
From March through to July 2020, COVID-19 developed from a small number of isolated cases 
across the continent, to a significant threat. In mid-March, many countries across Africa imposed 
lockdowns or closed borders. In February and March, we also conducted the initial research 
for our third annual EMEA Private Business Survey, including a telephonic survey of 2,990 
respondents in 53 countries, where we asked how respondents had navigated past crises and 
were responding to uncertainty – a topic that proved to be even more relevant than we had 
anticipated. 

Due to the extremely severe impact of the COVID-19 pandemic since the end of our initial fieldwork period, we refreshed this 
research by reaching out to many of our survey participants for an update on how their companies are responding to the 
current situation. 

Private businesses that are customer-centered, people-focused, tech-enabled and flexible have coped better, are more 
future-focused, and are getting ready to transform the businesses and gain competitive advantage. Put simply, agility has 
enhanced their resilience, so they are better able to cope with unprecedented external challenges.

Based on our interviews conducted across Africa, factors that will influence how private companies can ensure success during 
the new COVID-19 normal are highlighted in the graph below:
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Figure 1.1: What are the most important factors to ensure success in the ‘new normal’ COVID-19 environment?
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We have again seen that the next generation of leaders 
bring with them a strong commitment to environmental 
and social issues. This level of awareness isn’t unique 
to the NextGen though. Agility champions don’t intend 
to transform their organisations at the expense of the 
environment or their community – they ranked sustainable 
business practices higher than any other consideration 
as a must for future success, with 81% seeing these as 
critical. That puts sustainability above even technology as 
a prerequisite for building a strong foundation. With job 
losses at an all-time high, the focus on social issues is 
higher than ever.

Agility champions are leading the way when it comes to 
keeping the focus on the capabilities that differentiate a 
company. For example, while it may be tempting to slash 
technology investments as a quick way to cut costs, the 
majority of agility champions (79% in Africa compared to 
65% of global respondents) are increasing their use of 
new technologies. Some of these solutions likely support 
the shift to an increase in remote working and ensuring 
business continuity, while others may provide the technical 
backbone needed for other types of cost reduction, such 
as automation, or for new ways to interact with customers. 
While businesses in Africa might be lacking somewhat 
more when it comes to technology than their global 
counterparts, the appetite for change is stronger than ever.

But to achieve long-term advantages from the current shift 
to remote work, it won’t be enough just to implement home 
office options. Companies will need to pair enabling remote 
work, with an equal commitment to ensure staff have the 
skills they need to manage virtual working environments. 
Agility champions understand this; 77% say they are 
training and upskilling staff, compared to 67% of global 
respondents. In our view, humanising remote work will be 
one of the biggest challenges private businesses face in 
the years to come, and training will be the driving success 
factor.

Private businesses favour options that keep staff onboard, 
like mandating the use of holiday or overtime pay, over staff 
cuts. Agility champions are having to resort to both options 
to keep their businesses viable in the face of the current 
crisis.

While technology is a starting point and enabler, it can’t drive 
growth on its own. Private businesses should also take a fresh 
look at their product and service portfolio and even their 
business model. 69% say they’re doing both, far more than 
their global counterparts. 

They’re also well-aware that it’s difficult to achieve success 
on their own and are far more likely to be working together 
with partners to achieve their goals, whether via strategic 
alliances or by collaborating with start-ups.

Agility alone isn’t enough to ensure resilience, but it can 
play a strong role. Some industries are more sensitive to 
systemic disruption and cyclical downturns, for example, but 
exploring new business model options can help offset these 
factors. A strong balance sheet is critical too. 

We believe that resilience isn’t something that you can 
simply switch on when you need it. It requires continuing 
commitment and a willingness to invest time and money in 
all the essential agility criteria, so that they become mutually 
reinforcing. That means doing your homework, for example on 
how technologies can help your business, and being ready to 
make more fundamental changes in ways of working and how 
you do business. 

Many private businesses are doing this quite successfully, 
which is reflected in revenue forecasts that are notably better 
than those of larger companies surveyed in other research. 
Private businesses will continue to provide critical support 
for economies throughout Africa. However, government 
responses to the current crisis have the potential to enhance 
resilience, or to undermine it. 
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