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Amplify IDEO Pilot 2018 – Insights Report 
 

Background 

 

Since 2012, Balloon Ventures (BV) has worked with 3000+ micro-entrepreneurs in East 

Africa, providing 500,000 hours of intensive technical assistance and £200,000 in loans. 

This work has primarily been delivered through local and international volunteers on 

projects funded by UK Aid and delivered in collaboration with partners from Bain & 

Company, Citi, Restless Development and Volunteer Services Overseas.  

 

This pilot, funded by IDEO through the Amplify awards, was specifically designed to 
capitalise and grow high potential small business that are too large to qualify for 

support on other BV projects (i.e. they have moved beyond micro). Through a mix of 
growth capital and intensive technical assistance (all delivered by local permanent 

staff rather than volunteers), we aim to support these businesses to create good quality 
jobs where they are needed most. Our goal is to develop a sustainable model that 
can be adapted and scaled across sub-Saharan Africa. 

 
This short report presents our main insights from the pilot. 

 

Pilot Overview 
 

Length 12 months 

Location Mbale, Uganda 

No. of businesses funded 6 

Ave. ticket size $10,000 

Industries covered • Small scale manufacturing 

• Agri-processing/ value addition 

• Education 

• Hospitality 

No. of jobs sustained 39 (43% women, 89% youth) 

No. of jobs created 16 (51 % women, 94% youth) 

Ave. revenue growth 1.68x 

 

The pilot was underpinned by four core elements that we believe make up an 
innovative response to the job creation challenge in East Africa.  

 

1. The business profile. The location (outside of capital cities), ticket sizes ($10k-

20k), number of employees (5-15) and level formality (poor accounts, no 

policies/ procedures, locally registered) means that we are applying impact 

investing to a genuinely different segment of the population currently ignored 

and overlooked by others.  

2. The combination of funding and support. Beneficiaries have told us that we’re 

different because we do the whole thing, combining investment with 

technical support. They are a package. The money allows businesses to invest 

in core drivers of growth, the support helps to improves practices, enhances 

firm performance and formalise operations. Investment without support 
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wouldn’t lead to significant growth. And support without investment wouldn’t 

be affordable/ sustainable. Where others seek to do different parts, we do it 

all.  

3. The nature of the technical support. Lots of organisations offer technical 

support. But ours is different. We embed ourselves as General Manager 

helping to create strategy, leading weekly management meetings, holding all 

parties to account, and chipping in to do tasks etc. Our staff model best 

practice and entrepreneurs learn through doing. The support is also extremely 

intensive and long term, taking place over ~400 hours per business as 

behavior change takes time  

4. The focus on good jobs. We recognise that it’s only through decent work that 

people are sustainably moved out of poverty. However, at this end of the 

market there is little understanding around what a good job actually looks like. 

In a resource-constrained business, what can feasibly be offered that move 

the needle on poverty? We are investing resource in this to build a Good Jobs 

Framework that sets out a journey towards good job creation in small 

businesses.  

 

Pilot Insights 

 

IDEO supported us to build a culture of reflection and learning at every stage of the 

project cycle, including design, implementation and management. As a result, we 

have uncovered insights that will ensure every new iteration of the model will prove 

more effective than the last.  

 

We have summarized the most critical insights from the project below. 

 

• The entrepreneur is critical. Analyzing business performance is important, but 

when the lead entrepreneur is not teachable and open to change, then our 

technical support, which is a vital aspect of the investment, achieves very 

little. Therefore, analyzing the entrepreneur’s openness to change and to 

partnership pre-investment is fundamental.  

• This model requires a new type of due diligence based on behaviour analysis. 

The only way to test openness and willingness to change is to try and make it 

happen. We now ask for changes to be implemented during the due 

diligence process and measure the results. For example, we setup financial 

reporting pre investment. We also setup weekly management meetings with 

Balloon with set agendas. Through this we hope to identify the right profile of 

entrepreneur for our intervention.  

• Red flags are red flags. Maybe because we were keen to invest and start 

working, we made some investments despite a few concerns during due 

diligence. We have learned that it’s very hard to change deeply ingrained 

practices and therefore red flags need to be treated as red flags, even if that 

means walking away from a business we really. 

• We need to take the entrepreneur with us. Sometimes we agreed actions with 

the entrepreneur without first setting on a shared vision and strategy – even 
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though we thought this was agreed and we knew what we wanted. There 

needs to be more co-creation sessions and more explanation around the 

whole process and the journey. 

• Charging for technical assistance isn’t easy. Entrepreneurs typically prioritise 

access to capital above all else. When we make an investment offer, they 

compare the terms with those offered by the bank. It’s very hard to persuade 

entrepreneurs of the value provided through technical assistance, which very 

few businesses have ever paid for before. We need to develop effective ways 

of demonstrating wait can be gained from technical assistance and why 

therefore it is worth paying for. 

• We make some of the same mistakes that portfolio companies make. What is 

lacking in portfolio companies is management discipline. A strong plan. Good 

performance management. Good project planning and reporting. Despite 

this knowledge, we often makes the same mistakes in our own operations. We 

can only create change in the portfolio if we start with ourselves. We will focus 

on operational excellence before presenting it as a requirement for others. 

• Small changes can have big impact. In one company, setting up a simple 

weekly meeting with the team has created much more efficiency. Similarly, 

agreeing a fixed time each week for the entrepreneur to meet with Balloon 

creates better compliance. We’ve found that these small steps frequently 

form the foundations for more ambitious changes.  

• Getting good financial data is incredibly hard. Initially we thought we could 

solve this by trained accountants into the businesses we support. However, an 

accountant is only as good as the data they receive. Where the entrepreneur 

personally manages all transactions, with many in cash, and most not 

recorded, good reporting is impossible. Change needs to start with the basics; 

proper recording of cash in/ cash out, and a total commitment to 

transparency.  

• Understanding other commitments is critical. Many of the businesses struggle 

for cash because it is being pulled into other activities. For example, one of 

the businesses supported during the pilot is currently building a hotel as a side 

project. We only became aware of this after they made a late payment and 

referenced pressures on cash flow due to increases in the cost of materials to 

construct the hotel. We now take efforts to understand and factor these 

pressures into decision-making well before an investment is made.  

• Sustainability will be achieved through follow-on investments. At ticket sizes of 

~$10,000, to generate profit from investing we would need to charge 

unaffordable rates that inhibit business growth. Therefore, the focus is to break 

even with this size of investment, and seek to make follow-on investments of 

larger sizes that are profitable. We will be uniquely placed to do this because 

of the relationship built with the entrepreneur. Our ability to retain the best 

businesses will be a critical factor in the long term success of the model.  

 

What next? 
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In East Africa, ~80% of workers operate in the informal sector (typically in micro-

businesses that start small and stay small). This work is characterised by insecure, low 

wage and often unsafe jobs. The benefits of economic development and inclusive 

growth are only unlocked through decent work. It is now widely accepted that 

creating more and better SMEs will play a critical role if we are to achieve SDG8. 

After this pilot, we believe more than ever that the solution lies with SGBs – small 

businesses operating informally with huge potential to grow. The opportunity is 

exceptional. There are roughly 175m micro and small enterprises in Sub-Saharan 

Africa. We estimate that 2% are run by exceptional entrepreneurs. That amounts to 

3.5m exceptional SGBs with huge good job creation potential.  

 

Our first step towards significant scale is successfully implementing the model in 

Nakuru and Mbale, thereby demonstrating we can operate financially sustainable 

units in each location, creating and improving jobs in communities with significant 

need. Once this has been achieved (we estimate by end of 2020), we will expand 

into surrounding regions with similar economic conditions and needs (e.g. Eastern 

Uganda and the Rift Valley in Kenya). Longer term, our focus is refining the materials 

needed to replicate the model in a standardised way and to high quality. We will 

open source these materials so that other organisations can apply our lessons to 

implement effective programmes supporting SGBs across sub-Saharan Africa. 

 
 
 
 

 
 

 
 

 
 
 

 
 

 
 

 
 
 

 
 

 
 


