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At A Glance 
 

"Systems builder" is not a euphemism for a larger start-up. It 

describes a distinct entrepreneurial orientation: positioned 

within, and actively strengthening, the structures through 

which economies produce and distribute value. This shift 

changes the design logic of enterprise support, from pitch 

training and seed capital to ecosystem mapping, regulatory 

navigation, and patient capital with longer return horizons. 

 

 
A Conceptual Reorientation 
 

The reorientation required for Africa's youth enterprise sector 

is conceptual before it is programmatic. "Systems builder" is  

not a euphemism for a larger start-up. It describes a distinct 

entrepreneurial orientation, one that is positioned within, and 

actively strengthens, the structures through which 

economies produce and distribute value. 
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A systems builder in agri-processing does not simply launch 

a cassava flour company. She establishes backward 

linkages to smallholder farmer cooperatives, standardises 

input quality, creates a logistics interface across two or three 

markets, and positions her enterprise as an infrastructure 

node within a regional food system. Her competitive 

advantage is not the product. It is the network she inhabits 

and reinforces. 

 

A systems builder in digital services does not construct a 

standalone application. He builds a platform that solves a 

structural inefficiency shared by multiple enterprises within a 

sector, logistics coordination, inventory management, trade 

documentation, and monetises the infrastructure rather than 

the transaction. The distinction changes the design logic of 

enterprise support entirely. 

 

What Systems Builders Need 
A founder needs pitch training and seed capital. A systems 

builder needs something different: market intelligence, 

ecosystem mapping, regulatory navigation capacity, patient 

capital with longer return horizons, and structured 

introductions to anchor enterprises willing to integrate youth 

suppliers or partners.  

 

Four characteristics define systems-builder enterprises: a 

regional market scope from inception rather than after 

achieving national scale; a structural rather than 

transactional value proposition; integration into at least one 

established value chain before or concurrent with launch; 

and a capital structure that includes market linkage 

instruments, not exclusively equity or debt. 

 

 

 

Dimension Founder 
Paradigm 

Systems 
Builder 
Paradigm 

Market 

orientation 

Local; single 

national market 

Regional; 

multi-country 

from inception 

Value 

proposition 

Product or 

service 

transaction 

Structural market 

efficiency 

solution 

Capital 

requirement 

Seed grant / 

early equity 

Patient capital + 

market linkage 

instruments 

Success metric Enterprises 

launched; 

revenue year 1 

3–5 year 

survival; value 

chain integration 

Mentorship 

model 

Successful 

founders across 

sectors 

Embedded 

operators within 

target value 

chain 

Policy alignment National SME 

frameworks 

AfCFTA sectoral 

protocols; REC 

trade corridors 

Ecosystem role Standalone unit Node within 

regional 

production/distrib

ution network 

Source: Author's analytical framework. Informed by AfDB 

ENABLE Youth evaluations (IFPRI, 2023); World Bank 

Enterprise Surveys (2023); Kenya Markets Trust (2023). 

 

Applying the Model: Three Sectors 
Agri-processing 
In West Africa's Sahel-to-coast corridor, youth-led 

agri-processing enterprises face a recurring structural 

                                                                                                                                                                                                                 2k   



 

constraint: they can produce, but they cannot aggregate, 

certify, or distribute at a scale that institutional buyers 

require. A systems-building approach repositions the 

enterprise not as a producer competing on price, but as an 

aggregation and value-addition node connecting smallholder 

farmers to regional food markets. The enterprise's value is 

its network, and its survival depends on building that network 

before competing on product alone. 

 

Digital Services 
East Africa's digital economy offers a clearer case for 

systems-building logic. The most durable digital enterprises 

in the region are not those with the most innovative 

applications; they are platforms that solve shared structural 

inefficiencies for multiple enterprises simultaneously. A 

logistics coordination platform serving 50 SMEs is more 

resilient than 50 standalone delivery applications competing 

for the same users. The infrastructure logic produces 

structural advantage that a transactional model cannot 

replicate. 

 

Green Economy 
Southern Africa's energy transition creates entry points for 

youth enterprise in solar component assembly, distribution, 

and maintenance. These are not niche opportunities. 

SADC's energy protocol creates a regional policy framework 

within which youth enterprises can position themselves as 

supply chain contributors, not just end installers. The 

difference between a youth enterprise that installs solar 

panels and one that manages component supply across a 

multi-country network is the difference between a transaction 

and a structural position. 

 

The Policy Implication 
Governments and development institutions that have 

invested heavily in start-up culture face an evidence 

problem. The data on enterprise mortality is consistent, 

cross-regional, and now longitudinal. The question is 

whether the institutions that fund and design youth 

enterprise support will act on it. 

Adopting a systems-building orientation requires changes at 

every level: training design, capital instruments, policy 

frameworks, mentorship models, and performance metrics. 

None of these changes are technically complex. What they 

require is the willingness to measure what matters, whether 

enterprises survive and whether they strengthen the 

economic structures around them, rather than what is easy 

to count. 
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