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Investigating the nature, drivers and sources of innovation in Africa, this

book examines the channels for effective diffusion of innovation in and

to Africa under institutional, resource and affordability constraints.

Xiaolan Fu draws on almost a decade of research on innovation in

Africa to explore these issues and unpack the process, combining

a rigorous statistical analysis of a purposely designed multi-wave, multi-

country survey with in-depth studies of representative cases. Building on

this research, Fu argues that African firms are innovative but unsup-

ported. Those ‘under-the-radar’ innovations that widely exist in Africa

as a result of the constraints are not sufficient to enable Africa to leapfrog

the innovation gap in the era of the Fourth Industrial Revolution. This is

the first comprehensive analysis of the creation and diffusion of innov-

ation in low-income countries. It also provides the first survey-based

analysis of innovation in the informal economy.
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Foreword

This book, bringing together Xiaolan Fu’s research on the nature and
sources of innovation in Africa over the last seven years, represents
a rather unique piece of academic research. Based on careful, empir-
ical, in-depth research on two countries – Ghana in West Africa and
Tanzania in East Africa (as well as a case study in Kenya) – the
author brings to the forefront the various and diverse ways in which
innovation in Africa takes place. This is not based on R&D as is the
case in industrialized countries, nor purely ‘frugal’ or ‘inclusive’ in
nature as assumed in many Asian low-income countries, but innova-
tive in a creative African way – low-cost innovations, based on
individual creativity, practice, organizational learning and adaptation.
What the author calls ‘innovation under the radar’. Most of these
activities are incremental in nature, strongly demand-led and imple-
mented across the board: in significantly improved, sometimes even
new, products or processes, in non-technological areas such as man-
agement and marketing, in design. Innovation within a context of
constraints to firms on all sides. In short: innovation to survive. No
traditional innovation indicator will capture such activities.

The mirror picture of such invisible innovation is reflected in the
lack of input from science and engineering in this African innovation
process and the lack of the diffusion of foreign technology, including
managerial knowledge. As the book highlights (containing also some
contributions written with a couple of African colleagues of Xiaolan
Fu), within the context of the global digital Fourth Industrial
Revolution, this will be one of Africa’s major challenges in the years
to come. Xiaolan Fu’s emphasis on the policy need to build up
digital competencies in the African continent, both with respect to
infrastructure and human skills, for Africa to ‘leapfrog innovation’ as
illustrated in cases such as M-PESA, is well made. Coming from
a world-class Chinese scholar who acknowledges in the conclusions
that her interpretation of some of the results obtained might have
been constrained by her lack of ‘knowledge of the rich history,

xvii
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culture and economic and social diversity’ of the African continent,
one rather welcomes this detailed analysis of the nature and sources
of innovation in Africa, often undetected by scholars more know-
ledgeable about the history and industrial development of the contin-
ent. I strongly recommend this book.

luc soete

xviii Foreword
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