
Project overview: 

The UN Capital Development Fund (UNCDF)’s Inclusive Digital 
Economies programme in Rwanda has made significant strides in 
catalyzing Rwanda's digital finance ecosystem to reach digitally 
and financially underserved target populations. The MSMEs Go 
Digital project was conceptualised in 2020 to support micro-, 
small- and medium-sized enterprises (MSMEs) in finding digital 
solutions to business losses experienced during the COVID-19 
pandemic.  

While the need for a stronger e-commerce environment was 
highlighted by the Government of Rwanda (GoR) prior to the 
crisis, the lockdowns and backsliding of the economy propelled 
the prioritization of digitalization in the country. With consider-
ation both to broader goals of ICT as a driver for growth and as 
a coping mechanism to deal with barriers to traditional face-to-
face commerce, the MSMEs Go Digital pilot project was launched 
in January 2021.  

Implemented by the Ministry of ICT and Innovation (MINICT) and 
Rwanda ICT chamber, the objectives of the pilot were to onboard 
MSMEs to e-commerce platforms to improve sales, drive more 
customers to buy online, while promoting awareness of e-com-
merce and building digital literacy within the wider community. 
Project goals included:  

1. Onboarding at least 1,000 new MSMEs to e-commerce plat-
forms; 

2. Propelling online sales by subsidizing costs that kept some 
businesses from fully onboarding to e-commerce platforms, 
and; 

3. Promoting awareness and digital education in the communi-
ty at large through radio, television and social media cam-
paigns.  
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During COVID-19 lockdowns, UNCDF partnered with 
MINICT to provide technical assistance in developing 
a project that would respond to closures and allow for 
businesses to continue to operate. Given our experience 
designing inclusive digital solutions and previous UNCDF 
global experience, UNCDF worked with the Ministry and 
ICT Chamber to map out activities to bring new MSMEs 
onto digital platforms while supporting those platforms, 
many of which were in a nascent stage in 2020. UNCDF’s 
technical experts also set up a measurement framework 
for the project to track results.  

The project included an element of reaching out not only 
to those in Kigali, Rwanda’s main urban center, but also to 
secondary cities and rural areas where MSMEs and coop-
eratives were sufficiently organized to digitalize. To pro-
vide the necessary one-on-one assistance that businesses 
need to adopt  e-commerce and digitalization, partners 
leveraged MINICT’s ‘Digital Ambassadors’ programme and 
the ICT Chambers field-based iWorkers. These project 
representatives brought their local knowledge and digital 
literacy to MSMEs onboarding for the first time and were a 
critical part of reaching rural areas and assisting businesses 
face-to-face. For awareness raising, radio and television 
campaigns were created as well.  

UNCDF Rwanda and partners commissioned an indepen-
dent assessment of the pilot in early 2022 to catalogue 
challenges, lessons learned, and successes as well as to 
make recommendations for any future phases or itera-
tions of the project. Through interviews and surveys with 
businesses that had successfully onboarded, businesses 
that had started the process but were unable to complete 
the process, e-commerce clients, and project manage-
ment at UNCDF, MINICT, the Ministry of Trade and Industry 
(MINICOM) and the Rwanda Information Society Authority 
(RISA), it was found that overall, the pilot was successful. In 
fact, by the end of 2021, over 1,200 new MSMEs had been 
onboarded to e-commerce platforms such as VubaVuba, 
Murukali, Olado, Imigongo and Mariketa, exceeding the 
1,000 set out as the initial goal. 

Tadhim Uwizeye is the founder and CEO of 
Olado Business Group, an e-commerce enter-
prise that she co-founded in 2017 with a mission 
to change and make the Rwandan shopping 
experience easier through e-commerce. Olado 
is one of the e-commerce platforms that played 
a key role in onboarding MSMEs to digital com-
merce through the ‘MSMEs Go Digital Project’ .

“Being supported by the project has pushed us 
ahead. We are trained on the basics of building 
a successful business but more importantly we 
are given access to a network of other startups 
whom we could exchange ideas. we were able 
to secure basic support from different partners 
who appreciated our initiative, and we are now a 
recognized e-commerce platform, with promis-
ing opportunities ahead.” 

Read more about Tadhim and her business here

The assessment highlighted lessons from the pilot that can be applied to projects that aim to boost e-com-
merce both in Rwanda and globally, given the growth in interest in digital platforms both from business-
es and clients. Enablers in the public sector are launching new solutions that potentially may drive more 
growth, with the number of internet connective devices (i.e. cheaper smartphones, tablets, etc.) rising 
each year, and fintechs and financial service providers partnering to bring more Rwandans to e-commerce 
platforms. Following the strategy and policy put in place by the GoR, Rwanda is poised to grow in terms of 
e-commerce  as well as in terms of digitized payments. 

“The benefit of onboarding to an e-commerce platform is that the platform we use has its own riders, 
so you don’t have to go looking for the drivers to bring the products to the clients. You are safe in 
knowing that the products will reach the clients. You could also find your own drivers, but then you’re 
not sure if the product will reach the clients. But with the platform’s drivers you can track and see 
where they are located.” 

~ RESTAURANT OWNER, KIGALI, RWANDA 
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https://www.olado.rw/
https://www.uncdf.org/article/6585/celebrating-leading-women-in-rwandas-e-commerce-space


MSMEs are the backbone of economic growth in Rwanda, accounting for approximately 98% of businesses and 
41% of private-sector employment as of 2019.  E-commerce has been estimated to be an area of growth, from 
US$ 0.52 billion in 2020 to potentially US$ 0.97 billion USD in 2025. However, for growth to continue, new tech-
nologies and ways of doing business must be explored, such as those promoted through MSMEs Go Digital.  

For future e-commerce interventions, the following challenges experienced during the pilot should be consid-
ered when planning. These are specific to the MSMEs Go Digital pilot in Rwanda; however, many are likely to be 
experienced in similar contexts:

Unpacking the lessons from MSMEs Go Digital 

Rural  areas are more difficult to reach with 
e-commerce both on the client and the business 
side. Both platforms and MSMEs noted that un-
less you were a larger business or well-organized 
cooperative it could be difficult to make deliver-
ies to a platform from a more rural area – espe-
cially perishable goods. For clients, several of the 
platforms noted that it was difficult to provide 
affordable delivery on-time, and sometimes even 
to find the client.

Digital literacy is often an issue for MSMEs, cli-
ents, and even some platforms. This contributes 
to interface issues with some of the platforms; 
for example, at times platforms are unreach-
able or the search function does not function 
correctly, leading to lost sales. For businesses, 
many mentioned needing training in technology 
because they were not sure how to use all as-
pects of e-commerce correctly, such as learning 
to apply labels that will help potential clients find 
their goods.

Important aspects of the onboarding process, 
such as clear and professional photos, product 
description, and follow-up to be sure that stock 
was portrayed correctly, still need improvement. 
Moving from face-to-face interactions only to an 
online or digital marketplace requires a number 
of steps, and many of the platforms and MSMEs 
were unaware of these steps when they began 
business. All actors stated that this had both time 
and cost implications.  

Not every MSME is ready for digital sales, and so 
many remained inactive even after beginning the 
onboarding process. Clear criteria must be part 
of any onboarding project to help MSMEs under-
stand whether digitalization is right for them, and 
if they are interested in online sales, what they 
need to do in order to onboard successfully.   
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“The other challenge is product digitalization – the platforms had an issue finding that the MSMEs did 
not have digital versions, photographs, or descriptions of their products. That is a big problem, and 
that slowed down the onboarding process. In addition to having to convince them, you also need to 
digitalize products for them. The cost of onboarding and also the time -  what would have taken a 
week actually requires 3-4 weeks just to run through that entire digitalization.” 

~ Project Management Team Member 

When examining the challenges faced during the pilot, as well as reflecting on the experiences of MSMEs, platforms, 
and project management, the following insights emerged that can potentially help to spur more e-commerce ad-
vancement in Rwanda, via UNCDF’s programming as well as through the efforts of others working in the space: 

Plan for marketing and visibility that begins as soon 
as an MSME is onboarded to a platform: Those MS-
MEs who received materials such as logos, posters, 
or t-shirts as well as guidance on how to use them 
found that this visibility helped them establish their 
digital presence. Those who did not receive these 
materials noticed and brought up that such materials 
would be necessary in the future.   

g Similarly, guidance for MSMEs in using digital marketing 
as well as in-person and media was noted by business-
people who had received this via training or via advice 
from their platforms as an advantage. A number of 
MSMEs interviewed said that through the project, they 
began to think more about how to better reach clients, 
and added other mechanisms like Instagram, Face-
book, WhatsApp business, and even Telegram to their 
activities.   

g

3
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Explore continued subsidization for the smallest 
businesses (those defined as “micro”) for a limited 
period of time to facilitate those that are ready 
for onboarding (as well as a time to phase out 
subsidization). 

Finally, while education and training should be designed 
in a targeted way so that information is relevant and can 
be immediately applied, some aspect of training is nec-
essary for each type of actor in the e-commerce eco-
system in similar projects. Platforms often need guid-
ance in how to reach those smaller businesses that may 
be more difficult to find but are ready for onboarding. 
MSMEs need training in those aspects of business that 
are new when adding online sales as a mechanism, such 
as creating product descriptions and using social media 
for marketing. And finally clients and potential clients 
need to become aware of new ways to buy as well as 
understand how to use these solutions.   

gg

‘u Rwanda mu ikoranabuhanga’  (Immersing Rwanda in Technology) campaign 

Part of UNCDF’s approach is combining activities that propel business growth and the development of innova-
tive financial products with the non-financial services necessary to help those buying and selling to learn about 
and use new services. Throughout the pilot phase of MSMEs Go Digital, the Rwanda ICT Chamber used radio, 
television, and social media as part of the ‘u Rwanda mu ikoranabuhanga’ or ‘Immersing Rwanda in Technology’ 
campaign.  

Through the campaign, the ICT Chamber was able to showcase seven e-commerce platforms and four small 
businesses through seventeen videos that raised awareness and explained how e-commerce works. Recorded 
video and audio were played on social media with the hashtag #MSMEsGoDigital while interviews and appear-
ances were also made by project participants on three radio stations and seven television stations over one 
year.  

The programmes produced through the campaign were seen as helpful in not only awareness raising, but in 
building trust in digital sales and showing the public how to access and purchase from e-commerce platforms.  
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Next steps for MSME digitalization and e-commerce in Rwanda  

UNCDF Rwanda’s 2022-2025 country strategy includes 
a focus on programming to meet SDG 8 to “promote 
sustained, inclusive and sustainable economic growth, 
full and productive employment and decent work for 
all.” MSME digitalization and e-commerce will continue 
to be part of interventions for UNCDF in Rwanda which 
will be built upon the foundation from MSMEs Go Digi-
tal. While planning to avoid or overcome the challenges 
experienced during the pilot, UNCDF hopes to replicate 
some of the more positive aspects of the project such 
as helping MSMEs use digital tools to increase their 
visibility and grow their customer base.  

Onboarding over 1,200 new MSMEs to e-commerce 
platforms in a period of months was no small feat. 
While increases in online sales trailed onboarding in the 
project, it appears that many businesses and platforms 
expressed the need for digitalization, as well as opti-
mism that growth will begin once the initial stages of 
the onboarding process are completed. Some positive 
indications include:

• The GoR commitment to increasing levels of digital literacy 
(60% by 2024); 

• Increasing internet penetration (26.3% of the population at 
the end of 2022), and; 

• Commitment of the GoR, the ICT Chamber, and develop-
ment partners to bring multiple stakeholders with different 
skillsets together in order to improve e-commerce. 

Finally, participation in the pilot allowed businesses to 
survive and continue operations during the COVID-19 
pandemic and lockdowns. Many vendors reported that 
prior to the pandemic, they used no technology, or 
used their own drivers to deliver to customers. Due to 
the project, they noted that they were able to reach a 
much larger market with greater publicity because of 
the project. Some MSMEs listed the COVID-19 pan-
demic as the primary driver to become part of the proj-
ect and look for ways to keep their businesses running. 
Overall, UNCDF and partners’ work towards digitaliza-
tion in this project not only helped some businesses 
to survive during difficult economic times, but also 
created a roadmap for projects that will allow for more 

businesses to thrive in the digital world.  

• Celebrating Leading Women in Rwanda’s E-commerce Space 
• Closing the Growing Digital Skills Gap in Uganda 
• How to Build Back Better in an Increasingly Digital Economy 
• Leveraging Digital Solutions during COVID-19 to Sustain Financial Education in Rwanda 
• Perspectives On Emerging E-commerce in the Pacific 
• Six Digital Solutions for the Resilience of MSMEs in West Africa 

For more information and further lessons learned from the MSMEs Go Digital assessment, contact: 

Jessica Massie, Financial Sector Development Specialist, UNCDF Rwanda 
jessica.massie@uncdf.org  

Further reading 

• Affordable smartphone penetration in Rwanda is 
growing, including mobile penetration overall (73.9%); 

• A younger population more likely to use digital ser-
vices, both in terms of shopping and payment; 

• More affordable digital payments on the side of the 
consumer (i.e. MomoPay); 

https://www.risa.rw/fileadmin/user_upload/Others%20documents/ICT4_GOV_CLUSTER_STRATEGY_2020-2024.pdf
https://datareportal.com/reports/digital-2022-rwanda
https://www.uncdf.org/article/6585/celebrating-leading-women-in-rwandas-e-commerce-space
https://www.uncdf.org/article/7859/closing-the-growing-digital-skills-gap-in-uganda
https://www.uncdf.org/Download/AdminFileWithFilename?id=14927&cultureId=127&filename=2021-07-23partner-unctadpdf
https://www.uncdf.org/article/6860/leveraging-digital-solutions-during-covid-19-to-sustain-financial-education-in-rwanda
https://www.uncdf.org/article/7242/perspectives-on-emerging-e-commerce-in-the-pacific
https://www.uncdf.org/article/6577/six-solutions-digitales-pour-la-rsilience-des-mpme-en-afrique-de-louest
https://rura.rw/fileadmin/Documents/ICT/statistics/Report_on_mobile_telephone_for_Telecom_Statistics_report_as_of_March_2021.pdf

