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i) Table of Abbreviations

SMEDA    Small and Medium Enterprises Development Agency

SLEDP Sierra Leone Economic Diversification Project

SME  Small and Medium Enterprises

MSME              Micro, Small and Medium Enterprises

ETA               Electronic Transactions Act

ROBA  Registration of Business Act

CAC              Corporate Affairs Commission

OARG              Office of the Administrator and Registrar General

DSTI  Directorate of Science, Technology and Innovation

NIDS              The National Innovation and Digital Strategy

PAID          Patent and Industrial Design Act

NATCOM       National Telecommunication Commission

MTNDP          Medium-Term National Development Plan 

IT             Information Technology

Tech              Technology









Executive Summary

This report presents a review of the digital, Innovation and entrepreneurship landscape in Sierra Leone. The 
report covers companies involved, stand-out cases, funding trends, regional comparisons, policy 
environment, current market size, and near-term growth outlook. The main goals of the report, as a follow 
through from the research are:

The research discovered key findings from Digital and Entrepreneur Ecosystems in Sierra Leone, which vary 
widely from cultural and historic issues, to infrastructure and systems within the operating environment. 
Further, through the research, we were able to identify potential high impact solutions that would have a 
multiplier effect in the development of the ecosystems.  Here are the main highlights of the findings:

To identify gaps in the policy and regulatory framework of the technology and entrepreneur ecosystems 
and provide a basis for policy action to address these gaps and support growth and sustainability of the 
ecosystems.

To obtain data that informs policies and development interventions for micro, small and medium 
enterprises (SMEs) in Sierra Leone. Data collected will form the baseline for subsequent interventions.

1.1 Digital Ecosystem Highlights
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1.2 Entrepreneur Ecosystem Highlights

1.3 Policy Mapping Highlights
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The world as we know it has been under constant change and development with precedence set by different revolutions 
including the agricultural and industrial revolutions, but nothing prepared us for the level of change we are now 
experiencing since the introduction of computers and the internet.  This current revolution, termed the fourth industrial 
revolution (4IR), is changing the way the world functions, redefining the way people interact with each other and with 
the world around them. This change is rapid, global, and high impact, breaking new grounds in innovation and 
development and consequently, economic growth. A country that finds itself lagging behind in technology will inevitably 
be lacking in productivity and growth. 

2.1. Project Background

BACKGGROUND

“There is every need to connect our 
research facilities to academia, link our 
innovation labs with our inventors, 
connect our entrepreneurs with 
startups. All these can be achieved if we 
truly understand how to connect our 
activities within the ecosystem and 
leverage on the potential of using 
science, technology and innovation as 
the bedrock for developing a modern 
economy” 
(President Bio, May 2018).

Much is said about the 4IR but the key to this revolution for developing 
economies is enabling leapfrogging. Ordinarily in previous times, 
developing economies tended to “follow the leader”, playing catch up 
with the technologies, processes, and systems in the developed countries; 
a process that kept them behind. However, with the concept of 
leapfrogging, developing economies are now able to “skip” some 
development stages, embrace the significant changes and opportunities 
that 4IR is bringing and potentially achieve developed economy status in 
record time.

To identify gaps in the policy and regulatory framework of the technology and entrepreneur ecosystems 
and provide a basis for policy action to address these gaps and support the growth and sustainability of 
the ecosystems.

To obtain data that informs policies and development interventions for micro, small and medium 
enterprises (SMEs) in Sierra Leone. Data collected will form the baseline for subsequent interventions.

This report presents the results of the mapping researchwork and provide the necessary recommendations for the way forward.

The fourth industrial revolution (4IR) is characterised by the fusion of the 
digital, biological, and physical worlds with additionally because the 
growing utilization of recent technologies like computing, cloud 
computing, robotics, 3D printing, IOT, and advanced wireless 
technologies among others has ushered in an exceedingly new era of economic disruption with unsure socio-economic 
consequences for Africa.  So far, it doesn't seem that the continent has mastered twenty-first century development 
because it still lags behind in many indicators that are very important for a fortunate digital revolution.

According to GSMA (2020), the ICT sector in Africa has continued to grow, a trend that is likely to continue. Of late, 
mobile technologies and services have generated 1.7 million direct jobs (both formal and informal), contributed to $144 
billion of economic value (8.5 percent of the GDP of sub-Saharan Africa), and contributed $15.6 billion to the public 
sector through taxation .

However, the Government of  Sierra Leone  has sought ways to drive economic development through the joint forces of 
entrepreneurship, innovation and technology.. From the development of the Sierra Leone Medium-Term National 
Development Plan (2019-2023) and the National Digital and Innovation Strategy (NIDS), the setting up of Small to 
Medium Enterprises Development Agency (SMEDA), Sierra Leone Economic Diversification Project (SLEDP), and private 
sector participation and partnerships among other initiatives, the government has been seeking ways of addressing the 
factors that enable leapfrogging. Through partnerships with United Nations Capital Development Fund (UNCDF), United 
Nations Development Program (UNDP), and Invest Salone, the government, through its Directorate of Science, 
Technology and Innovation (DSTI) embarked on the Digital and Entrepreneur Ecosystems mapping project, which had 
the following objectives:
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The digital economy ecosystem depends highly on the government and its approach to creating an enabling 
environment. It also depends on the country’s human capital and its ability to engage, embrace and utilize the digital 
facilities available to them. It is driven by deep innovation, grounded on research and development, and propelled by a 
strong entrepreneurial attitude which reduces the dependency on global value chains but encourages self-sufficiency 
and resilience.

Definitions of the entrepreneurial ecosystem vary, depending on when they were defined and by whom they are 
defined. However, common across definitions of the entrepreneurial ecosystem is that it  is a community that includes 
the entrepreneurs (existing or potential), their immediate environment and ultimately the market or operating 
environment.  The seeds of the entrepreneurial ecosystem are entrepreneurs, who need to be risk takers, sufficiently 
educated, and willing and able to utilize opportunities that are available to them. E ntrepreneurs, in sufficient numbers, 
will create a demand for services that will mobilise innovation and the development of relevant products, which would 
feed into digital entrepreneurship and the digital economy.  

Here are some examples of entrepreneur ecosystems models:

University based Entrepreneurial Ecosystem Green et al (2010) ) focused on supporting 
entrepreneurship through teaching, research, and outreach programs 

1

Entrepreneurial Ecosystems Model by Isenberg (2010, 2011) identified six components which 
include conducive culture, enabling policies and leadership, availability of appropriate finance, 
quality human capital, venture friendly markets for products, and a range of institutional 
supports 

2

Aspen Network of Development Entrepreneurs ANDE (2013) identified eight key components 
which consisted of business support, finance, human capital, culture, policy, research and 
development, infrastructure and markets. 

3

4
Koltai's Entrepreneurship Ecosystem Model (2014) identified six pillars and six key players 
which are depicted below:
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2.3. Sierra Leone Snapshot

A comparison of the entrepreneurship ecosystem  and the digital economy ecosystem shows that they are interconnect-
ed and have specific elements that are key for both ecosystems to succeed. These include enabling public policy, 
sufficient and appropriate financial systems, human capital and infrastructure. A country that strengthens these  
elements will be well-positioned to have a strong entrepreneurial and digital ecosystem, and consequently take advan-
tage of the opportunities provided by the 4IR through leapfrogging.

In analyzing the digital and entrepreneur ecosystem, we focused on the state of the two ecosystems in Sierra Leone and 
what we have found to be the cornerstones for strengthening the ecosystem. Our analysis was aligned with not one, but 
the four entrepreneur ecosystem models which are Isenberg, University, ANDE and Koltai’s models and the DE4A 
models for the digital economy. 

Sierra Leone occupies a total of 71,740 square kilometres and houses a population of 7.6 million people. The country 
boasts of wealth from its agriculture, forestry and fishery resources which combined contribute approximately 60% of 
GDP per annum. Agriculture is by far the strongest, contributing upwards of 50% to GDP in the last four years. The 
country is also rich in mineral resources which drive exports, specifically for gold, diamonds, bauxite and titanium. 
Mineral exports contributed 7% of GDP in 2018 and made up 64% of the country’s exports.  
Regardless of the country’s wealth in resources, Sierra Leone sits at the bottom of most metrics on poverty and human 
development due to multiple factors. For example, the civil war of 1991 - 2002 resulted in mass devastation and 
destruction of infrastructure that reduced the country to a shell of its former glory. From being the stronghold for West 
African education, Sierra Leone now only has an adult literacy rate of 43.4%, a weak base to support any economic 
recovery solutions.

While the country experienced double-digit growth in the years following the war, the Ebola epidemic slowed it down 
and with the combination of natural disasters and the COVID-19 pandemic, the country has been struggling to recover.  
Strong and divided political opinions across the population have challenged continuity across different governments 
which have further slowed the development process. The result is an economy that is driven by the informal sector’s 
survival entrepreneurs and high import dependency. The sector continues to have limited access to investment and 
information and faces within itself threats of collapse due to the operating environmental challenges. 
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3. Research Methodology

For this research we used methodological and theory triangulation methods to investigate, consolidate and analyze the 
data. Through methodological triangulation, we used alternative research methods such that the weaknesses of one 
research method were compensated for by the strengths of another method. Our main research tool was surveying; 
however, during the survey, investigators were also alert to observe and note the behaviour of the interviewees to 
gather additional information beyond the simple response to the interview questions. 

Once the data had been collected using different methods, theory triangulation was used to further interrogate the data. 
In theory triangulation, we analyzed the data we collected, compared it to theories collected from desk research and 
further compared to the results of the additional interviews carried out with key stakeholders. For this part of the 
research, the Sierra Leone Opportunities for Business Action “SOBA”, The State of Entrepreneurship in Sierra Leone 
Report; and the Digital Economy for Africa DE4A Initiative report on Sierra Leone, were cornerstone referrals. Theory 
triangulation enabled us to derive the fundamental or baseline issues driving the activities within the digital and entre-
preneur ecosystems. 
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How Triangulation works

The research started with desk research, analyzing already existing reports and similar research. This was followed by 
stakeholder and national consultant engagements.  As the project had many partners each with a different focal point, 
the stakeholder engagement first ensured that the different stakeholders were aligned in their goals for the project.

The research for the project consisted of three main components:

Surveys - key tool used Interviews with key stakeholders
1 2

Analysis of already existing data 
from historical reports

3
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Stakeholder consultations provided learning opportu-
nities and helped to roadmap an appropriate 
approach(es) to ensure that the needs of stakehold-
ers were met. It also provided a space to share 
real-life experiences that helped to test project 
assumptions about the tech and entrepreneurship 
space in Sierra Leone. A significant task of this project 
was to conduct inclusive stakeholder consultations. 
The national stakeholder consultations were held 
from December 16 – 21, 2020 in Bo, Kenema, Makeni, 
Port Loko and Freetown, and the diaspora consulta-
tions were held from February 15 -17 (North America, 
Europe/Africa, and Asia/Australia). 

Discussions were organised with a varied group of 
stakeholders to get more information on their 
experiences both on constraints and opportunities in 
the current technology and entrepreneurship 
ecosystems and to maximize the impact of 
stakeholders input and recommendations to DSTI.  
Stakeholders included local entrepreneurs, industry 
professionals from key sectors such as agriculture, 
health, and education, among others, and various 
strata of community leaders.

While the interviews and engagements were more impromptu and directed mostly by the conversation and the desk 
research was based on the available information, the surveys were more intentional. We aimed to get specific 
information on the companies and as such internally designed with the survey. After the initial design of the survey 
tools, a pilot was carried out to test the efficacy of the research tools designed. The pilot data was reviewed and this 
resulted in further improvements in the research tools and the design of the training program for the interviewers. A 
total of nine research instruments were adopted and used in the research and each tool focused on a specific 
component of the digital and entrepreneur ecosystem. The tools were: 

Makeni Stakeholder Consultation Breakout Sessions

Diaspora Consultations via Zoom

SMEs, Entrepreneur Support 
Organizations (“ESOs” - incubators, 
accelerators, etc)

Business Support Organizations 
(“BSO” - microfinance, accounting 
services, insurance companies, training 
and vocational institutions etc)

1 2
Process mapping

3

Government and governmental 
institutions using technology Policy

4 5
Entrepreneur Support 
Organisations

6

Tech Businesses Industry associations 

7 8
Financiers

9
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While we were able to collect data using all the instruments during the writing of this report, we had not received data 
from Financiers.

As the research was aimed at understanding SMEs, technology in business and policy interaction, the research was 
carried out in the following ways:

1

2

For Entrepreneurship Diagnostics, there were two parts:  We conducted semi-structured 
interviews with SMEs and Industry Associations & experts and mapped the number of business 
support organisations available on a district level, their services, cost, and contact details.

For Technology Ecosystems Mapping, there were two parts also:  We conducted semi-structured 
interviews with tech businesses, investors, funders, and other financial supporters of innovators 
and entrepreneurs; and hubs, accelerators, and other non-financial supporters of innovators and 
entrepreneurs. We also mapped government use of tech in service delivery and internal 
administration. This was done through interviews with IT managers in Government MDAs.

3
For Policy Mapping, there are two parts as well: We conducted semi-structured interviews with 
policy actors involved in legislation and implementing current technology, innovation and 
entrepreneurship laws. We also mapped key business processes in which entrepreneurs and 
tech businesses engage, at a district level.
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The surveys and interviews were a fair success, with most of the data collected meeting the quota set for the 
research. We did not have any submissions from the financiers, and we continue to follow up with them for 
more information to feed the development of the entrepreneurship tool. We had high participation from 
SMEs (78%), Business Support Organisations (100%), Processes (100%), and a lower participation from Policy 
(50%), Government and governmental institutions (40%) and Tech businesses (33%). 

The triangulation method used was efficient in addressing the issues around survey participation and the 
natural selection of SMEs. Regardless of the challenges mentioned above, we were still able to collect 
substantial data, sufficient for us to carry out an analysis and achieve the goals of this research. 

Data used in the surveys and interviews were sourced from different key players. Below is a 
table with the data sources. 

Instruments

SMEs

Data Sources

SMEDA & CAC1
Industry associations 

& experts
SL Chambers of Commerce and 
Key informant interviews2

Financier Key informant interviews & desk research3
Use of Tech in 
Government

SL Chambers of Commerce and 
Key informant interviews4

ESOs Key informant interviews & desk research5

Tech businesses CAC, desk research & key informant interviews6

Process
Ministry of Local Govt (provided contacts 
for district & city administrators )7

Policy8 Key informant interviews 

BSOs9 Ministry of Local Govt (provided contacts for 
district & city administrators )
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Due to the COVID-19 pandemic and the consequential social distancing protocols, although the project was 
launched in November 2019, work effectively started in December 2020. As a result, there were significant 
time constraints in the execution of the project, which resulted in some data not being collected, or a limited 
amount of analysis being done. For example, during the data analysis stage, we realized that the data for the 
surveys had had a natural selection as it was sourced mostly from SMEDA. The CAC data received was 
incomplete and hence there was a high dependency on the SMEDA data. The result of this was that mostly 
SMEs registered with SMEDA were surveyed, and these would typically fall under micro businesses. Small to 
medium businesses with a higher asset and revenue base was not sufficiently represented in the surveys.

A key recommendation in terms of the research work is to carry out an additional mapping that will fill in some 
of the gaps that arose from the first mapping initiative. This additional research would focus on getting 
additional details on the companies operating in the different sectors, including the larger startups that may 
have been missed during the initial process. This data would then be fed into the entrepreneur ecosystem 
mapping tool which will have a directory of all the businesses identified. This will be discussed in further detail 
in the recommendation section.

Limitations of the Research
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4. Key Research Findings

In this section, we discuss the key takeaways from the research we carried out, focusing on the areas where 
improvements can be made to improve the efficiency of the digital and entrepreneur ecosystems. 

4.1 Summary of Overarching Results 

70% of interviewed businesses started their business to take care of themselves and their family, 35% 
did so to contribute or develop society, and 33% started a business to solve a problem or meet a need.

Why start a business?

Business Structure

Table 4.1

Table 4.2 2

Total adds up to more than 100% because interviewees were able to give more than one answer2

18

84% of businesses interviewed are sole proprietorships, 
11% are partnerships and 3% are limited liability companies



Only 36% of interviewed businesses are formally registered with the 
Office of the Administrator and Registrar-General and or Corporate 

Affairs Commission as legally required. 

Formal registration among businesses

Top 20 challenges facing businesses

Table 4.3

Table 4.4 3

Total adds up to more than 100% because interviewees were able to give more than one answer3
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Industry distribution of interviewees

Table 4.5 4

Total adds up to more than 100% because interviewees were able to give more than one answer4

Table 4.6
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Is your business led or co-led by a female

Business structure - gender

38% of interviewed businesses do not have any female employees, 23% 
have only one female employee, 15% have 2 female employees, and 9% 

have more than 5 female employees.

Businesses led or co-led by a woman are predominantly sole 
proprietorships with 86% of female-led or co-led businesses being sole 

proprietorships compared to 81% of male-led businesses. 

Number of female employees

Table 4.7 Table 4.8

Table 4.9
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4.2 Digital Ecosystem

Table 4.10 DE4A Sierra Leone Rating 2021 Report
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4.2.1 Use of Internet, Technology and Digital Skills

With an internet penetration rate of 13% in 2017, the use of digital technology in Sierra Leone is low but 
growing rapidly. Although below the sub-Saharan Africa rate, it is above its neighbours, Guinea and Liberia. 
Looking at mobile internet penetration rates in sub-Saharan Africa, Sierra Leone is also the most improved 
country increasing from 13% in 2014 to 27% in 2019. 

The major types of technology used by businesses are mobile money and social media with 71% and 70% of 
businesses who use technology using these forms respectively. The most common social media platforms for 
businesses are WhatsApp and Facebook. There has been a significant use of digital services to drive the 
financial inclusion of local businesses and foster more trade without the geographical barrier associated with 
physical cash. This remains true even when disaggregated across regions with the provinces having a similar 
rate of 36.5% of businesses using mobile money.

Individuals using the Internet (% of population) 

Table 4.11
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Use of technology in businesses

Social Media use

Linked to education, is the lack of digital skills, a key element of the digital economy.  48% of the non-tech 
businesses said they do not use any technology including the internet to run their business. The main reasons 
being the high cost (33%) and lack of know-how (31.6%).  A significant number of businesses believe they do 
not need the internet to run their businesses. A few businesses acknowledge the value of using the internet 
but believe that their businesses are not ready or that it is not currently the priority . The majority of the 
entrepreneurs do not have websites nor internet services linked to their business. 

Table 4.12

Table 4.13

7

Total adds up to more than 100% because interviewees were able to give more than one answer7 24



Reasons for not using the internet

A lack of digital skills limits innovation and development as there is a lack of knowledge of what is possible, and 
how it can be used to solve the problems being faced.  To understand the innovation and technology develop-
ment among businesses, entrepreneurs were asked whether their enterprises had developed a specialised 
machine or technology tool for their business purpose. A vast majority of the companies had not, with only 
about 4% of businesses indicating that they had done so.. Some of such included small animal traps, oil palm 
processing machines, winnowing machines for processing groundnut, a cleaning machine to wash plastic for 
onward processing, a solar dryer to dry harvested moringa, a machine for producing bio charcoal. 

Technology development for business purposes

Table 4.14

Table 4.15
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Our observations on the entrepreneurs and entrepreneurship were the following:

● There is a low quality of entrepreneurs who have limited education, lacking the basic skills of 
                starting and running a business; driven by survival vs growth.
● The culture is an obstacle to progress particularly the dishonest behaviour of employees, get
                rich quick mentality, individualism and the lack of qualified skills.
● Digital skills are nascent, and as such so is digital entrepreneurship. According to the DE4A 
               report, these two elements of the digital economy scored the least with zero point five (0.5) 
               and one (1) out of five (5) and respectively.
● The quality of businesses being set up is therefore fairly poor and cannot drive economic 
               development in the way that is anticipated.

4.2.2 Digital Infrastructure and Platforms

Digital infrastructure refers to the 
internet, data repositories and 
connectivity while digital platforms 
refer to the tools used to perform the 
digital transactions and connections. 

Electricity challenges have a strong, more detrimental effect on the 
functionality of the digital economy. Without electricity, a significant 
number of the elements of the digital economy are non-functional, for 
example, internet access and availability. While Sierra Leone was one of 
the first countries in West Africa to commit to improving the geographical 
reach of high-speed connectivity, the country still ranks low in terms of 
access (153 of 207 economies for mobile access and 197 of 208 for 
internet access); affordability (57 of 61 economies) and quality (151 of 173 
economies). 

Table 4.16

The mobile network has been one of the major influencers of market penetration, with 80% of the population 
believed to have mobile coverage, and which explains the high usage and access to social media and mobile money 
platforms among the entrepreneurs. Access is mainly through mobile phones, and for a limited number of 
entrepreneurs, through mobile Wi-Fi (MiFi). Only 6% of businesses who use the internet had installed facilities on 
their premises and the previous practice of using internet cafes seems to have died out and or is impracticable for 
businesses.

The civil war resulted in significant infrastructural damage, especially to the fixed-line infrastructure.

Connecting to the internet

Total adds up to more than 100% because interviewees were able to give more than one answer8

8
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Secure Internet servers are the number of distinct, publicly-trusted 
TLS/SSL certificates found in the Netcraft Secure Server Survey. 

The most popular digital platform is mobile money. While some entrepreneurs are exploring the use of mobile 
apps and other such platforms, the market still has multiple barriers to access these platforms. Mobile phones 
with the highest usage are the basic smartphones that provide access to social media platforms and less of the 
specific product apps(e.g. mobile banking app). This is because the prices of advanced smartphones, tablets and 
computers are still well out of reach of the masses, entrepreneurs and customers alike. As a result, entrepreneurs 
remain with the brick-and-mortar services across the different sectors and products, even when they are using 
other types of digital platforms.

Incorporating digital technology whether as part of a business model or as part of business operations requires 
establishing the necessary infrastructure for the technology to become integral to the business. However, the 
reliability and cost of the internet remain the biggest challenges in using technology. Availability of the internet 
also remains a challenge for a good number of businesses. To establish a digital economy, one of the three pillars 
of the National Innovation and Digitalisation Strategy, we must strengthen the digital infrastructure in which the 
digital economy will operate. 

Secure Internet servers (per 1 million people)

Table 4.18

Table 4.17

https://data.worldbank.org/indicator/IT.NET.SECR.P69

9

Secure internet servers
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4.2.3. Digital Financial Services (DFS)

One of the fastest growing technology trends is in digital financial services (DFS), where we see an increase 
from 9% of adults actively using a DFS account to 30% in 2019. This increase has been attributed to greater 
integration and more partnerships among DFS providers, as well as increased focus on activation and 
use-case adaptation for customers (Ngwabe, Duijnhouwer, Favrichon, & Kalungulungu, 2021). However, 
challenges remain on the issue of customers’ understanding and adoption of DFS and unclear and somewhat 
onerous regulations.

Most of the banks provide a facility for electronic banking through swiping cards in shops and ATMs. Other 
forms of digital banking services available include mobile banking apps and internet banking which allows for 
financial transactions to be done electronically for example paying for electricity or buying mobile phone 
credit. There is, however,  a relatively high downtime with the ATMs, processing machines, mobile apps and 
internet banking which ultimately forces the banking customers to opt for brick and mortar banking. A walk 
around the city of Freetown will provide evidence of the high dependency on the brick and mortar banks as 
there are long queues outside banks. 

Mobile money has had a significant penetration, with Orange Money and Africell money leading the market. 
Through these services, we start to see how non-financial institutions are starting to provide financial services, 
evidence of the development of digital finance. Both  mobile service providers are starting to explore 
extending their services beyond simple mobile money transactions and adding some form of credit facility or 
financial products.  

4.2.4 Technology and Innovation Legislation and Policy 

Sierra Leone’s technology and innovation legislation and policy comprise:

A. The National Innovation and Digital Strategy NIDS
B. The intellectual property laws:
           i.  the Copyright Act, 2011, 
          ii.  the Patent and Industrial Design Act, 2012 (PAID Act), and 
         iii.  the Trademarks Act, 2014.
C. The Telecommunications Act, 2006 (as amended),

In 2019, the Directorate of Science Technology and Innovation DSTI launched the National Innovation and 
Digital Strategy for 2019 – 2029. The Strategy set out short-term strategic activities centered around 6 areas: 
National Digital Identities, Applied AI for governance, Infrastructure, Security, Entrepreneurship and Society, 
and Organisational Architecture. Unlike the SMEDA Act, which does not make provisions for interactions 
between entrepreneurship and technology, the NIDS tries to do that by primarily having one of its pillars as the 
digital economy and focusing one of its short-term strategic areas on entrepreneurship and society. Such a 
focus is likely easily aided by having innovation as one of the pillars of the strategy since innovation and 
entrepreneurship tend to go hand in hand. This relationship is explicit in the Strategy which states that its focus 
on the digital economy will be driven by innovation and entrepreneurship. 

A. The National Innovation and Digital Strategy (NIDS)
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By the interdisciplinary nature of the strategy, it has well-integrated the technology and entrepreneurship 
priorities and their role and importance for economic development. However, there is very little elucidation 
on how such integration will work in practice. The strategy sets out the philosophy, approach principles and 
short-term activities that will be engaged in, but it has not provided specific, tangible priorities and activities 
that will be engaged in to achieve goals that have also not been spelt out. The strategy is less coherent than it 
could be with the activities section comprising aspirations, recommendations, and reports on current 
activities but little that specifically spells out clear steps that will be taken to achieve goals in the three digital 
clusters: Identity, Governance, Economy. 

Further, despite identifying these three clusters, the Strategy fails to set out clear strategic objectives for each 
cluster under each of them. Rather, it provides background on what each cluster includes and current 
activities that fall within the cluster. Although certain objectives and targets may be gleaned from the 
Strategy, they are not set out and a “less than keen” reader will fail to see the tangible steps Sierra Leone plans 
to take to build its digital identity, governance, and economy.

B. Intellectual Property Laws

On the other hand, the intellectual property legislations generally have the protection of intellectual property 
rights as their purpose and the various statutes focus on this. However, these statutes are meant to be 
accompanied by regulations, which would implement and support the enforcement of the statutes’ 
provisions. These regulations are still unprovided for and remain a barrier to the proper protection of IP rights 
in Sierra Leone as highlighted in our interview with the OARG, the body responsible for the administration of 
intellectual property in Sierra Leone. 

The Trademarks Act provides for protection, registration and regulation of trademarks, trade names while the 
Copyright Act establishes copyrights and related protections for authors, co-authors, or joint authors of 
literary works, artistic works, sound recordings, musical works, audio-visual works, choreographic works, 
derivative works, programme-carrying signals, and computer software and programmes. The Copyright Act 
establishes the moral and economic right of authors and makes several provisions on the duration of 
copyright; permitted use and transfer of copyright; protection of performers, broadcasting houses, sound 
recording producers, and audio-visual producers; royalties, public domain and registration; the Collecting 
Society; and the infringement and enforcement of copyright. To be eligible for copyright, a work has to be 
original in character and meet other places of origin criteria.

The PAID Act provides for three types of intellectual property: patents, utility models and industrial designs. 
The Act requires that for an invention to be patentable, it must be new, involve an inventive step and be 
industrially applicable, with all of these criteria clearly defined in subsequent provisions. The grant of a utility 
model certificate only requires that the invention be new and industrially applicable, a less stringent 
requirement than for patents. The Act in general provides for patentability, right to patent, an applicant for 
and refusal of patent grant, utility model certificates, international applications of the Patent Cooperation 
Treaty and ARIPO Protocol, and industrial design.
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The PAID Act has the objective of providing for the promotion of inventive and innovative activity and 
facilitating the acquisition of technology through the grant and regulation of patents and industrial designs and 
for other related matters. This is unlike the Copyright Act which has the seemingly simple purpose of providing 
for the protection of copyright. It does not refer to any grand goal such protection is meant to achieve. 

The implicit goal seems to be to protect the right of creators and thus protect innovation, which is similar to that 
of the PAID Act. However, while the traditional argument of protecting invention, which is explicit in the PAID 
Act and implicit in the Copyright Act, is true in many ways, it does not fully acknowledge the importance of 
future creation, which many times rely on previous creations. To truly promote innovation, our legal framework 
must properly balance the importance of giving creators and inventors incentives to create and invent with the 
need to not stifle the ability of future creators and inventors to utilise relevant knowledge. Intellectual property 
rights are important but make them too strong and you risk breaking the virtuous cycle of knowledge transfer 
and innovation (Gangopadhyay & Mondal, 2012; Fisher, 2001; Bechtold, 2016; Boldrin & Levine, 2008).

The intellectual property legislations do not make any specific provisions that would ensure the necessary 
knowledge transfer and open networks necessary for creators and inventors to learn from each other and build 
better. This is not provided for in other legislation either. Within these legislations, the most relevant provisions 
are the provisions of the breadth, length and infringement of the right. In the Copyright Act, the duration of 
copyright is generally for the lifetime of the author and 50 years after or for corporate bodies, 50 years after the 
work was made to the public. In the PAID Act, patents expire after 20 years, utility model certificates expire with 
no possibility for renewal after 7 years, and industrial designs can last for up to 15 years if renewed. 

The rationale for determining the duration of these intellectual properties is not in the public domain and the 
research on the ideal length of intellectual property is not definite (Takalo, 2001). For patents, making and using 
patented products is prohibited and so is using patented processes. There is an exception for acts done only for 
experimental purposes relating to a patented invention. Thus, if the act is not being done about a patented 
invention, you cannot utilise a patent for experimental purposes, which still severely limits the use for 
experimentation as it excludes use for new inventions. 

However, the most critical issue in this discussion is that for intellectual property legislation to provide any 
benefits for innovation, there has to be something to grant such rights over. Only 18% of the tech businesses 
interviewed had a registered trademark but none of the other intellectual property rights, which require 
originality and or inventive steps. There has to be a culture of research, development and invention. 

The value of intellectual property rights is not in being able to buy and sell them, although there is value in this, 
but in being able to commercialise the product or process on which you have such right and having a monopoly 
over it. Thus, fundamental to our discussion of intellectual property and the innovations ecosystem is the 
provision of the basics – creating a business and social environment where people are motivated and provided 
the capacity to innovate. As they do, these innovators and the nation will start experiencing the benefit of 
intellectual property rights. We can then start adapting our legislation to meet our innovation and development 
goals as needed, not just following the standard template which may or may not be optimal for us. 
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C. Telecommunications Act

4.3 Entrepreneurship Ecosystem 
At the core of both the digital and entrepreneurial ecosystems are the entrepreneurs and entrepreneurship. 
This is mainly driven by micro/small to medium enterprises and startups.

SMEDA Definition of MSMEs: 
According to SMEDA, Small enterprises are 
companies that are making less than 
SLL100 million (approx. USD10,000) in 
revenue per annum; while medium enter-
prises are defined as companies that are 
making between SLL100 million (approx. 
USD10,000) and SLL500 million (approx 
USD50,000) per annum. SMEDA does not 
define micro-enterprises.

UNCDF Definition of MSMEs: According to the UNCDF,
micro-enterprises are defined as companies that have:

• Has less than 10 employees
• Has assets less than USD100,000
• Has annual revenue less than USD100,000

UNCDF also defines small to medium enterprises as companies that:
• Have between 10-200 employees
• Have assets valued between USD100,000 and USD15 million
• Have revenues ranging between USD100,000 and USD15 million.
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The third set of legislation influencing technology in Sierra Leone is the Telecommunications Act. The body 
responsible for both supporting and regulating the telecommunications industry and its technologies is the 
National Telecommunications Commission (NATCOM). Upon amendment of the Telecommunications Act, the 
Commission now has extensive functions which include fostering and protecting an efficient ICT market, 
ensuring fair competition between telecommunications operators, ensuring universal availability of efficient, 
reliable and cost-effective telecommunications services, and protecting telecommunications operators and 
users from unfair conduct by other operators, among others. 

The Telecommunications Act initially provided primarily for the regulation of telecommunications and related 
technology in Sierra Leone. It has, thus, had a very singular focus in this regard with little explicit considerations 
for technology in general or entrepreneurship. However, in 2009, this Act was amended to include fostering and 
protecting an efficient ICT market as one of the functions of the Commission. This Act is also key in the Sierra 
Leone technology sector as some of the major technologies such as mobile money are being provided by the 
telecommunications companies. Hence, providing a competitive environment to operate in while safeguarding 
users and investors is a key role in ensuring that the telecommunications sector’s contribution to Sierra Leone’s 
direct technology growth and indirect entrepreneurship growth is well harnessed. 

Although, despite one of the Commission’s functions being to foster and protect an efficient ICT market, the Act 
makes no other provisions on how the Commission should do this. Further, in practice, the regulation of 
providers of digital financial services including mobile money, which is operated by the telecommunications 
companies is done by the Bank of Sierra Leone because they classify as financial services. Hence clear regulation 
of digital technology in Sierra Leone seems to be non-existent with the only institution responsible for an aspect 
of it – fostering and protecting an efficient ICT market – having no further directions on how this should be done 
beyond the statement of the function and in practice having a role limited to telecommunications. 

With regards to entrepreneurship and SMEs, Telecommunications makes no special provisions. All businesses in 
the telecommunications sector face the same regulatory requirements with no exemptions.



Comparing these two definitions immediately highlights the level of inconsistencies in defining the MSME 
sector. Under the UNCDF definition which is also standardized by the United Nations in its operations globally, 
all of the companies considered under SME definition from SMEDA fall under MSMEs. The UNCDF also 
provided multiple touchpoints for the definition, taking into account the number of employees and the value 
of assets owned.

While each country can have its internal definition of MSMEs, it is important to have some standardization so 
that as different stakeholders discuss and plan for the interventions and support, they are envisioning the 
same group of companies. 

4.3.1 Definition of Micro, Small and Medium Enterprises

The definition of micro, small to medium enterprises differ per country. However they are customarily 
defined by revenues, asset value and the number of employees. [See text box] The term MSMEs tends to 
refer to comparatively smaller companies within any territory, in comparison to other companies and 
sometimes the economy as a whole. 

Studies have shown that well-structured MSMEs have the potential of having a significant multiplier effect on 
an economy, especially through employment creation, contrary to their notably smaller size. According to the 
World Bank, SMEs represent 90% of businesses and contribute 50% of employment worldwide; statistics that 
would be higher after considering the informal sector. In developed countries, the numbers are significantly 
higher. For example, in Europe, according to the 2019 SBA Fact Sheet, MSMEs represented 99.8% of 
businesses by number, contributing 66.6% of jobs and creating 56.4% of the economic value. Some of the 
fastest-growing economies in Africa are being driven by the entrepreneurial and digital ecosystems. For 
example, in Kenya, as of 2018, MSMEs employed over 7.5 million people which is 80% of formal employment 
and created 92% of new jobs annually.

4.3.2 Human Capital and Culture

Successful ecosystems are driven by young, growth-oriented, risk-taking, well-educated entrepreneurs. Sierra 
Leone has a young population with a median age of 19.1 years which provides a good base for 
entrepreneurship by demographic.  However, the country has a low literacy rate of 43% (2018) with 2.2.% 
enrollment in tertiary education. 64% of entrepreneurs interviewed had not registered their business, mostly 
because they did not know how (Table 4.3), 60% of the entrepreneurs indicated that they did not have a 
written business plan or strategy and although 65% of them said they kept financial records of their 
businesses, none of them could clearly articulate their average annual revenue. Of the 35% who did not keep 
financial records, more than 50% did not have the know-how, or thought it was not important. 

About 5% of interviewed businesses identified issues around human capital as the major challenge they 
faced. The primary challenges were finding skilled people and trusted employees. While some entrepreneurs 
would be willing to provide training facilities to bridge the skills gap, 38% of the entrepreneurs said staff 
behaviour and lack of integrity were some of the major human capital obstacles. According to one 
interviewee, a major challenge is the dishonesty of workers. He added “at times they will not hand over all the 
money for sales they make for the day” and according to another “Getting the right people to work with is a 
big issue”. 
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1

“Usai den tye cow na dea inh dea eat”  
is a popular statement in Krio which 
loosely translates to “The cow will feed 
where it is tied”. This statement was 
initially made to encourage people to 
make the most of what they have, 
however it is now commonly used to 
encourage corruption or abuse of 
resources, particularly in the workplace. 

The quality of entrepreneurs that any economy has is a direct 
consequence of the community and culture that molds them. It is 
difficult to be an entrepreneur when you must focus on survival, 
not just for yourself but for your extended family (black tax). In 
instances where they are able to start up their businesses, 
entrepreneurs find themselves burdened with household financial 
responsibilities that they cannot reinvest in their businesses but 
must take some drawings to fund the family’s financial needs. This 
means the business is deprived of ploughed back profit and 
remains small and of low economic impact. This explains the 
business structure we see in Tables 4.1 and 4.9, where most 
businesses interviewed were sole proprietors.
In other instances, the potential entrepreneurs are not even able to start the business.  The family plays a pivotal 
role in blocking the entrepreneurial mind as they drive the potential entrepreneurs into professions that are 
perceived to guarantee employment and regular income, for example, accountants, doctors and engineers. This 
is because the entrepreneurial field does not have many success stories which upcoming entrepreneurs can look 
up to and emulate. There is a “get rich quick” mindset that is embedded in corruption, lavish lifestyles and 
individualism. As a result, due to the high unemployment and economic hardship,  the country has a net negative 
migration rate of -0.96/1000 (2021 estimate) which means the population will opt to leave the country at any 
possible opportunity, and the natural selection of migration in such circumstances means there is a brain drain. 

4.3.3 Survival vs Growth Entrepreneurs

As is shown in Table 4.2, 70% of the entrepreneurs interviewed were survival entrepreneurs, mostly sole 
proprietors (Tables 4.1 and 4.9) and they started the business to earn some income to take care of themselves 
and their families. Survival entrepreneurship does not drive significant economic development because the 
focus would be on the individual’s immediate needs, not expansion or community impact for example. 
Growth-oriented entrepreneurship on the contrary leads to economic development. 

ESOs reported a high dropout rate in their programs, of sometimes over 50%, with the majority of the 
dropouts either succumbing to family pressure to move to more “lucrative fields” or taking on a job that has 
regular income. About 50% of entrepreneurs also highlighted that their interest in the ESO support would be 
due to the financial incentives provided and not the actual training. With the high levels of poverty (56.8% 
2018), the pressure mounts on the potential/aspiring entrepreneurs to focus on survival, which, even if they 
were to proceed with their entrepreneurial journey, still limits the level of development they can drive.

There was, however, a stack difference between the key drivers of business for tech and non-tech 
entrepreneurs. 100% of the tech entrepreneurs interviewed focused on adding value and having some kind 
of a growth objective. This suggests that there is a different level of awareness among tech entrepreneurs and 
if invested in, may lead to significant economic growth and development.

Tech entrepreneurs, by nature of their business, already suggest a higher level of education, experience and 
exposure but these were only about 2% of the entrepreneurs interviewed. 47.5% of the non-tech businesses 
interviewed use the internet in running their businesses, while about 5% use other forms of technology.  That 
said, when asked which technology they use, the results were very limited, with a significant proportion using 
mobile money and social media, a majority of which was WhatsApp.
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4.3.4 Local Access and Availability of Finance

Over 50% of all the interviewed entrepreneurs cited access to and availability of affordable finance as the 
main challenge to the business development (Table 4.4) and this is consistent with the 64% of respondents 
who cited the same during the SOBA research in 2018. For 66.5% of the businesses, the major source of 
start-up capital was their personal savings. Other common sources are gifts and loans from friends and 
families, a very limited option given the level of income and poverty within the country. The least common 
sources are external investments, grants, and loans from banks and microfinance. 

Table 4.1911

Sources of capital at startup and after

The financing of entrepreneurship in Sierra Leone is plagued with different challenges faced by both 
entrepreneurs and financiers alike. 29% of businesses interviewed do not know where to go if they need to 
access financing to increase their capital and 83.7% of those who indicated that they know of potential 
sources of finance for their businesses refer to either bank and or microfinancing loans. Hence, enterprises 
have very limited information on the sources of funding they could access for their businesses and those that 
do know of potential sources of finance face several challenges including affordability, not meeting the 
requirements or even having the capacity to meet the requirements. 

For almost 12% of interviewed businesses, obtaining the required amount of collateral was a major difficulty 
they faced. Trust issues were also raised with a few interviewees believing that they needed to have a 
“connection” to obtain a grant or loan for their businesses and this was causing them difficulties because they 
did not have those “connections”. 

The challenges raised also highlight the need for ESOs and other related organisations including SMEDA to 
provide a platform where enterprises can access information on financing, position themselves to meet the 
requirements and gain access to relevant networks where necessary. However, with ESOs limited to 
Freetown and serving a small number of businesses, most SMEs seem to be left out with little or no 
information on how to access finance or even meet the requirements necessary. 

1

Total adds up to more than 100% because interviewees were able to give more than one answer1 1 34



However, the cost of financing itself is a major issue as indicated by the 40.7% interviewed businesses who 
highlighted it as a challenge faced in accessing financing. There is no easy or quick fix to this as banks who are 
a major source of financing for many SMEs are very wary to offer to finance small enterprises because it has 
caused them major losses. Thus, we have a vicious cycle where because of high-interest rates, enterprises 
default on their loans, which leads to even higher interest rates by financial institutions and so on. This calls for     
careful policy intervention that does not exacerbate the information asymmetry.

In 2018, there was a lack of transparency in the banking industry on credit rating for different individuals and 
businesses. As a result, the collateral requirements were high, and also the interest rates. The central bank 
therefore introduced the credit reference bureau, which is still very manual but provides a starting point for 
credit evaluation. Under the requirements of the credit reference bureau, all banks are required to submit the 
list of the debtors and evaluate any potential debtors against the list before issuing a loan. On paper, this is a 
good solution. However, it could be simplified by the use of technology. 

Table 4.20

1

Difficulty in accessing financing

35



4.3.5 Foreign Direct Investment

With most SMEs having a survival orientation, external investments are unlikely to play a huge role in their 
financing as they are not structured to attract venture or impact investment capital. However, a larger factor 
for the limited financing sources is the lack of external investment funding available to businesses in Sierra 
Leone. Outside banks, microfinance institutions and the grant and credit programs run by government 
agencies, and NGOs, there are scarcely other financial options available to SMEs in Sierra Leone. About 9% of 
businesses know of financing outside banks, microfinance, and grants but this mostly includes credit and 
other support schemes run by NGOs and government agencies. Of note, although international NGOs and 
government agencies are the biggest players in supporting entrepreneurs in Sierra Leone and most of these 
entrepreneurs highlight financing as their biggest challenge, grants and external investments are the two least 
likely sources of financing for businesses both at start-up and after. 

Table 4.21

Foreign direct investment in the businesses we 
interviewed is quite low with only 7% of businesses 
having raised capital outside Sierra Leone, most of whom 
is from diaspora remittances and not necessarily venture 
capital or impact investors. However, this is likely 
indicative of the sample interviewed who are dominantly 
SMEs and sole proprietorships. 

4.3.6 Infrastructure: Transport, Electricity and Water

About 75% of the interviewed entrepreneurs identified at least one of the main challenges in their business to 
be infrastructural, from cost and availability of electricity and water, cost and quality of transportation to cost 
and availability of the internet and related services. The consequences of the infrastructural challenges include 
higher than average operating costs as the entrepreneurs have to bear the additional costs of improving the 
infrastructure.  For example, inconsistent electricity supply means that every business that wants to operate 
fully will need to improvise and acquire a generator or solar backup system and pay for the additional costs.

27% of businesses indicated that a major challenge was the cost of transportation and 16% indicated that the 
quality of the road and other transportation networks also proved challenging.  Sierra Leone experiences a 
long and heavy rainy season between May and November every year and a significant number of businesses 
must either slow down or shut down during this period. Although road networks have improved significantly 
over the last years, with most of the towns and cities well connected, some  roads are still not well 
constructed; bridges  flood  in some parts;  roads  unpaved and  impossible to navigate after the heavy rains. 
Over 50% of the entrepreneurs cited transport-related costs as a hindrance to accessing the raw materials 
needed in their production and exporting their produce for regional sales.
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Table 4.22

Access to electricity in Sierra Leone  slowly increased from 2005 to 2018 but there was a declined from 26%  to 
22.7% from 2018 to 2019. Its neighbours and other African countries have been growing their access to 
electricity at a faster rate  and with Sierra Leone’s decline, it became the country with the lowest access rate 
among its neighbours, and other African countries that have sought to develop their innovation and 
entrepreneurial ecosystem. With an access rate of 22.7%, it has less than half of the access rate of sub-Saharan 
Africa, 46.7%. South Africa which arguably has the most developed innovation and entrepreneurial 
ecosystem in Africa has an access rate of 85% and Germany and South Korea who are currently among the 
most innovative countries in the world have an access rate of 100%.

The major challenges for businesses that trade with other districts but 
not beyond the country are the cost of transportation (90%) and the 

quality of the road network (44%).

Challenges in selling/buying from other districts

12
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Access rate for electricity is much higher for the urban population in Sierra Leone with 51.4% of persons 
residing in urban areas having access to electricity in 2020. It outperforms neighbouring Liberia which has an 
urban access rate of 46.4%. However, Sierra Leone’s urban access rate is still much lower than other similar 
sub-Saharan African countries like Gambia (80%) and Guinea (88%), the sub-Saharan Africa average (78%), 
and other African countries with more advanced entrepreneurial ecosystems.

Table 4.23

Access to electricity (% of population)

Access to electricity (% of urban population)

Table 4.24
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For those who can access electricity, the costs remain high. While there has been a significant reduction in the 
cost of commercial electricity from an average of USD0.28/KwH in 2018 to USD0.21/KwH in 2020, the costs 
remain significantly high when considered against the 56.8% of the population living in poverty.  The costs are 
staggered with household and low usage costs as low as USD0.15/KwH and sharply increasing with 
consumption. This means companies or individuals that have higher consumption end up paying significantly 
higher prices for the electricity.  

The impact of unreliable electricity is further emphasised in our research as it was the fourth most mentioned 
business challenge. 

In addition to the cost of electricity, the supply is not reliable. Sierra Leone does as badly as its neighbours 
scoring 0 on a scale of 0 to 8 measuring the reliability and transparency of electricity supply. The reliability of 
supply and transparency of tariffs index encompasses quantitative data on the duration and frequency of 
power outages, as well as qualitative information on: 

● the mechanisms put in place by the utility for monitoring power outages and restoring power supply, 
● the supervision of power outages by a regulator, 
● the transparency and accessibility of electricity tariffs, and 
● whether the utility faces a financial deterrent aimed at limiting outages such as a requirement to 
                compensate customers or pay fines when outages exceed a certain cap. (Doing Business, 2020)

The cost and access to electricity challenges have significant implications not just for large businesses who 
may incur high electricity costs by using alternative sources but also small one-man businesses that rely on 
electricity for their operations. According to one of our interviewees “As a mechanic, what makes you get the 
money I will say is when you can fix people's appliances, but if there is no light, I can't do that.” For many 
smaller enterprises, which includes the vast majority of businesses in Sierra Leone, challenges with access, 
cost and reliability of electricity do not only reduce their profit margin by increasing costs, it hinders their 
capability to even operate. 

4.3.7 Entrepreneur Support Organizations and Business Support

Only 32.5% of interviewed SMEs know of entrepreneurship support organisations and of those, 86.5% 
identified another organisation apart from those conventionally known as entrepreneurship support 
organisation (ESOs) as an organisation that has supported them entrepreneurially i.e SMEDA or NGOs. 
Conventionally entrepreneurship support organisation (ESOs) refers to hubs, incubators, accelerators, 
co-working spaces, and related programs. However, most of the SMEs we interviewed interpreted the term 
quite broadly to include organisations that support them as entrepreneurs. 44% of the non-conventional 
ESOs identified are government agencies, 25% are financial institutions and 22% are international NGOs. This 
speaks to the limited visibility of and understanding of the role conventional ESOs could potentially play 
among SMEs. Several factors play a role such as the scale of the operation of such organisations and maybe 
more importantly the fact that most of these organisations operate mostly in the capital city. 69% of the 
interviewees who knew of a conventional ESO are based in the Western Urban Area. There is a severe lack of 
awareness of ESOs, who they are and how they can support businesses in non-financial ways. 
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Participation rates within conventional ESOs are even lesser. 98% of those who have been or are part of ESOs 
are not part of conventional ESOs. One participant was a part of Innovation Axis and another participant has 
been part of three ESOs – Sensi Tech Hub, Innovation Axis and UNDP Accelerator Lab. 55% of the other 
identified ESOs are government agencies and 99% of such references are to SMEDA. Thus, our results are 
most likely skewed by the fact that 84% of our interviewees are registered with SMEDA and significant 
number of people who know of ESOs but choose not to be part of them (13.8%), which is not much less than 
those who know of ESOs and are currently or were previously part of ESOs (18.8%). It would, therefore, seem 
that the value ESOs can bring into the entrepreneurship ecosystem by providing entrepreneurs with the 
required resources and support to build and grow their businesses is both unknown (67.4%) and 
underappreciated. 

The most common reason for participating in an ESO is to get financial support usually in the form of grant 
funding, the second most common reason is to develop business and or managerial capacity. Other common 
reasons are to gain investments/loans, obtain support in developing business models and develop business 
networks. Notably, none of the SMEs interviewed joined ESOs to support their product launch and very few 
sought support for branding/marketing and product development, indicating that for SMEs there is little focus 
on product development or it is not an area in which they generally seek support, relying on their skill and 
knowledge.

The emphasis on financial support is re-echoed when interviewed SMEs speak on how they would like to be 
supported by ESOs. There is also some demand for technical support and mentoring and provision of business 
skills. It would seem that while SMEs wish to be supported in obtaining business skills, they have little interest 
in gaining direct management support from ESOs. This could be due to the small size of most SMEs which do 
not have or even require more than the sole proprietor/manager.  We expect that the result would be different 
in the larger organizations.

Reasons for Participation in ESOs

Table 4.25
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Table 4.27

In discussing the partners that have supported them in developing their business, most SMEs say they have 
had no partners that supported them, many indicated that they have received support from their friends and 
families while some consider a government agency or financial institutions as being of support to them in 
growing their business. The predominant sentiment among SMEs is that they had to rely on their skills, 
resources and hard work to get to where they are today and for the second-highest majority, they had friends 
and families who supported them. None of the conventional ESOs was mentioned by the interviewed SMEs.

SME support partners

In what ways can ESOs better support  SMEs

Table 4.26
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4.4 Policy Mapping

Table 4.28

One of the major players for entrepreneurship support in Sierra Leone is industry associations. Although less 
prominent than the ESO categories discussed above, many of them have a practical orientation towards 
supporting their business members. As access to finance is the key issue most entrepreneurs identify as a 
pressing challenge, they try to meet the needs of their businesses by supporting them in accessing loans and 
liaising with government authorities while empowering their businesses by providing training and education 
to their businesses, networking opportunities. 

For more formal associations, they also sometimes try to take on the role of influencing policy and or laws 
that affect their industries. As associations, they tend to be more connected to the needs of their businesses 
and with most committees comprising businesspersons in the industry, they have insider’s knowledge of 
their industry issues. The work of industry associations in supporting businesses in their industry could 
potentially be significant in helping SMEs to grow and establish, and it is, therefore, important that they are 
also empowered to become independent and sustainable organisations that can support their members.

4.4.1 Awareness of Business and Technology Laws
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Awareness of the various laws affecting technology and businesses vary significantly between tech 
businesses and other SMEs as shown in the diagram above. For tech businesses, the most known law is the 
Income Tax Act, while for SMEs, the most known law is the SMEDA Act. Although, there is a chance for some 
bias on the knowledge of the SMEDA Act because 84% of the SMEs interviewed came from the SMEDA 
database. Only 48% of SMEs know about the SMEDA Act. There is, therefore, a significant number of SMEs 
registered with SMEDA that do not know there is a law that regulates their interactions with the Agency.  
However, the Income Tax Act is very familiar to both tech businesses and SMEs alike, although only 41% of 
SMEs are aware of it. 
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Table 4.29

The least known law for SMEs is the Electronic Transactions Act, 2019 while the least known law for tech 
businesses is both the Electronic Transactions Act and the SMEDA Act. The Electronic Transactions Act 
provides for the formal recognition of electronic transactions and the enforceability of contracts executed in 
electronic form and the SMEDA Act provides for the establishment of the Small and Medium Enterprise 
Development Agency to create a conducive environment within which SMEs can thrive. The ETA is one of the 
few laws that have implications for increasing digitization in business but neither SMEs nor tech businesses 
seem to know about it. This may not be an issue if they have taken for granted the provisions it makes for 
enforcing electronic transactions but if they have not, the lack of awareness around it speaks to the serious 
gaps between policy creation for business and digitalization and policy awareness and implementation. 

The low awareness rates for many of these laws especially for SMEs speaks to a foundational problem – if the 
businesses do not know the law, how are they expected to comply with these laws or take advantage of the 
incentives that these laws may provide for them if any? Our laws and policies are meant to both regulate and 
support technology and entrepreneurship in Sierra Leone but 25% of SMEs interviewed and 18% of tech 
businesses interviewed do not know of any technology or business laws in Sierra Leone. In the case where 
they know of it, there is very little evidence in their operations and business models, to support an in-depth 
understanding of the implications of the law. 

4.4.2 Perceptions of Business and Technology Laws

37% of SMEs indicated that the most challenging laws were the tax laws indicating that the tax rate for SMEs 
was too high. This was similar for tech businesses at 27% although a majority indicated that they did not have 
any challenges with the current laws and policies. Sierra Leone’s tax rate compared to its neighbours is 
actually within the average for income tax as a percentage of profit and the lowest for total taxes and 
contributions as a percentage of profit. Ghana, which has one of the stronger ecosystems in the region, has 
similar tax to profit ratios as Sierra Leone, suggesting an absolute reduction in tax may not necessarily be the 
appropriate solution for incentivizing business growth.

Income Tax (% of profit)
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Table 4.30

Another policy issue raised by SMEs is price control, which speaks to rising inflation in Sierra Leone and its 
overall macroeconomic performance. There is no quick or easy fix to this and in fact, rising inflation can be 
strongly affected by the country’s private sector growth, among others. 

Over 47% of SMEs interviewed believe that none of the government’s laws or policies has positively affected 
their businesses and 7% mentioned that they do not know of any law or policy that positively affects their 
business. Of the remaining SMEs, only very few can articulate in any way a policy or law that has positively 
affected their business and how. This is similar for tech businesses with only one interviewee mentioning a 
positive impact of the current laws and policies on his/her business. This highlights an issue that may 
influence the attitude towards any government related initiatives. If entrepreneurs feel that none of the 
government legislation is supporting their businesses positively, there is a high likelihood of avoiding 
government interactions, or complying with government recommended standards. While we know that 
some of the laws implemented are actually for the benefit of the entrepreneurs, for example, the SMEDA 
act, the benefit will not translate if there is suspicion and lack of trust between the government and 
entrepreneurs.

Total Tax and contributions (% of profit) 
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4.4.3. Formalisation of Businesses

The two main legislations that provide for formalisation of enterprises in Sierra Leone are:

1. The Companies Act, 2009 (as amended)
2. The Registration of Business Act, 2007 (as amended) (ROBA)

The Companies Act makes provisions for the regulations of companies and is the primary legal instrument for 
their regulation. The Registration of Business Act makes provisions for the registration of businesses in 
general, which is its primary concern. Together, these two Acts contain two parallel registration requirements 
for corporate entities:

1. Incorporation under the Companies Act to be carried out with the Corporate Affairs Commission
2. Registration under the ROBA to be carried out with the Office of the Administrator and Registrar-General

However, these parallel requirements have been combined in practice for corporate entities with the creation 
of a one-stop-shop at the CAC where all business incorporation requirements including registration of 
business location and tax registration are processed and handled by the CAC.

While both laws have a relatively high level of awareness among entrepreneurs compared to other laws (over 
70%), 83% of the interviewed entrepreneurs did not know about the organizations involved, i.e. CAC or OARG; 
and only 36% were registered with CAC while 64% of the entrepreneurs indicated that they did not know how 
to register a business. We realized that there is a superficial awareness of these laws, with ROBA having the 
higher awareness and implementation, regardless of the many vehicles for implementation as will be 
discussed in the SME Legislation and Policy below.

In our interviews with the OARG, it was noted that the major challenge faced during the passing of the ROBA 
was limited funding. The limited funding remained a constraint for ROBA even for its implementation.  
Conversations with CAC indicated that they did not perceive any real challenges in the implementation of the 
Companies Act. Following further investigations, however, we found that the development of both Acts 
seemed to follow similar processes and was facilitated by the same actors including external consultants, the 
Law Officers Department, business groups and OARG/CAC. Despite this, the need for broader participation 
and consultations in the development of the ROBA was highlighted. While CAC interviews revealed that they 
were not aware of any challenges with implementation, the Companies Act had a much lower awareness 
than ROBA which highlights that within CAC itself there may be a low awareness and weak monitoring system 
to evaluate the success of the law. Laws like the ROBA and Companies Act affect all levels of businesses and 
the circumstances of the people who would be most affected by its provisions must be carefully considered. 

Regardless of the above, neither the OARG nor the CAC identified any issues businesses face with their 
implementation of the Acts. Both agencies believe that the ROBA made it easier for businesses to register but 
the sentiment of SMEs who have registered with the OARG is mixed. While there are a few businesses that 
said they had no issues with the registration process, many mentioned facing issues due to delays in the 
process, poor customer relations, not having an office in their district, and or difficulties understanding the 
required documents and process. Businesses that registered with CAC mostly felt that the registration process 
was smooth and had few delays but there were a few recommendations for better customer relations and 
supporting businesses in understanding documents and required information.   
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4.4.4 SME Legislations & Policy

To establish the Small and Medium Enterprises 
Development Agency in order to create a 
conducive environment within which SMEs can 
thrive and operate. 

To provide for Sierra Leone’s fiscal, monetary 
and banking policy, trade and industry, 
technology, marketing, infrastructural and 
institutional development, and related.

1 2

The only legislation and/or policy dealing specifically with SMEs is the Small and Medium Enterprises and 
Development Agency Act, 2016 (SMEDA Act). The SMEDA Act makes provisions for the establishment of the 
Small and Medium Enterprises Development Agency (SMEDA), its functions, administrative provisions, 
financial provisions, registration of small and medium enterprises (SMEs), and miscellaneous provisions on 
offences and regulations.  It identifies two objectives:

The scope of the Act is quite broad, especially with the inclusion of the second arm but it is within this arm that 
we see consideration for technology among others. It may be indicative that technology is a factor that is 
considered when we think of SME development in Sierra Leone, but it is not the only factor. However, there is 
no further reference to the interactions between technology and enterprise in the Act and until this collabora-
tion with the DSTI, SMEDA’s activities have not included interactions with the technology ecosystem. 

Further, it is unclear whether the considerations in the second arm are to be taken into account as they relate 
to SME development or in general. Even if they are to be considered as they relate to SME development, their 
inclusion creates the tendency for duplication of roles. This duplication of roles is further seen in the registra-
tion provisions of the Act (Part VI), which require SMEs to register with SMEDA to partake in any of its initia-
tives. SMEs are required to register both with SMEDA under the Act and with the Office of the Administrator 
and Registrar-General under the Registration of Business Act, 2007 (Section 25). This requirement for double 
registration is quite onerous for SMEs who more than likely than not have a single person running every aspect 
of the business; and who are already struggling with the current registration process with CAC and OARG. 
Non-corporate SMEs in Sierra Leone have the shorter straw when it comes to ease of starting business formal-
ly as they have to go through several different agencies to fully comply with formalisation requirements, some 

Registration of business and 
business name – OARG

1
Local and place of business 
registration – Local Councils

2

Tax registration – NRA
3

SME development 
facilities – SMEDA

4
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This is unlike corporate entities who are only required to register with the Corporate Affairs Commission to 
complete the entire formalisation process. CAC acts as a one-stop-shop for them. 

Although the second arm of the Act’s stated purpose makes provisions for Sierra Leone’s fiscal, monetary and 
banking policy, trade and industry, technology, marketing, infrastructural and institutional development, and 
related, the substantive provisions of the Act focus on the first arm – the creation of a SMEDA to create a 
conducive environment for SMEs to thrive and operate. Based on the interview with the SMEDA, the major 
challenge facing the Agency is limited resources to effectively carry out its mandate. Coupled with the broad 
scope given to the Agency in the Act, it runs the risk of running itself too thin and being unable to have a signifi-
cant impact. 

Further noted was the definition of SMEs, the category of businesses, which the Agency is meant to support. 
Currently, the Act defines small enterprises as businesses with less than Le 100 million in annual revenue and 
medium enterprises as businesses with Le 100 – 500 million in annual revenue. SMEs are only defined regard-
ing revenue, unlike most definitions of SMEs which are composite requiring businesses to fulfil at least two out 
of three criteria relating to revenue, employee size and asset base, to qualify under a category. Such compos-
ite definitions provide a more rounded picture of enterprises and their capacity, which in turn provides 
insights into ways they can be better supported.

4.4.5 Other Relevant Legislation and Policy

A major government policy that affects both business and technology in Sierra Leone is the Government’s 
Medium-Term National Development Plan (MTNDP). The MTNDP focuses on technology and entrepreneur-
ship through the lens of infrastructure and economic competitiveness highlighting them as a means of achiev-
ing infrastructural development, which would enhance economic competitiveness in the nation. The MTNDP 
clearly states that it intends to make critical use of technology for economic diversification, stabilisation and 
growth. The plan identifies the challenges in the technology sectors including an inadequate legal framework, 
an inadequate regulatory and institutional environment, high costs, and the lack of a national electronic 
governance system to improve capacity and the delivery of public services, among others.

The MTNDP is quite clear on the role of technology for development and the challenges in achieving this. It 
sets out very clear key targets including:

All cities and district headquarter 
towns are accessible by modern ICT 
services, especially Internet. 

By 2023, 30 percent of the 
population will be penetrated by 
broadband. 

1 2
By 2023, mobile penetration 
will increase to 80 percent of the 
population up to chiefdom levels.

3
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Further, it does not approach technology within a vacuum but highlights its relationship with 
entrepreneurship and the economy stating that the strategic objective is to improve ICT services for increased 
access and affordable cost to ensure that it is integrated into all development initiatives for growth, 
innovation, entrepreneurship, and building a digital economy. As a strategy, the MTNDP does a decent job of 
integrating technology and entrepreneurship, although this is not specifically reflected in the key targets. 
However, the key targets if met are sure to boost the use of technology by businesses in both quantity and 
quality. 

Compared to technology, the MTNDP’s focus on entrepreneurship is less singular as it frames 
entrepreneurship as a means to ensuring private sector growth, which is believed to be the most stable engine 
of economic growth. The plan’s analysis of challenges impeding entrepreneurship and private sector growth 
is succinct and the issues highlighted such as limited capital provision and labour market, limited data and 
information on private investment opportunities (information asymmetry, regulatory constraints including 
inconsistent tax regimes, et al. are well known. 

However, it is less clear how the targets are set to map out to solving these challenges. The three targets are: 

Industrial and economic zones are 
established in all regions nationwide. 

Number of registered firms 
increases by 300 percent and the list 
of manufactured goods increases by 
200 percent. 

1 2
World Bank Doing Business index 
rating is improved (aiming to be in 
the first hundred). 

3

Arguably, improving the third target will include solving many of the challenges listed but considering the 
many factors that comprise the index, merely aiming to improve rank does not say much about how the 
Government of Sierra Leone aims to promote entrepreneurship and ensure private sector growth. Further by 
setting the improvement of a rank as a target, the focus could tend to become on improvements merely on 
paper rather than tangible actions that should be taken. 

Other legal developments that may affect the development of technology and entrepreneurship include the 
Electronic Transactions Act which gives legal effect to transactions conducted electronically and the Consumer 
Protection Act, which provides for the promotion and protection of consumers. The Bank of Sierra Leone Act, 
2019 and the Other Financial Transactions Act, 2001 are also relevant for regulating the digital financial space 
as there is no specific regulation for this sub-sector. Hence, these Acts are usually made to fit into the digital 
financial space as best as possible, which does not always produce ideal results. 
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5. Observations and Recommendations

Fragmented entrepreneurial ecosystem - the different elements are not coherent and in some 
instances are a source of confusion and frustration within the ecosystem

1

The digital economy is nascent.  While there are elements of it that are present, it is grossly 
underdeveloped and in need of investment

2

Infrastructural development is a key hindrance  to the development of both the digital economy 
and the entrepreneur ecosystem and requires an intentional approach to its development

3

4
Cost and availability of finance are lagging significantly.  The market is still dependent on 
traditional sources of finance which are expensive and inaccessible

5
The quality of entrepreneurs is very low,  with many focusing on the survival objective, lacking in 
business, numerical and literal skills, risk-averse and exposure to alternatives.

6
The educational curriculum is outdated  and is not providing the necessary skills required for the 
population to establish and function in a digital economy

7
There are significant cultural issues that are derailing the efforts of developing a strong 
entrepreneurial ecosystem and digital economy, which include but are not limited to corruption, 
lack of support of entrepreneurship, dishonesty, get rich quick mentality amongst others

8
Information asymmetries with both the entrepreneurial and digital ecosystem - not all the players 
have the same information
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As we come to the end of this report, we shall circle back and reference the 
main goals of this project which are:

Throughout the research, there was a glaring discovery – the ecosystems whether considered from the entrepreneurial 
or the digital perspective lacked coherence. The different components of each ecosystem functioned almost in isolation 
or in a silo, and in some instances, with direct conflict with other components of the ecosystem.

The second main observation was that there was a blanket term or view of entrepreneurs incorporating both the growth 
and survival entrepreneurs in the same bracket when the two have very different characteristics, needs and potential. 
What we need for economic development and leapfrogging are strong growth entrepreneurs who, as a reflection are 
defined as:

Innovative and risk taking – able to design business models that take advantage of available opportunities.

Long term visionaries – are working towards achieving a long term vision vs. immediate needs

Based on our research, 70% of entrepreneurs involved do not fit this criteria, and considering the infrastructural challenges 
currently prevailing in the country which include poor education facilities and standards, individualism culture, and poverty, the 
type of entrepreneurs we need will need to either be coached into the growth entrepreneur, or may have to be encouraged to 
return to the country from the diaspora.

5.1 Digital and Entrepreneurial Ecosystem

Relevant experience and education to not only set up the business but also ensure that it continues to oper-
ate even in very challenging and difficult environments.

Able and willing to set up and participate in partnerships which would include other key players of the 
ecosystem like investors, government, development partners etc, with the knowledge that the success 
of the business will depend on strong relationships within the ecosystem.

To identify gaps in the policy and regulatory framework of the technology 
and entrepreneur ecosystems and provide a basis for policy action to 
address these gaps and support growth and sustainability of the 
ecosystems.

To obtain data that informs policies and development interventions for 
micro, small and medium enterprises (SMEs) in Sierra Leone. Data collected 
will form the baseline for subsequent interventions.
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5.1.1 Digital Platform:
The non-coherence in both the digital and entrepreneurial ecosystem is a result of information asymmetries 
that start from not knowing who the other players in the ecosystem are, the work they are doing, the 
resources they have available or the ones they need, among others. Therefore, the  mapping project also 
comprises the creation of a digital platform, which is currently being built to address some of these needs. We 
believe that the digital platform could potentially be one stop shop for all ecosystem needs, increasing 
transparency and the potential for partnership or engagement across different partners. The platform would 
ideally serve the following functions:

The concept of a digital platform is not new and would not be unique to Sierra Leone. There are several 
coun- tries that have successfully launched digital platforms and are using them for different functions, from consoli- 
dating businesses in the entrepreneurial ecosystem or providing information for citizens in the country etc. What is 
clear is that most of these initiatives, although initiated by the government or for the benefit of the government, 
function better when they are managed by a private sector party. In this process, we believe the ecosystems will 
benefit from a public and private partnership, with the government responsible for the initial
set up, and the private sector responsible for managing the platform and making it self-sufficient. 

We also note that the above discussed functions may not be fully included in the current version of the tool but 
could be potentially included as the tool is further developed and expanded. It is important that the tool 
development and management remains dynamic responding to the everyday needs of ecosystem actors, including 
features most beneficial to creating synergies in the ecosystem.

Directory of ecosystem players: This will have information on entrepreneurs working in different sectors, investors, 
relevant government agencies, financial institutions, private sector players, and other partners participating in the 
ecosystem. The directory will provide information on their activities, contact, and possibly previous work history, defining 
clearly what they do, where to find them, and possibly a history of their previous work. We believe that this directory will 
adequately provide the needed information for each player, which could be useful in evaluating their ability to execute a 
specific task. Further, many entrepreneurs indicated that they did not know where to access financing, meet regulatory 
requirements, or even get relevant training and support.  It is our hope that the directory could, therefore, serve as a 
starting point for filling these information gaps.

Process consolidation:  During the research, we found that there are many steps entrepreneurs needed to go through to  
conclude a single process, such as all business related registration of non-corporate entities . This was also found with 
some policy designs where sometimes the content of a policy is duplicate of another process or somehow complicates or 
contradicts an already existing policy. The digital tool could, therefore provide a platform where processes could be 
consolidated. For example all business related registration could be done on one platform in a few steps and the 
information collected there could then be shared amongst the different organizations such as CAC, OARG, NRA etc. This 
simplifies the process for entrepreneurs and also reduces the opportunities for corruption through use of a closed system. 
In the same way, information can be shared about ongoing processes including the design or definition of new policies, or 
legislations.

Marketing and advertisement:  One anticipated challenge with the digital platform is that it may be resisted by the 
different players who may not want to share their information. The research showed that the ecosystem players are 
working in an environment of low trust, high suspicion and individualism. In order to encourage them to share their 
information and start building trust, there needs to be a benefit of using the platform. The platform or its future editions 
will therefore function as a marketing platform where registered players can share information on opportunities they 
have available. Such registered players could be given the right of first refusal in all relevant opportunities for which they 
may qualify. For example, whenever there are projects to be executed, project evaluators would consider the registered 
businesses for the opportunity as project executors.

Below are a set of recommendations we believe will significantly boost both the 
digital and entrepreneurial ecosystems to support the Sierra Leone economy.
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5.1.2 Second Mapping Project

5.2 Digital Ecosystem Recommendations

At the start of this project, there was information available to inform the structure of the process, however, 
this information was based on the limited information that was available at the time. The scope of the project 
for example, identifying the challenges and recommending the way forward, came as a result of negotiations 
among the different partners, however, did not fully represent all the initial needs of the partners or the 
ecosystem as a whole. While we were able to carry out some mapping work, with regards identifying the 
companies with roles in the ecosystem, more work will need to be done especially for the purpose of 
informing the digital platform. In addition, the research was carried out before it was clear what information 
was needed for the platform or for any kind of directory. There were also time limits and in some instances, 
external challenges including COVID-19 and the resulting “new normal” working environment.

We would highly recommend carrying out a second mapping project which will focus on providing 
information that would be used in the tool, for example, specific details of companies operating in the 
country, both in the digital and non-digital ecosystems, designed with the “new normal” working 
environment.  The benefit of the second mapping, immediately after the first cannot be overstated. The 
mapping process in its design was not a beginning and an ending in itself, but just the first step to the 
significant amount of work that needs to be done in building both the digital and entrepreneurial ecosystems 
in the country. For continuity, and to avoid having another detailed report sitting on shelves, the ecosystem 
mapping team are ready to take on the second phase of the research work and to put into action some of the 
recommendations already made. Accompanying this report will be a summary of what we believe are the key 
next steps, and proposed timelines. While we acknowledge that decision making processes tend to be long 
and winding, it is one of our recommendations that all the key partners in this project make the effort to 
facilitate faster turnaround times on the follow up work based on these recommendations.

Infrastructural development has proven to be especially paralyzing 
for the digital ecosystem, which depends on the availability and 
efficient operation of digital infrastructure and digital platforms 
which both scored one point five out of five (1.5/5) in the DE4A 
assessment. The government, private sector and development 
partners need to come together and be intentional in enabling the 
development of digital systems to support the digital ecosystem.

The non-digital space equally needs infrastructural 
attention, from the road transport networks to avail-
ability of electricity and water and these are areas 
where innovation, venture building, private public 
partnership and developmental support can come in 
handy. We highly recommend a phased approach given 
how the amount of work to be done in this area can be 
overwhelming and significantly demanding. For the 
country to achieve the level of infrastructural develop-
ment desired, it will only take collaboration and an 
attitude of “all hands on deck”, without which the 
scattered efforts will see no real results.

5.2.1 Infrastructural development
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5.2.2 Government Utilization of Digital Resources

5.3 Entrepreneurial Ecosystem Recommendations

While the Sierra Leone government has embraced the Whole of Government “WoG” approach which is when 
the government takes the initiative to lead initiatives that support the digital ecosystem; there is very little 
coordination among government departments and limited standardization. The lack of coordination and 
standardization limits interoperability between the different bodies and their respective initiatives. We 
recommend that the government takes a more proactive and collaborative approach not only in developing 
initiatives but also in implementing them.

In addition, a widespread use of basic digital infrastructure and resources means a natural learning curve for 
the population past the initial introduction of the systems. We highly recommend that the government digitis-
es not only the internal operations but also the public services, for example national identity registration 
process. While efforts have already been made, more can be done.

In the implementation of the recommendations above, the government will greatly benefit from additional 
collaboration with private sector players, be it in the corporate world or the development space. We believe 
that if the government leverages these relationships, it will be in a better position to enable leapfrogging in the 
Sierra Leonean economy.

At the epicenter of both the digital and entrepreneurial ecosystems are the growth entrepreneurs, who are 
currently in short supply in the country. As a critical resource for the development of the ecosystems and the 
economies, there is undoubtedly a need to invest in developing a pool of these entrepreneurs and we believe 
there are three ways of doing this.

a) Develop collaborative training for local entrepreneurs: While the entrepreneurial/startup scene has been 
nascent over the last couple of years, we have witnessed a strengthening of the sector with several Entrepre-
neur Support Organizations setting up offices in Sierra Leone. These include Innovation Axis, Aurora, Sensi 
Hub, SLG Accelerator and Muzambiringa. In addition, some universities are starting to set up vibrant entrepre-
neurial programs, for example the University of Makeni. This is starting to show the private sector capacity in 
developing a stronger entrepreneurial culture. Functioning in parallel are the development agencies who have 
historically and continued to provide strong support for entrepreneurs through coaching and training services. 
The only concern is that all of this is happening somehow in silos with minimum collaborations.

From our assessment, we noticed that local entrepreneurs need a longer-term period of training in order to 
groom them from survival entrepreneurs to growth entrepreneurs. This training would cater for cultural 
mindset shift, academic gap bridging and business skills training, and then ultimately the entrepreneurial and 
start up skills for building a resilient business. Currently, the different trainings are provided by different 
players in short and uncoordinated programs, depending on the funding available. This is proving to be, not 
only unsustainable, but of minimum impact and results. With the same pool of funds available, and coordinat-
ed efforts for longer term training and coaching, we forecast to see more efficiency and effectiveness in the 
training and consequently a growing pool of growth entrepreneurs.

5.3.1 Develop a pool of growth entrepreneurs
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b) Attract potential entrepreneurs from the diaspora: The successful growth entrepreneurs we have found 
within the ecosystem have one main thing in common – they are mostly diaspora returnees, or have some 
kind of international exposure. Some of them, when interviewed, clearly said that they came back to the 
country after listening to the president’s speech in 2018, encouraging them to come back and rebuild their 
country. The advantage of these entrepreneurs is that they tend to have most of the key characteristics of 
growth entrepreneurs already and will need minimum hand holding when it comes to setting up and 
managing their businesses locally.

With the above in mind, we recommend strategizing ways  to attract more of the young people in the diaspora 
to come back to Sierra Leone and start some businesses. This can be done through active marketing of the 
country, and roadshows in the different diaspora communities, with both government and private sector 
representations. Incentives such as government and developmental aid and ESO support need to be provided 
for these diasporans to return. These could be in the form of tax holidays, grants, and venture building support 
to start and set up the businesses.

c) Showcase Entrepreneur Success Stories: The entrepreneurial sector or journey is still quite  unknown in 
Sierra Leone, with a lot of families associating it with continuous poverty and considering it inferior to finding 
a regular job. As such we believe that success stories of entrepreneurs should be showcased as much as 
possible, in an effort to make non corrupt entrepreneurship aspirational. This can be achieved through 
entrepreneur awards and competitions that are widely published in the media including on television, radio 
and newspapers. Our community still recognizes it as a major achievement to be acknowledged in the media 
by some of the society’s most recognized faces. We believe this will drive a significant shift in the mentality 
about entrepreneurship and encourage growth entrepreneurs to emerge.

5.3.2. Venture Building
Closely in support of the above, we believe that there needs to be an intentional drive to develop businesses 
that will address some of the major challenges that the country is facing, for example, the country has waste 
collection and management challenges. The government can engage ESOs or other sufficiently skilled private 
sector players to design business models that can solve the specific challenges that need to be addressed and 
with development aid support through grants, offer the recruited growth entrepreneurs an opportunity to 
start and set up that business. Some of the entrepreneurs may come up with their own initiatives which can 
also be further molded to address the specific economic challenges that the country is facing. The idea behind 
venture building is that it is intentional, and focused to have specific results.  

5.3.3. Centralized planning and organizing of entrepreneurial 
support interventions
One of the reasons for the minimum efficiency of the current efforts and interventions to support 
entrepreneurship, as mentioned earlier, is a lack of coordination. While there are a couple of players in the 
sector who are able to make a meaningful impact, the lack of collaboration and coordination means there are 
gaps in training which significantly reduce its effectiveness. Beyond the lack of efficiency, a lack of 
coordination and collaboration means a wastage of the available but limited resources.
As a key takeaway from this research, we highly recommend that the work of supporting entrepreneurs be 
coordinated and centralized, with annual goals set for all the key stakeholders in the ecosystem – both digital 
and non digital. This way, we are likely to witness a more efficient use of resources and more effective training 
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5.3.4 Revamping of educational curriculum for 
all levels of education

The war collapsed the country’s education system and since then, it has struggled to recover. However, given 
that Sierra Leone was the epicenter of quality education in West Africa at some point, there is still hope. The 
education sector is one that also requires a lot of innovation. Attempting to restore the high standard of 
education by following historical systems will no longer achieve the desired results because the systems are 
changing especially due to the technological revolution. Digital skills and literacy are no longer optional, they 
need to be mandatory in each and every school, which also means the schools all around the country need to 
have access to the internet, and the necessary technology equipment.
Twenty-first century education is also more of the doing, rather than theory. Children need to learn to use 
their hands to be productive in food production and design and innovation. The University of Makeni’s model 
for training entrepreneurship is commendable as it encourages the entrepreneurs to be hands-on and 
practice what they are learning in class. We recommend that this model be adopted in the other universities 
across the country.
Lastly we would highly recommend the engagement of experts in entrepreneur training, entrepreneur 
support organizations, the Ministry of Education, digital education and the different levels of educational 
institutes to collaborate in redesigning academic syllabus that can equip the new generation to succeed in this 
constantly changing environment.

5.3.5 Mobilization of a change in culture and encouraging positivity

When it comes to the culture in the country, we believe more can be done to challenge what has become the 
norm. The setting up of the anti corruption authority was one step in the right direction but we will need more 
grassroots solutions that encourage a positive day to day living. The country has suffered a significant amount 
of trauma from the war, the pandemic and epidemics and natural disasters. This trauma needs to be acknowl-
edged and addressed.

When it comes to the culture in the country, we believe 
more can be done to challenge what has become the 
norm. The setting up of the anti corruption authority 
was one step in the right direction but we will need 
more grassroots solutions that encourage a positive day 
to day living. The country has suffered a significant 
amount of trauma from the war, the pandemic and 
epidemics and natural disasters. This trauma needs to 
be acknowledged and addressed.
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5.4 Policy Recommendations
Policy observations were as follows:
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The primary recommendation for policies that seek to develop SMEs in Sierra Leone is more integration, less 
duplication. A lot of the tools required to support SMEs are already available and new powers do not have to 
be created or endowed on SMEDA. It is more important that SMEDA plays a coordinating, facilitating, 
advocacy and promotion role for SMEs rather than taking on an established role. In this regard, we 
recommend that SMEDA increase its outsourcing of work from private sector service providers with each 
working toward specific goals aligned with the objectives of SMEDA. This way, SMEDA will focus on 
determining what needs to be done, and monitoring and evaluating how well it is done. As mentioned earlier, 
the role of SMEDA defined in the Act is quite broad and will run the firm thin in terms of capacity to effectively 
deliver on all the goals. 

In addition, we recommend that SMEDA have an advisory board comprising of leading policy actors working 
on Sierra Leone’s fiscal, monetary and banking policy, trade and industry, technology, marketing, 
infrastructural and institutional development, and related; and also some key players in the Entrepreneur 
Ecosystem from ESOs, entrepreneurs, etc. This will give SMEDA direct access to the various actors who are 
needed to facilitate relevant policies and programs that benefit SMEs. Further, if these actors are included 
directly, they would take more ownership in creating beneficial policies for SMEs within their various sectors 
rather than view themselves as external actors receiving a request from another government organisation.

The obvious recommendation on formalisation is the creation of a one-stop-shop for SMEs as well – a single 
registration that allows them to register with all necessary government agencies including SMEDA and can be 
done completely online. SMEs, which already have limited capacities should not be overburdened with 
dealing with multiple registrations to function formally. While it is advisable to keep separate the legal regimes 
governing SMEs that are not corporate organisations and SMEs and other enterprises that are corporate 
organisations, it is not necessary that the institutions facilitating their formalisation be separate. 

However before creating such a one-stop-shop it is important to further build the definition of SMEs – make 
it composite including criteria such as asset base and employee size, and possibly vary the revenue categories. 
Also, there has to be enforced reporting criteria that allow the responsible institution to classify businesses as 
needed and SMEDA to identify their target beneficiaries. It will benefit that all companies be registered as 
companies regardless of a sole proprietorship, partnership or otherwise. Instead, in the company registration 
process, they can identify which type of company they are, and depending on this classification, size etc they 
are automatically added to any relevant databases including the SMEDA data.

Further, registration for both CAC and OARG needs to be decentralised. CAC currently has offices in only one 
district – Western Area Urban and OARG has four district offices, however, this is still less than adequate with 
SMEs still requesting that registration be decentralised even for the OARG. With regards to the registration 
process, other gaps noted by businesses are the need to improve customer relations and provide technical 
support and guidance to businesses during the process. Overall, however, we recommend that there be an 
extra effort in creating awareness and ensuring accessibility to the different laws; possibly even providing a 
simple registration package/starter pack upon registration which provides all the information on legislation 
and policies and how they can support the entrepreneurs.

57



SMEDA has to be strengthened in terms of capacity and resources for it to be effective. Entrepreneurship is 
necessary for private sector growth, which is in turn important for general economic development. Prioritising 
economic development requires prioritising the support and development of SMEs and the entrepreneurship 
ecosystem in which they find themselves. SMEDA’s scope and mandate also have to be focused to ensure it is 
not responsible for everything and nothing at all but it should not be so narrow as to exclude key players in 
Sierra Leone’s entrepreneurship ecosystem because they do not fall into the limited definition of SMEs provid-
ed in the Act. We believe it is necessary to re-define SMEs, taking into consideration the global standard, the 
definition of micro-entrepreneurs, and consequently defining the kind of support to be provided to each of 
the groups of organizations. This way, SMEDA can also focus on the group of entrepreneurs who have the 
potential to make the most significant impact on the economy. 

In general, there has to be a clear and coherent strategy on how to support entrepreneurship for private 
sector growth from the business registration process to the financial incentives provided, the regulatory 
institutions and framework, and supporting entrepreneurs in embedding research and innovation in their 
culture. Having an innovation strategy is an important first step but we need to go further and ensure it 
provides a clear roadmap of how we develop an innovation culture in both the private and public sector and 
position Sierra Leone for technology-driven development. We recommend that the strategies already defined 
be supported by clear action items and milestones, which can be outsourced to private sector players for 
implementation, with a strong supervisory responsibility from the relevant government arm. This is particular-
ly true for NIDS and MTNDP.

58

National
Digital

Identities

Applied AI
For

Governance
Infrastructure Security Entrepreneurship Society



6. References

59



What would you like to change about 
the registration process at CAC/OARG?

7. Annexures

7.1 Additional Results from Research

Table 6.1

Table 6.2

Table 6.3 60

Reasons for registering (CAC & OARG)

Management Structure of businesses



How far away do you sell your products?

Reasons for not exporting to other continents

Table 6.4

Table 6.5

Table 6.6

Reasons for not exporting to other countries
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7.2 List of Businesses Interviewed
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Bo

Bombali

Bonthe

Falaba

Kailahun

Kambia

Kenema

Koinadugu

Kono
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Moyamba

Port Loko

Western Area Rural

Pujehun

Western Area Urban
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Western Area Urban
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