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Background 
Back in March 2020, when the impact of Covid-19 was still uncertain, KTN’s Global Alliance 
Africa project pivoted its activities to meet the looming challenge head-on. Between then 
and July, KTN Global Alliance scoped and undertook a targeted data collection process to 
rapidly map and assess innovation responses to the pandemic. 

We set out with the following objectives:

To learn how the pandemic was 
disrupting systems already in-motion	
KTN Global Alliance partnered with key African ecosystem 
players, including AfriLabs, CcHub, and the South African 
Technology and Innovation Agency (TIA), as well as the UK 
Government’s in-country departmental teams to identify 
strategic challenge areas in the project’s focus countries 
of Nigeria, Kenya and South Africa. It quickly became clear 
that Covid-19 has both stimulated progress in some areas, 
like digital acceleration, while also exacerbating inequalities 
through differential access to key enablers to scale, such as 
funding and ICT infrastructure.   

To draw lessons to strengthen the 
innovation response to future crises 
In addition to seeking out success stories and challenge 
areas across Africa, KTN Global Alliance also reached out to 
its contacts in the UK and internationally to source lessons 
and case studies from other countries across Europe, Asia 
and Canada. With this wealth of information on how different 
stakeholders have adapted to the impacts of Covid-19, we are 
using this event series as a platform to feedback these lessons.  

To inform support to increase resiliency 
of the innovation systems to the Covid-19 
pandemic in the medium to long-term 
In direct response to the challenge areas surfaced through 
our analysis, KTN Global Alliance has designed a number 
of activities to implement immediately and over the next 
15 months. To ensure our plans are context-appropriate 
and demand-driven, we have already engaged with diverse 
stakeholders in Nigerian, Kenyan and South African innovation 
ecosystems. With our ideas pre-validated, this event series is the 
first activity in our medium-term plan to work with partners and 
strengthen capacity of actors already creating positive change. 

Evolving Challenges
The rapidly evolving nature 
of this pandemic means that 
a lot has changed since our 
initial data collection. That 
acknowledged, we are confident 
in the continued relevance of our 
findings for two reasons. First, 
the clear linkages with already-
surfaced challenge areas, and 
second, ongoing discussions 
with in-country stakeholders 
suggesting that the challenges 
surfaced through our analysis 
continue to be areas of priority. 

To support this continuity, 
our main findings have been 
framed around six broad-based 
and interconnected challenge 
areas. They build upon common 
challenge areas already 
identified in innovation literature, 
while also responding directly to 
the needs identified through our 
Covid-19-specific research. 
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Breakdown of Survey Respondents in Africa

	- 186 responses to a survey designed 
for a rapid analysis of the key 
challenges faced by innovation 
ecosystem actors

	- Commissioned study by AfriLabs 
combines a further 99 survey 
responses covering the African 
continent, plus further information 
achieved through 24 interviews  
and an accompanying analysis

	- 16 Interviews with key Nigerian 
stakeholders supported by CcHub

	- Collected insights from the UK drawn 
from the KTN’s wider national support

	- Specific databases covering desk-
research in each Italy, Spain and 
Germany

	- Added database covering desk-
research in Singapore, Canada,  
and South Korea 

	- Broader information collected on  
EU-wide Covid-19 activity

	- 6 Stakeholder Advisory Groups,  
2 each in Nigeria, Kenya and  
South Africa  

Key findings from this report are collated from various information sources regarding international 
innovation responses to the Covid-19 pandemic: 
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Data Collection Overview

Focus Countries:
	- Nigeria

	- Kenya 

	- South Africa

	- UK

Additional Survey Responses:

Businesses

32% 31%
15%

10%
7%

2% 2%

Innovation 
Enablers

Third  
Sector

Research/
Academia

Public  
Sector

Private 
Investors

Industry  
Bodies

Singapore & 
South Korea

Italy 
Germany 

Spain

Canada

Further Research 
and Consultation:

	- Malawi

	- Ghana

	- Madagascar

	- DR. Congo

	- Zimbabwe

	- Uganda 

	- The Gambia

	- Tanzania

	- Senegal 

	- Mozambique

	- Morocco

	- Mauritius

	- Guinea

https://ktn-uk.org/covid-19/
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Innovation 
Governance
Upstream and Downstream 
Support Linkages 
In the simplified ecosystem support chain below, arrows represent 
the flows of advice, funding, technology, information and other 
resources between different ecosystem stakeholders. Survey 
respondents were asked to identify where they believed the 
strongest and weakest linkages existed between stakeholders in 
their innovation responses to Covid-19.

Simplified Ecosystem Support Chain
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Across all responses, upstream government and 
public sector linkages trended as being the weakest. 
Responses suggested that poor linkages around 
within government and public bodies in Covid-19 
response were driven by:  

	- High levels of bureaucracy

	- Lack of clarity around government messaging 

	- Perception of weak coordination between 
departments 

	- Mixed levels of public trust 

As the pandemic has drawn on, demand for 
governments to meet growing economic and  
health challenges has continued to increase.  
Barriers to success reported by government  
and public bodies include:

	- Lack of open-access data resources and poor  
access to actionable information on how the virus  
is progressing among vulnerable communities 

	- Widespread misinformation about the virus  
spreading online 

	- Limited capacity to meet growing demand 
compounded by delays in processing regulatory 
approvals and processing offers for support

Support Needed vs. Support Provided: Closing the Gap

Greater Demands on Government

Top reported downstream  
support area needs

Top reported upstream  
support areas provided

Financing Skills Training

Partnerships Research

Networking & 
Community Building

Mentoring

72.2% 55.6%

65.7% 43.3%

46.5% 41.4%

With regard to support made available for innovators, 
government and public body representatives also 
expressed that, while many resources were made 
available, they may not have been tailored enough to 
support innovators in meeting their goals. 

This gap between supply and demand points to a 
need for cross-cutting activities capable of supporting 
improved coordination and resource optimisation 
across the ecosystem.

Co-creation of innovation governance, both in terms of 
policymaking and implementation, in this area could 
help relieve some pressure and distribute responsibility 
for certain types of innovation support to other actors. 
In particular, there is a lot of potential for established 
innovation enablers to support increased inclusivity 
and communication of needs and capabilities across 
ecosystems
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Uncoordinated  
Communities of Practice 
A community of practice is a group of people with a shared vision and common goal, 
who get better at achieving it the more they interact work together. 

While there have been very few positive outcomes from 
Covid-19, one might be the rallying call it has provided to 
government, industry, enablers and innovators to work 
together and find solutions. 

Different initiatives have emerged across the ecosystem 
to develop new and creative solutions to social, 
economic and health challenges arising from the virus. 

While there is no denying the strides made through 
these initiatives related challenges, there is a 
pervasive view that: 

	- Efforts have been siloed 
	- More could be achieved through improved 

coordination
	- Stronger systems are needed to facilitate collaboration

Many respondents reported high levels of confusion 
(especially at an early stage), contributing to strong 
attitudes of competition vs. collaboration.

Common drivers for less effective responses included: 

	- Low access to different stakeholders including: 
	- Local and international partners, Investors, 

Facilities and Customers
	- Perceived corruption
	- Lack of trust 
	- Poor information access

Common drivers for successful initiatives included: 

	- Strong communication
	- High levels of coordination
	- Collaboration among stakeholders
	- Shared goal and common vision 

Partnerships and community building were the second 
and third most requested areas of support: 

	- Partnerships 

	- Networking and Community Building 

Kenya 

Kenya 

Nigeria

Nigeria

South Africa 

South Africa 

69%

60%

70%

39%

61%

47%

Through stronger platforms for knowledge sharing 
and collaboration, innovation stakeholders could 
strengthen communities of practice that are more: 

	- Open and Collaborative, Inclusive and Sustainable 

Making it easier to… 
	- Enable stakeholders to network and find partners 
	- Support public and private funders to strengthen the 

investment pipeline 
	- Facilitate knowledge sharing and information access 

through “one-stop-shop” resource centres 

https://ktn-uk.org/covid-19/
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Constraints  
on Funding 
Accessing funding for innovation can be a 
challenge in the best of times, so it is not 
surprising that the onset of a global pandemic 
would add further complexity to the situation.  

As referenced in the section on Innovation 
Governance, Access to Finance was the top area  
of support requested among innovators:

In the face of Covid-19, governments are  
grappling with:

	- Reduced internal budgets

	- Increased operating costs, and 

	- Difficult trade-off decisions between long-term 
economic priorities and immediate spending to  
meet basic needs. 

Where public funding has been made available, it has 
been strongly tied to Covid-19-related innovations. 

While this has supported great strides in driving efforts 
to tackle both economic and health related challenges, 
many innovators with work unrelated to Covid-19 saw 
their funding stopped, cancelled or withdrawn:  

Kenya 

Kenya 

Nigeria

Nigeria

South Africa 

South Africa 

80%

25%

69%

22%

76%

37%

There was strong messaging from public and private 
funders suggesting that funding was available, but 
it may not be matched to the skills and needs of 
innovators applying. 

Investment Readiness vs.  
Investment Worthiness
The difference prompted a reluctance to fund 
among private investors. 

Aligning needs and offerings along the innovation 
investment pipeline could be achieved through  
an overall strengthening of the investment  
pipeline through: 

	- Support upstream funders to understand their needs 
and ensure they are coordinated in their approaches

	- Support downstream innovators to make sure 
they have context-specific skills and improve both 
investment readiness and worthiness  

	- Build strong communities of practice to facilitate 
shared knowledge and resources and higher visibility 

https://ktn-uk.org/covid-19/
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Value Chain 
Disruption
While lockdown and social distancing measures are key to 
reducing the spread of Covid-19, the need to avoid contact 
with each other has caused major disruption to business 
operations across sectors and throughout value chains.

Disruptions in the following 
sectors had frustrated capacity 
to maintain social wellbeing:  

	- Health & Medicine

	- Agriculture and Food Systems

	- Education 

	- Manufacturing & Logistics

	- Financial Sector

	- Transport  

	- Retail

Three main areas of  
disruption were highlighted 
along supply chains:

	- Lack of raw materials 

	- Reduced human resources 

	- Market access 

Frugal, place-based innovation 
has surfaced as an important 
area of development in meeting 
local demands, focussed on: 

	- Finding more reliable local 
sources of raw materials 

	- Collaborating to pivot 
manufacturing and production 

	- Shortening of supply chains 

Barriers to primary production
	- Raw materials shortages driven by lower labour 

capacity and environmental factors 
	- Delays in sourcing manufactured products driven by 

port and transport delays 
	- Informational challenges exacerbated by lack of open 

access data sources and difficulties in collecting data 

1

4
And other knock-on effects 
	- Non-Covid-19 areas being neglected (e.g. TB and polio) 
	- Inadequate supply of essential products  

(e.g. food packages)
	- Social unrest and negative impact on social wellbeing
	- Unemployment and overall weaker economies

3
Problems getting to market 
	- Transport delays, especially on borders and ports 
	- Weak connectivity infrastructure meaning only 

small market share can be accessed 
	- Increased demand for products that are already in 

low supply 
	- Confusion over how and where to access 

essential products 

2
Leading to fewer inputs  
for processing
	- Lower labour capacity from social distancing
	- Staffing shortages where people have been sick 
	- Resource distribution challenges where 

manufacturing has pivoted 

https://ktn-uk.org/covid-19/
https://ktn-uk.org/covid-19/
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Data, Information Access  
and Knowledge Sharing 
While researchers, industry and policymakers can have a hard time finding quality 
and reliable data in the best of times, the far-reaching risks, implications, and 
consequences of Covid-19 have highlighted many of the challenges associated with 
poor access to key information. While there have been very few positive outcomes 
from Covid-19, one might be the rallying call it has provided to government, industry, 
enablers and innovators to work together and find solutions. 

	- Open-access vs. privately held 
(cost-prohibitive) 

	- File sizes too large (unreliable 
broadband, expensive data plans) 

	- Difficult to find or not  
easily shared 

Access Quality Existence
	- Not regularly updated or current  
	- Too much noise 
	- Not easily comparable with  

other data 
	- Not totally relevant or answering 

right questions about how
	- Data on informal sector activity 

and peri-urban settlements can  
be unreliable and outdated 

	- Health and social data might not 
exist on vulnerable populations 

	- Community data might not exist 
in digital databases that can be 
accessed by people not directly 
involved in its collection 

	- Producing data (required for 
meeting regulatory standards 
etc.) can be difficult without 
testing capability

Survey respondents highlights challenges with data and information: 

Without access to key data, government 
and industry stakeholders working in: 

Could strengthen existing and encourage 
new avenues for diverse ecosystem 
stakeholders to link up existing information 
and share knowledge:
Some respondents suggested that the lack of public 
dissemination of data was partly to blame for the 
prevalence of conspiracy theories and harmful 
misinformation. Underpinning the challenges 
associated with data, is the barrier presented by  
weak connectivity infrastructure. 

Health Education ICT Agriculture

Have struggled to inform innovative 
responses to challenges  
(especially for vulnerable populations): 

Open  
innovation 

Stronger 
communities of 

practice 

Place-based 
innovation 

https://ktn-uk.org/covid-19/
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Weak Connectivity 
Infrastructure
In the context of this pandemic and with disasters 
generally, effective communication channels are 
essential to keeping the public informed about  
the latest health and safety guidance. 

This has put an emphasis on importance of 
connectivity infrastructure and digital skills as 
fundamental tools in maintaining public health:

	- Web-based messaging (WhatsApp) and social 
media (Facebook and Twitter) have played a  
major role in the dissemination of information 
about the pandemic

With lockdown and social distancing measures, 
Covid-19 has also rapidly shifted economic activity 
online, with people increasingly working from home. 

The now major reliance on internet connectivity for 
health, social and economic reasons means that 
those unable to get online are at risk of being left 
even further behind. 

Poor access to ICT infrastructure and skills was 
reported as a common challenge across: 

	- Government trying to gather data and share 
information 

	- Businesses who may have lost part of their market 

	- Hubs struggling to maintain their usual levels of 
support without access to their more centrally-located 
and better-connected facilities 

	- Potential beneficiaries of development programmes, 
unable to access support

Links were made to low investment in  
ICT infrastructure:

	- A knock-on effect of this has been reports of a 
reduction in trust and productivity due to reduced 
face-to-face interaction – especially important for 
social initiatives. 

While innovation in ICT infrastructure will take time 
and resources that go beyond medium-term  
Covid-19 recovery, further support for technologies 
that could help tackle some of the issues could be 
facilitated through: 

	- Improved national and regional economic plans

	- More coordinated communities of practice

	- Place-based support for innovation deployment

	- Strengthening the innovation investment pipeline 

https://ktn-uk.org/covid-19/
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