skills

a result of my experience

Project management
The skills that I gained have helped me to do my job

Managing challenging situations

better
Managing change
I have been able to use the skills that I gained in my

Thinking innovatively and creativity

current job

Resilience and flexibility

0%

Improved significantly

Improvement

One key question asked by many is whether this work and experience in East Africa
translates into improved performance at
Citi. Volunteers overwhelmingly reported
that the Volunteer Africa impact continued
post-programme. Of note, 100% agreed
or strongly agreed that they have used the
connections made within the Volunteer Africa group to do their job better. This shows
the value of the diversity and makeup of the
team. 100% also agreed or strongly agreed
that they can contribute more to Citi because
of Volunteer Africa. And over 80% agreed or

20%

40%

Some improvement

60%

80%

100%

No improvement or change

0%
Strongly Agree

Agree

Neither Agree Nor Disagree

50%

Disagree

100%

Strongly Disagree

strongly agreed that they can now do their
job better and contribute more to their team
because of the programme.
Finally, in terms of a connection with Citi,
Volunteer Africa also had a positive impact.
Volunteers registered increased pride in
working for Citi. They were more likely to
recommend Citi as a good employer. Their
perception of Citi’s commitment to personal
& career development increased. And their
perception of Citi as a good corporate citizen
increased.
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‘‘

The volunteer impact

Some quotes from Volunteer Africa participants help to bring this data to life.
“The responsibility we took on during the programme… made
me more confident and capable in client meetings where I represent Citi.”

“I think [the skills I learned] made me a better corporate citizen
and the time I spent talking about my work made people more
excited about working for Citi. I have even connected with some
clients about the program.”

“I am much more open when meeting and interacting with more
people in the bank across different regions because I’m much
more aware of where they are coming from or how things might
potentially be done differently in other regions.”

MANAGER SURVEY
We were also interested to investigate if
the managers of the volunteers agreed
that the programme had had a positive
impact on their staff. A manager survey
conducted after volunteers returned to
work captured managers’ perspectives
of employee professional development.
Again, we saw very encouraging results.

Manager scores correlated well with
volunteer scores with managers most
positive about development in Leadership, Coaching and mentoring, Crosscultural understanding and Managing
change. This maps very closely onto the
volunteer self-rating, thus reinforcing the
results of the data.

MANAGER SURVEY: VOLUNTEER COMPETENCY DEVELOPMENT

Leadership
Thinking strategically
Stakeholder engagement
Coaching and mentoring
Teamwork

“The greatest skill improved was around teamwork… Working
as a team of equals in Africa meant we had to split the work up
and rely and trust each other to do the work, and I have tried to
bring back that principle to the team.”

Facilitation skills
Cross-cultural understanding
Negotiation skills
Project management
Managing challenging situations
Managing change
Thinking innovatively and creativity
Resilience and flexibility

0%

Improved significantly
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Improvement

20%

40%

Some improvement

60%

80%

100%

No improvement or change

15

We also asked managers to comment on the link between Volunteer Africa and job performance.
As with the volunteer feedback, we found strong agreement that the programme enabled the
Analysts and Associates to do their job better and contribute more to the team.

MANAGER SURVEY: VOLUNTEER JOB PERFORMANCE AT CITI

‘‘

Some comments from managers
help explain the strong scores.

“I think [the participant] gained a large amount of
confidence in his abilities in being in Africa and

The employee has used the knowledge that they gained

working with the local businesses there. Additionally,

to improve how their department / company operates

I think the recognition of being included in such a
selective process further enhanced his confidence

The employee has been able to contribute more to

and skill level in that he is a differentiated performer

Citi as a result of their experience

among his peers.”

The employee has been able to contribute more to
my team / department as a result of their experience
The employee has taken on new tasks or responsibili-

“[The participant] now approaches problems with

ties at work as a result of their experience

additional curiosity… is more proactive in suggesting
new ideas and more engaged… [and] has improved in

The skills they gained have helped them to do their

teamwork/ leadership/ initiative.”

job better

0%

Strongly Agree

Agree

Neither Agree Nor Disagree

50%

Disagree

100%

Strongly Disagree
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The entrepreneur impact
Volunteer Africa exists to grow the local
businesses, create good jobs and bring
people out of poverty. To do this, each
entrepreneur on the programme receives on
average 300 hours of intensive support from
their team of volunteers.
At the end of the programme, entrepreneurs
pitch for investment. In this programme,
72,000,000 UGX was distributed, with the
funding offered as a 0% interest, flexible

loan, to give the entrepreneurs the critical
risk capital needed to invest in business
growth.
The findings in this report show positive
signs of growth for the entrepreneurs who
completed Volunteer Africa in 2017. As well
as business growth, this is reflected in the
new jobs that have been created and in the
reported improvements to entrepreneur
networks, knowledge and skills.

AT THE END OF THE PROGRAMME THE ENTREPRENEURS GAVE THE PROGRAMME AN AVERAGE RATING OF 9.5/10.

ENTREPRENEUR SURVEY: ENTREPRENEUR
COMPETENCY DEVELOPMENT

9 months on average statistics:
1.

Average percentage change in income: 50%

2.

Average percentage change in profit: 47.5%

Improve operations

3.

Average percentage change in customers: 27.5%

increase networks

4.

Average change in FTE: 0.43

Understand finance

5.

Average change in Commission-based employees/PTE: 0.85

Reduced costs
Increase income

100% of entrepreneurs said that Balloon helped them to grow a lot, and that they were planning
to return to Balloon.

Increase customers
Generate business ideas

The main areas where entrepreneurs reported benefits is shown below, expressed as percentage
of entrepreneurs’ responses:

0%
Agree

Strongly Agree

20%

40%

Neither Agree Nor Disagree

60%
Disagree

80%

100%

Strongly Disagree

Graph 1: Self-reported focus of the programme
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ENTREPRENEUR IN FOCUS:
ANDREW
While studying for his degree Andrew
recognised the need for affordable printing
services. After graduating and struggling
to find work, he decided to service this
need. Andrew purchased his first printing
machine and started offering low-cost
services to students. Andrew grew his
business by maintaining a competitive
advantage on pricing. Having worked

doing so, Andrew trusted his employees
with more sophisticated responsibilities
which meant he was also contributing to
employee personal development. As his
team became equipped to run the shop
without him, Andrew felt comfortable
leaving his print shop open even when he
wasn’t there, further increasing revenue.

previously with Balloon, Andrew was keen
to join Volunteer Africa to explore new
revenue streams and improve efficiency.

Andrew received a loan of 1.6M UGX
(~£350) at the end of Volunteer Africa.
He used this to buy a new colour printer.
The introduction of this asset combined
with other performance improvements
has led to an 80% increase in profits.
Over the year, Andrew reinvested these
profits into a new photocopier, repainting
his shop, a machine to make ID cards, a
fridge and a tent. He also hired two new
employees and plans to hire an additional
one shortly.

Together with three Citi volunteers, he
restructured the physical layout of his
shop; introduced new products, such as
hard copy books and receipt books; and
started cross-selling cold drinks and WiFi services. He also gave each employee
ownership over a particular task to
improve specialisation and efficiency. In
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ENTREPRENEUR IN FOCUS:
SARAH AND CANON
Sarah and Canon started Peace Medical
Clinic in the Nakaloke area of Mbale, spotting
both a business and social opportunity to
offer medical services in an underserved
community. With an investment of just UGX
160,000 (~£32) they started offering basic
services, growing from a small drug shop
to having 9 beds, 2 physicians, 6 medical
workers and treating 100 patients monthly.
Given the huge demands on their time, it is
understandable that they had had little time

ENTREPRENEUR IN FOCUS:
ERICK

to focus on the operations of the clinic.
Erick used to work as a cleaner until his
manager spotted that Erick had a talent for
drawing. With his manager’s support, Erick
started selling drawings and paintings to
sporadic customers. Seizing opportunities
as they came along, Erick went from strength
to strength and now runs an art studio in the
heart of Jinja.
On the Volunteer Africa programme, Erick
worked with Citi volunteers to analyse
all the services he was offering to better
understand revenue drivers and his profit
margins. Based on this analysis the team
optimised Erick’s product mix in order to
maximise profits. They also realised that only
a minority of Erick’s artwork was on display
meaning customers could not appreciate
the full range on offer. To address this, Erick
bought a TV to showcase all his art via a
slideshow. Erick also bought tents to put
outside his shop to differentiate himself from

competitors and increase footfall. Finally, to
further drive sales, Erick hired a marketing
manager and set up social media accounts
where clients can order products directly.

The Citi Volunteers firstly focused on this,
improving internal financial processes to
reduce delinquency costs and improve

planning and decision making. They then
turned their attention to growing revenue
and after much market research they settled
on the idea of establishing a fully functioning
laboratory.
The loan from Volunteer Africa of 6.7m UGX
(~£1,360) was used to equip this laboratory,
which now performs tests for HIV,
tuberculosis, pregnancy and other diseases.
This attracted new customers and they were
also able to receive sponsorship from the
local government to perform subsidised
vaccinations. They are now building a
maternity ward to continue to improve health
services for the local community.

Since the end of the programme, Erick’s
profits have increased by 50%. This is
largely down to his new focus on the most
profitable activities. Furthermore, his
social media accounts exposed him to an
international clientele, and he has now
sold artwork to customers in Canada, USA
and the UK. As a result of this growth he
has hired a new employee. Recognising the
benefits of creative thinking brought by the
Volunteer Africa programme, he now has
weekly meetings with all his staff to solve
issues, brainstorm opportunities and plan
effectively. Erick isn’t resting on his Laurels,
he has just rented a bigger shop on one of
Jinja’s main streets and plans to move in
during the summer of 2018.
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SECTION 2 :
Understanding Impact

The overall impact on volunteers and entrepreneurs shows that the programme
was a big success. However, it is also true that impact varied, especially for the
entrepreneurs. A minority of businesses have struggled since the programme,
others have grown faster than their peers. Therefore, it is important to understand
this variance and try to pull out insights that can strengthen this and other similar
enterprise programmes.

WHY ENTREPRENEURS SUCCEEDED
The post-programme survey was a good indicator of the success of the programme, and our
conversations with entrepreneurs twelve months later provided more insights into how this was
achieved. Our evaluation of previous Volunteer Africa entrepreneurs suggested that three factors
were key for success. That is:
1.
2.
3.

Excellent product/market fit
Excellent sales strategy and execution
Excellent financial and operational management

Our analysis for this cohort supported this conclusion. In addition, working with larger businesses,
a fourth key success factor emerged: utilising employee’s potential. These are discussed below:

1. Excellent product/market fit: Entrepreneurs introduced new products, started
cross-selling or focused on the services
with the highest profit margin.
Charles, a vet in Mbale, experienced growth
because he capitalised on a customer need
that very few others were able to service:
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artificial insemination. After using the Balloon loan to buy the necessary equipment,
he became one of only three vets in Mbale
who could offer this service. His additional
income from this source tripled his profits.
At the same time, these additional customers boosted the sales of his standard veterinary products.
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2. Excellent sales: Targeting a customer
segment and implementing a tailored
marketing plan.

but it’s ultimate success or failure will rest
on Godfrey’s ability to get out and convince
people to buy his product.

Godfrey created a data-management software
that could be used by schools, businesses,
NGOs, etc. but struggled to sell it at a price that
he considered fair. Feedback on the product
was consistently excellent, but Godfrey was
struggling to secure orders. After several
trials, he realised that private schools were
his best customers, because they needed
his product and had the resources to pay for
it. He changed the pricing scheme from a
one-off payment to monthly instalments to
make it sound more affordable and invested
in equipment to display the potential of his
software when he visits schools. Godfrey’s
business has huge potential, and is growing,

Most of the entrepreneurs were left with
some form of marketing in their growth
plan, yet the plans were applied to varying
degrees. Hustle goes a long way and some
entrepreneurs simply did not sustain their
marketing activities. This is possibly down
to a motivational issue whereby the reward
for effort is often intangible and occurs
further down the line. Secondly, for those
who conducted marketing activities, there
were challenges in terms of what to be
doing and how much money to invest in
it. In our experience, good marketing is a
huge competitive advantage with the most
successful entrepreneurs.

3. Excellent financial and operational
management: This relates to cash management and the overall management
of assets and production.

to source supplies and complete his
orders. On Volunteer Africa, the team came
up with guidelines on which customers
should be allowed to buy on credit and how
much of his overall sales should be sold
on credit. They also negotiated the ability
to purchase soya beans on credit from
suppliers. This improved cash situation
also allowed Moses to hold inventory thus
reducing the risk that he would not have
availability of supplies to meet orders.
Moses’ commitment to these new financial

Before working with Citi volunteers, Moses
had two challenges related to financial
management. First, customers bought his
soya products on credit, depleting his cash
reserves. Second, he bought soya beans
only when he needed them (i.e. held no
inventory) due to poor cash management.
As suppliers would often run out of soya
beans, this often-meant Moses was unable

policies and procedures will prove critical
in his ability to scale up his Soya business.
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4. Utilisation of employees’ potential:
Defining clear roles and investing in their
professional development.
Andrew had three employees in his printing
shop, but none had clear duties and their
work tended to be constrained to menial
tasks. Andrew was the only one who
was skilled enough to handle complex
operations, such as making receipt books,
and thus had to constantly be in the shop
to carry out these tasks. Together with
Citi volunteers, Andrew reorganised this

working environment creating job roles for
each of his staff and training them to ensure
that they could perform to the standards
he was happy with. As a result, they feel
ownership over services in the shop, are
more skilled and Andrew can visit his other
branch without stopping activities in the
main shop. In a highly competitive business
environment with many other printers, this
efficient utilisation and management of staff
is a key competitive advantage for Andrew
and his business.
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WHY SOME ENTREPRENEURS DIDN’T GROW MORE
(BARRIERS TO GROWTH)

3. Entrepreneurs’ intuition betrays them

Some entrepreneurs were not able to achieve the growth forecast in their development plans.
There were many reasons for this, however the main three were:

Informal entrepreneurs often use intuition,
rather than evidence, to make decisions.
Because the business landscape changes
so fast, entrepreneurs in these markets are
constantly having to re-evaluate strategy and
change direction. Often, they do this with
limited data and information, relying on feel.
This can work well but, in some cases, it can
lead to poor decisions. After facing some
issues with poultry farming, Stanley decided
to invest heavily in piggery, even though
analysis done by the Citi volunteers suggests
that a piggery wasn’t going to be profitable.
For now, this idea has not gained momentum
and the farm is far from profitable. At the
same time, this new venture sucked in lots
of cash, reducing Stanley’s ability to invest in
other ideas.

1. Overreliance on few customers

Gloria was running a successful catering
business, relying largely on the provision
of lunch to clients who ran events and
workshops for large groups on the
weekends. When one of her main clients
switched their workshop venue, moving to
nearby hotels which included catering, a
large part of her revenue was cut off. At the
same time, another long-term client started
facing financial difficulties and struggled to
make their payments on time, decreasing

Gloria’s cash supply. Gloria tried to market to
new customers to replace these clients, but
thus far the impact has been mixed. Gloria
is still working hard servicing her remaining
clients but growth has stalled. We have seen
a number of similar examples where an
overreliance on too few customers has left
a business very prone to shocks and unable
to invest confidently in future growth or plan
for the long term.

2. Experiencing shocks

Prossy was running a successful salon,
having recently moved to a bigger location
to support her steadily growing customer
base. However, things quickly turned
south. One by one, her employees left the
business for various personal reasons and
she struggled to find reliable replacements
quickly. At the same time, she experienced
two losses in her family, which kept her

away from her salon for over a month during
the high season. These two factors set her
business back many months as she now
tries to rebuild. Similar to Gloria’s business
above, an entrepreneur’s resilience and
ability to bounce back from setbacks and
shocks, which are extremely common in
such a difficult business environment, is a
key differentiator in long term success.

A similar example comes from Michael who
runs a school. He was awarded a loan of 3.2M
UGX to build a well; however, once he received
the money, he decided that buying more desks
was a priority, and used 1M to buy ten new
desks. He then moved on to build the waterhole
for his well, but did not have enough resources to
complete the works. As a result, he has invested
2.2M for something that at the moment adds no
value to his business. This is a lost opportunity
and slows down growth.
Running a business is hard, and entrepreneurs
need to make the right decision most of the time.
Due to a lack of available information, intuition
will remain a key part of the entrepreneur’s
toolbox. However, those that can break with the
culture and employ solid analysis and strategic
thinking will outperform the rest.

From our experience of 7 years working with small businesses in East Africa, and 2 years of monitoring and evaluation data from Volunteer Africa, we have seen at first-hand how challenging it is
for micro informal sector businesses to survive. However, we have also seen the awesome ability
that a growing SME has to transform lives by providing decent work.

SECTION 3 :
Learning from
Volunteer Africa

There is now a large body of academic evidence that agrees that SMEs are the drivers of inclusive
economic development. However, there is less agreement on how best to support SME growth.
Our work with Volunteer Africa has helped fill some of these gaps in knowledge and understanding about what works.

1. Recruitment is critical
With entrepreneurship programmes, if
the aim is sustainable growth, then the
entrepreneur is unsurprisingly critical to
this. Volunteer Africa is only 1 month long.
The volunteers can work incredibly hard
to support their entrepreneurs, help build
excellent plans, and design and implement
new processes and systems. However, long

term change has to be led by the entrepreneur.
In this context, a star entrepreneur is
therefore one with focus, desire, vision
and hustle. Finding these entrepreneurs is
critical for success. We are increasingly using
tools ranging from behaviour analysis to
community referencing to psychometrics to
find the most high potential entrepreneurs.

2. Excellent execution beats
strategy everyday
In business, there is always huge excitement
around strategy. However, in our experience
working in East Africa, execution beats strategy every time. Businesses in this context
can create a huge competitive advantage by
applying principals of good management.
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Often this is the very simple things – having
daily checklists, setting clear objectives for
staff, basic planning. However, these behaviours are extremely rare and are difficult to
develop. Behaviour change takes time and
long-term engagement.
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3. Transformative impact requires long
term engagement
For 2 consecutive years we have found that
Volunteer Impact can grow a business by
around 50%. This is fantastic. To go further longer term engagement is needed. Growth brings new challenges and
the need for further investment. Balloon
seeks to build on the work of Volunteer
Africa by providing further investment and
long term technical support to the most
high potential entrepreneurs.
A fantastic example is Paul Mwangi from
Volunteer Africa 2016/17. Paul had a small
business making and selling sugarcane
juice. The product was hugely popular but
growth was limited by a number of factors.

Volunteer Africa initially unlocked some
of these factors, and Balloon has since
invested a further $10,000 in Paul’s business, allowing him to open a second shop
and import a juice machine from Asia. We
hope this is just the beginning for Paul
with this story showing a potential path to
transformative growth.
As part of this Volunteer Africa programme, we were very happy to receive
confirmation of additional funding from
the Citi Foundation through Pathways2Progress to offer ongoing support to
more entrepreneurs like Paul.

5. Corporate volunteering: a win-win

4. Jobs are good, but Good Jobs are
better
Given Africa’s rapidly growing population,
there is huge focus on job creation, and
rightly so. However, our experience
suggests that the picture is slightly more
nuanced. A job is important, but it requires
a good job to sustainably take a family out
of poverty. As Banerjee argues in Poor
Economics, “The availability of secure jobs
can have a transformational effect… Good

as we see the problem emerging, and the
creation of good jobs is now our number
1 focus. In light of this, we are building a
Good Jobs Framework to set a standard
and a roadmap for small businesses in East
Africa to offer decent work. We are excited
that this is a core focus of the Sustainable
Development Goals, with decent work
highlighted in SDG8. We look forward
to sharing this Good Jobs Framework
with others to together work towards
sustainable economic development.

jobs mean that children grow up in an
environment where they are able to make
the most of their talents.”
Uganda does not need more low wage,
insecure, unsafe jobs. It needs jobs that
give employees the confidence and ability
to invest in themselves and their families.
Our view has developed over recent years
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Volunteer Africa works because it offers
value to all parties. Citi get a better-trained,
engaged and committed workforce. The
volunteers gain an incredible experience to
develop personally and professionally while
making a tangible impact on people’s lives.
Entrepreneurs get access to a free team of
highly skilled consultants for a month and the
ability to pitch for risk capital. And Balloon
has a sustainable programme that furthers
our vision of growing businesses, changing
lives. This programme and concept presents
an exciting vision for corporate volunteering
that has a real, tangible and long-term
impact on all involved.
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