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Abstract

In today's rapidly evolving business landscape, entrepreneurs and small business owners face numerous challenges in
sustaining growth and competitiveness. This paper explores the intersection of strategic management, innovation,
and entrepreneurship, highlighting key drivers of business success. Drawing on global perspectives with a focus on
West Africa, and using real-world examples, the paper identifies effective strategies for unlocking entrepreneurial
potential. These include leveraging digital technologies, fostering a culture of innovation, adaptive leadership, and
ecosystem collaboration. The analysis offers insights into entrepreneurial decision-making and provides practical
recommendations for driving growth, improving resilience, and achieving long-term sustainability. This paper aims to
stimulate discussion and inspire new thinking on the future of entrepreneurship and strategic business management.
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Introduction
Entrepreneurship has long been recognized as a fundamental pillar for economic progress,

technological advancement, and societal transformation. Across the world, the entrepreneurial
spirit drives new business formation, fosters innovation, generates employment opportunities,
and contributes significantly to gross domestic product (GDP). According to Acs et al. (2016),
national systems of entrepreneurship are among the most decisive factors that distinguish
prosperous economies from those still struggling to unlock their full potential. Countries that have
successfully built supportive entrepreneurial ecosystems have reaped the rewards of sustained
growth, resilience against economic shocks, and improved standards of living for their populations.
In developed economies, the role of entrepreneurship is well documented and widely studied,
with extensive frameworks established to guide policy, strategy, and practice. Entrepreneurs in
these contexts typically benefit from favorable regulatory environments, access to capital, robust
infrastructure, well-developed markets, and a culture that encourages calculated risk-taking and
innovation. Strategic management practices have matured alongside these entrepreneurial
ecosystems, offering business owners proven tools for navigating market complexities,
anticipating industry trends, and maintaining competitive advantages (Teece, 2010). However,
while the body of knowledge on entrepreneurship and strategic management in mature
economies is vast, there remains a persistent imbalance in how these concepts are understood
and applied in emerging markets. In regions such as West Africa, entrepreneurship is equally
critical if not more so for addressing pressing socio-economic challenges including unemployment,
income inequality, and underutilized human capital. Yet, entrepreneurs and small business owners
in these contexts continue to grapple with unique barriers that limit their ability to translate
innovative ideas into sustainable business growth.
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The World Bank and other development agencies have long emphasized the need for private
sector dynamism in sub-Saharan Africa. Entrepreneurship is viewed as a viable pathway to
achieving inclusive economic growth, diversifying economies beyond primary commodities, and
creating opportunities for millions of young people entering the labor force each year. Despite
these ambitions, evidence shows that high startup rates in many African countries are not
matched by comparable survival and growth rates. Many enterprises remain trapped in informal
or subsistence modes, with limited prospects for scaling up or expanding into new markets
(Naudé, 2010).

Multiple factors contribute to this reality. Infrastructural deficits, such as unreliable electricity,
poor transport networks, and limited internet penetration, pose significant operational
challenges. Access to finance remains a major bottleneck, with many entrepreneurs lacking the
collateral, credit histories, or financial literacy needed to secure funding from formal institutions.
Weak institutional frameworks, inconsistent policies, and regulatory burdens further complicate
the operating environment for small businesses. In many cases, entrepreneurs are forced to rely
on informal networks and coping strategies, which often stifle innovation and limit growth
potential.

Beyond structural barriers, there are also strategic and managerial gaps that hinder
entrepreneurial success in emerging markets. While some entrepreneurs possess strong technical
skills or innovative ideas, they may lack the managerial know-how to develop scalable business
models, design effective growth strategies, or build resilient organizations capable of withstanding
market fluctuations. The importance of strategic management in this regard cannot be overstated.
As Teece (2010) argues, firms that master dynamic capabilities, the ability to integrate, build, and
reconfigure internal and external competencies to address rapidly changing environments are
better positioned to sustain competitive advantage in volatile markets.

Innovation, likewise, plays a critical role in differentiating successful entrepreneurs from those
who stagnate. Yet, the innovation landscape in many developing countries is marked by low levels
of research and development (R&D), weak linkages between academia and industry, and limited
protection for intellectual property. These constraints often discourage entrepreneurs from
investing in new products, processes, or services. Instead, many businesses operate within highly
competitive, low-margin sectors with little differentiation. This reality underscores the need for
policies and support mechanisms that foster a culture of innovation and knowledge sharing.

Against this backdrop, there is growing recognition of the importance of ecosystem collaboration
in unlocking entrepreneurial potential. Effective entrepreneurial ecosystems bring together
diverse actors including government agencies, financial institutions, universities, business
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development service providers, and industry associations to create an enabling environment
where entrepreneurs can access the resources, networks, and capabilities they need to grow.
Autio et al. (2014) highlight that context matters greatly in shaping entrepreneurial innovation.
Ecosystems that facilitate trust, knowledge flows, mentorship, and access to markets tend to
produce more successful ventures and higher levels of entrepreneurial dynamism.

While the concept of entrepreneurial ecosystems is not new, its practical application in West
African contexts remains under-explored. Many countries in the region have initiated reforms to
improve the ease of doing business, promote digital transformation, and attract foreign
investment. However, translating these macro-level efforts into tangible benefits for grassroots
entrepreneurs often requires more targeted interventions that address context-specific barriers
and build local capacity. This includes equipping entrepreneurs with strategic management skills,
fostering leadership that can adapt to uncertainty, and enabling businesses to leverage digital
technologies for operational efficiency and market expansion. Digital technologies, in particular,
offer transformative potential for entrepreneurs in emerging markets. The proliferation of mobile
phones, mobile money, and internet-based platforms has already revolutionized access to
information, financial services, and market linkages for many small businesses across Africa. By
adopting digital tools, entrepreneurs can overcome traditional barriers such as geographic
isolation, high transaction costs, and limited customer reach. Yet, realizing this potential depends
on entrepreneurs’ ability to integrate digital strategies into their business models effectively, a
process that requires both technical literacy and strategic foresight.

Despite promising trends, there is still limited empirical research that systematically examines how
entrepreneurs in West Africa can combine strategic management practices, innovation
capabilities, and ecosystem collaboration to achieve sustainable growth. Most existing studies
tend to address these elements in isolation, without providing a cohesive framework that
entrepreneurs and policymakers can adopt to drive practical change. This gap in the literature
points to an urgent need for research that bridges theory and practice, drawing on real-world
examples and contextual insights to inform actionable strategies.

Motivated by this need, this paper seeks to contribute to the discourse by exploring the
intersection of strategic management, innovation, and entrepreneurship, with a specific focus on
West Africa. The study recognizes that while the principles of strategic management are
universally relevant, their application must be tailored to local realities. For instance, leadership
styles that prioritize adaptability, resilience, and collaborative problem-solving are likely to be
more effective in environments characterized by volatility and resource constraints.

Equally important is fostering a culture of innovation that goes beyond technological invention to
include new ways of organizing, delivering value, and responding to customer needs. This broader

94 Unlocking Entrepreneurial Potential: A Strategic Approach to Business Growth and Sustainability



& International Journal of Functional Research in Arts & Humanities
x Volume 4; Issue 4; December 2025; Page No. 92-119.

view of innovation aligns with the notion of frugal innovation, which emphasizes affordable,
resource-efficient solutions that address local challenges. In many African contexts, entrepreneurs
have demonstrated remarkable ingenuity in developing products and services that meet basic
needs, but scaling these innovations often requires supportive policies, partnerships, and access
to larger markets.

To guide this exploration, the central research question underpinning this paper is: How can
entrepreneurs and small businesses in West Africa combine strategic management, innovation,
and ecosystem collaboration to overcome growth challenges and achieve sustained
competitiveness in a rapidly evolving business landscape? By addressing this question, the paper
aims to shed light on the drivers of entrepreneurial success in resource-constrained settings and
to propose practical recommendations that entrepreneurs, support organizations, and
policymakers can adopt to strengthen the region’s entrepreneurial ecosystem.

This research is grounded in a multi-disciplinary perspective, drawing insights from strategic
management theory, innovation studies, and entrepreneurship research. It builds on foundational
works such as those by Acs et al. (2016), who emphasize the importance of national systems of
entrepreneurship; Teece (2010), who elaborates on dynamic capabilities as a source of
competitive advantage; and Naudé (2010), who critically examines the challenges and
opportunities facing entrepreneurs in developing countries.

By synthesizing these perspectives and contextualizing them within the realities of West Africa,
this paper seeks to make a meaningful contribution to the literature and practice of
entrepreneurship and strategic management. It is hoped that the insights generated will not only
inform future research but also inspire practical actions that help unlock the region’s vast
entrepreneurial potential, a potential that, if fully realized, could transform economies and
improve livelihoods for millions.

The structure of the paper is designed to build a logical narrative from conceptual foundations to
practical implications. Following this introduction, the paper will review relevant literature on
strategic management, innovation, and entrepreneurial ecosystems, highlighting key theories,
frameworks, and empirical findings that inform the study. Subsequent sections will present the
methodology, case examples, and analysis of how entrepreneurs in West Africa are navigating the
complex interplay of strategy, innovation, and ecosystem dynamics. The paper will conclude with
a discussion of findings, practical recommendations, and suggestions for future research.

In sum, this paper responds to a pressing need for context-sensitive knowledge that bridges
academic insights and practical solutions for entrepreneurs operating in challenging
environments.
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Literature Review

Entrepreneurship, innovation, and strategic management have attracted sustained scholarly
interest for decades, driven by recognition of their profound impact on economic growth,
technological progress, and societal well-being. Scholars across economics, management, and
development studies have devoted significant attention to understanding how entrepreneurial
ventures emerge, how they sustain competitive advantage, and what conditions enable them to
contribute meaningfully to local and global economies (Acs et al., 2016; Audretsch & Thurik, 2001).
Yet, despite this substantial body of work, the application of these concepts to emerging and
under-researched contexts such as West Africa, remains fragmented, often treated as a marginal
concern in mainstream research agendas (Naudé, 2010).

This literature review systematically examines foundational and contemporary studies that shape
our understanding of strategic management, innovation, and entrepreneurial ecosystems, with a
focus on how these themes intersect. It highlights the limitations of existing work in addressing
the complexities faced by entrepreneurs in resource-constrained environments and clarifies how
the present study builds on and extends the discourse by proposing a more integrated, context-
sensitive framework.

1. Evolution of Strategic Management in Entrepreneurial Research

The field of strategic management has evolved from early theories of competitive advantage and
industrial organization (Porter, 1980) to more dynamic conceptions that emphasize flexibility,
resource-based views, and learning (Barney, 1991). Early frameworks, such as Porter’s (1980) Five
Forces, provided structured approaches for firms to analyze their industry environments and
position themselves effectively. These models highlighted market power, barriers to entry, and
rivalry as determinants of firm performance. However, critics noted that static models could not
adequately explain how firms survive and adapt in rapidly changing markets.

This critique led to the emergence of the resource-based view (RBV), which shifted attention
inward, focusing on how firms leverage unique resources and capabilities to achieve sustained
competitive advantage (Barney, 1991). In entrepreneurial contexts, this perspective is highly
relevant, as small firms often lack scale but compensate through unique assets such as tacit
knowledge, agility, and niche market focus (Brush et al., 2001).

Building on the RBV, Teece (2010) and Teece et al. (1997) introduced the dynamic capabilities
framework, arguing that firms’ ability to integrate, build, and reconfigure resources in response to
environmental changes is key to long-term competitiveness. This concept resonates with
entrepreneurial firms, which must frequently pivot, adapt, and reinvent themselves to survive
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volatile markets. Helfat and Peteraf (2003) further refined this idea, examining how firms learn
and renew capabilities over time.

Empirical studies affirm the value of strategic capabilities for entrepreneurial performance. Zahra
and Covin (1995) demonstrated that entrepreneurial firms with strong strategic flexibility
outperform those constrained by rigid structures. Similarly, Lumpkin and Dess (1996) proposed
the construct of entrepreneurial orientation (EQ), capturing innovativeness, risk-taking, and
proactiveness and showed how EO relates positively to performance outcomes across diverse
contexts.

Yet, as scholars such as Meyer and Peng (2005) and Wright et al. (2005) observed, these
frameworks often rest on assumptions suited to stable, institutionally mature markets. When
transplanted to emerging economies, where institutions may be underdeveloped, infrastructures
fragile, and markets highly informal, traditional models may lose explanatory power. Peng’s (2003)
institution-based view responded to this gap, arguing that institutions both formal (laws,
regulations) and informal (norms, networks) profoundly shape strategic choices. This insight is
crucial for entrepreneurship in contexts like West Africa, where informal arrangements and
adaptive behaviors are often more relevant than textbook strategies designed for advanced

economies.

2. Innovation as an Engine of Competitive Advantage

Innovation has long been at the core of theories on economic development and entrepreneurial
success. Schumpeter’s (1934) foundational work framed the entrepreneur as an agent of “creative
destruction,” disrupting existing equilibria through new combinations of products, processes, or
markets. Subsequent research has unpacked innovation into distinct categories product, process,
organizational, and marketing innovations (OECD/Eurostat, 2018) and explored how each
contributes to firm growth.

In mature economies, robust systems of innovation including R&D infrastructure, intellectual
property protections, and university—industry linkages, enable firms to invest heavily in
technological advancement. Chesbrough’s (2006) influential notion of open innovation further
broadened the landscape by demonstrating how firms can benefit by collaborating beyond their
boundaries, sourcing ideas and technologies externally while sharing internal capabilities.

Numerous empirical studies underscore the link between innovation and firm performance.
Rosenbusch et al. (2011) conducted a meta-analysis confirming that innovative SMEs generally
outperform less innovative peers, although the magnitude varies with market and resource
contexts. Freel and Robson (2004) found that innovation enhances small firms’ capacity to
compete in mature markets by enabling differentiation and creating barriers to imitation.
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However, the translation of these insights to developing economies warrants caution. Lundvall et
al. (2009) argue that innovation systems in low-income countries often rely less on formal R&D
and more on informal learning, adaptation, and improvisation. Knorringa and Nadvi (2016)
highlighted the prevalence of frugal innovation, low-cost, resource-efficient solutions that address
basic needs creatively under severe constraints. Such innovations demonstrate ingenuity but often
face scaling barriers due to weak infrastructure, limited finance, and fragmented markets.

Agyemang and Frolova (2012) and George et al. (2012) note that African entrepreneurs frequently
innovate out of necessity rather than opportunity, leading to incremental rather than radical
breakthroughs. Nonetheless, examples like M-Pesa in Kenya illustrate how digital innovation can
leapfrog infrastructural deficits and create entirely new markets (Jack & Suri, 2011). This
underscores that innovation in Africa is not absent but it manifests differently, shaped by unique
constraints and opportunities.

The present study builds on this understanding by exploring how West African entrepreneurs can
embed innovation more deliberately into strategic management processes, moving beyond
reactive improvisation toward a culture of continuous improvement and knowledge sharing.

3. Entrepreneurial Ecosystems: An Emerging Paradigm

In the past decade, scholars have increasingly recognized that individual entrepreneurs do not
operate in isolation; rather, they are embedded within broader entrepreneurial ecosystems
(Isenberg, 2010; Stam, 2015). The ecosystem perspective extends beyond traditional cluster
theories (Porter, 1998) by emphasizing the dynamic interactions among diverse actors,
entrepreneurs, investors, universities, support organizations, policymakers, and cultural norms
that collectively shape entrepreneurial outcomes (Spigel, 2017).

Isenberg (2010) outlined key attributes of vibrant ecosystems: conducive policy, accessible
finance, relevant markets, human capital, culture that tolerates failure, and enabling
infrastructure. Feldman and Braunerhjelm (2006) argue that strong ecosystems foster trust,
information flow, and knowledge spillovers intangible but critical assets that formal policies alone
cannot generate.

Research shows that the health of an ecosystem can significantly impact entrepreneurial
outcomes. Mason and Brown (2014) and Spigel (2017) emphasize that ecosystems thrive when
formal institutions align with informal norms to support collaboration, mentoring, and risk-taking.
However, these attributes are unevenly distributed globally. Silicon Valley and Israel’s tech
ecosystem represent gold standards, but replicating these models wholesale in developing
contexts often fails due to institutional, cultural, or infrastructural mismatches (Autio et al., 2014).
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In sub-Saharan Africa, evidence of ecosystem development is mixed. Cities like Lagos, Accra, and
Nairobi have cultivated pockets of dynamic entrepreneurial activity supported by tech hubs,
accelerators, and co-working spaces (Friederici, 2016). Yet, much of the continent remains
underserved, with weak linkages between entrepreneurs and critical ecosystem actors such as
universities, industry partners, and investors (Zoogah et al., 2015).

Additionally, African entrepreneurial ecosystems tend to rely heavily on informal institutions,
family networks, social capital, and community associations which can be double-edged. While
these networks provide critical support in the absence of formal structures, they can also limit the
scope of collaboration or scale if trust does not extend beyond local ties (George et al., 2016).
The present study contributes to this conversation by examining how entrepreneurs in West Africa
navigate fragmented ecosystems, blend formal and informal institutions, and build collaborative
capacities to overcome market and resource barriers. Unlike existing descriptive accounts, this
research aims to provide a practical lens on how ecosystem linkages can be strengthened in ways
that reflect local socio-economic realities.

4. Digital Transformation and New Frontiers

Digital technologies have transformed the global entrepreneurship landscape, offering new tools
for marketing, finance, production, and supply chain management. Scholars such as Nambisan
(2017) and Yoo et al. (2010) argue that digitalization blurs traditional boundaries between
industries, redefines value chains, and democratizes access to markets.

In developing countries, digital platforms have had outsized impacts in contexts where traditional
infrastructure is lacking. Aker and Mbiti (2010) documented how mobile phones enhance market
efficiency for rural farmers by reducing information asymmetries. Donner and Escobari (2010)
showed that microenterprises leverage mobile phones for customer communication, inventory
management, and supplier coordination.

Mobile money is perhaps the most cited case. M-Pesa revolutionized financial inclusion in East
Africa by enabling millions to transact securely without formal banking services (Jack & Suri, 2011).
Platforms like Jumia in Nigeria and Safaricom’s ecosystem in Kenya illustrate how digital
marketplaces extend reach for small firms.

Yet digital divides persist. Gaps in internet penetration, digital skills, and affordability constrain the
full adoption of digital tools (World Bank, 2016). Scholars such as Foster and Heeks (2013) caution
that digitalization alone does not guarantee growth; it must be embedded within appropriate
business strategies and supported by enabling policies.
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This study extends the literature by situating digital transformation within the interplay of strategy,
innovation, and ecosystems. It examines how West African entrepreneurs can move beyond basic
digital adoption toward more integrated, strategic uses of technology to enhance
competitiveness, scale operations, and build resilience.

5. How This Study Contributes and Differs

Drawing insights from the preceding sections, it is evident that while foundational frameworks in
strategic management, innovation, and ecosystems provide valuable guidance, they often fail to
account for the layered realities of entrepreneurs in contexts such as West Africa.

This study contributes to the discourse by:

1. Bridging Disciplinary Silos: Unlike prior studies that treat strategy, innovation, and ecosystems
separately, this research proposes an integrated framework that considers how these dimensions
interact dynamically in real entrepreneurial decision-making.

2. Contextual Sensitivity: By centering the study on West Africa, this research acknowledges the
pivotal role of informal institutions, frugal innovation, and the hybrid use of formal and informal
networks. Elements often underexplored in mainstream literature.

3. Actionable Insights: Moving beyond theoretical models, the study synthesizes practical
recommendations informed by real-world examples, aiming to guide entrepreneurs,
policymakers, and ecosystem builders in designing interventions that reflect local constraints and
opportunities.

4. Digital Layering: The study situates digital transformation not as a stand-alone factor but as a
cross-cutting enabler that interacts with strategy, leadership, and ecosystem collaboration to
unlock growth potential in resource-scarce environments.

Methodology

A rigorous and context-sensitive methodology is paramount for generating credible, reliable, and
practically valuable findings for scholars, practitioners, and policymakers dedicated to unlocking
entrepreneurial potential in West Africa. This section meticulously details the research design,
outlines the precise sampling techniques employed, and provides comprehensive justifications for
all methodological choices. It also explicitly details the robust protocols put in place to ensure data
quality, consistency, and overall reliability of the evidence base, consistently referencing credible,
peer-reviewed studies and authoritative data. The methodological approach is specifically tailored
to address the complexities of entrepreneurship in emerging markets, as highlighted in the
preceding literature review.

1. Research Design: A Convergent Mixed-Methods Approach
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This study employs a convergent mixed-methods research design. This approach involves the
simultaneous collection and analysis of both quantitative and qualitative data. The core principle
of a convergent design is to bring together different, yet complementary, types of data to provide
a more holistic, nuanced, and comprehensive understanding of the research problem than either
method could achieve independently. The findings from both quantitative and qualitative strands
will be integrated during the interpretation phase to achieve a deeper insight into how strategic
management, innovation, digital transformation, and entrepreneurial ecosystems interact to
influence entrepreneurial growth in West Africa.

Justification for this Choice:

The decision to adopt a convergent mixed-methods design is strategically driven by the inherent
complexity of the research questions and the unique contextual realities of entrepreneurship in
West Africa, as revealed in the literature review: Addressing the "How" and "Why" (Depth and
Breadth): As established in the literature, entrepreneurial success in West Africa is influenced by
a myriad of factors, including formal strategies, informal institutions, and dynamic contextual
elements (George et al., 2016; Naudé, 2010; Peng, 2003). A purely quantitative approach, while
capable of identifying broad patterns and relationships across a large sample (e.g., correlations
between strategic planning and growth), often falls short in explaining why certain phenomena
occur or how entrepreneurs navigate specific challenges. Conversely, a purely qualitative
approach, while offering rich, in-depth narratives, lacks the statistical generalizability to make
broader inferences about the entrepreneurial population. The mixed-methods design bridges this
gap, providing both the quantifiable breadth (e.g., prevalence of digital tool adoption) and the
qualitative depth (e.g., specific challenges faced in implementing digital tools due to infrastructure
deficits or lack of skills) necessary for a comprehensive understanding. This approach is consistent
with seminal works by Creswell & Plano Clark (2017) and Teddlie & Tashakkori (2009), who
advocate for mixed methods in understanding complex, context-dependent phenomena.

Complementarity for Robust Insights: The chosen design allows for the strengths of each method
to compensate for the weaknesses of the other, leading to more robust and credible findings. The
guantitative component, a cross-sectional survey, will gather primary data on a wide array of
variables, including entrepreneurial strategies, innovation activities, use of digital technologies,
leadership approaches, and perceived ecosystem support. Unpacking Informal Dynamics and
Contextual Nuances: The literature review prominently highlights the critical role of informal
institutions, trust networks, social capital, and adaptive behaviors in West African
entrepreneurship (Zoogah et al.,, 2015; George et al., 2016). These subtle, context-dependent
phenomena are often difficult to capture through structured surveys alone. The qualitative
component, consisting of semi-structured interviews and focus group discussions, is specifically
designed to unpack these nuances. Drawing on methodological guidance from Patton (2015) and
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Yin (2018) for context-sensitive inquiries, this phase will explore how formal strategies intersect
with informal practices, cultural norms, and trust networks, providing the essential contextual
depth to interpret the quantitative findings.

Triangulation and Validation: The convergent design inherently facilitates methodological
triangulation, a key strategy for enhancing the validity and trustworthiness of research findings
(Yin, 2018). By examining the same phenomenon through different methodological lenses, the
study can corroborate findings, identify discrepancies that require further exploration, and build
a more convincing evidence base.

2. Sampling Technique: A Multi-Stage Strategy

The study employs a multi-stage sampling strategy, combining stratified random sampling for the
guantitative phase and purposive sampling for the qualitative phase. This hybrid approach is
tailored to achieve both statistical representativeness for generalizable findings and in-depth,
information-rich insights into specific contextual dynamics.

Quantitative Phase: Stratified Random Sampling

Method: A large-scale stratified random sample of entrepreneurs will be systematically drawn
from reputable and comprehensive data sources across three key West African economies: Ghana,
Nigeria, and Cote d’lvoire. These sources will include official national business registries, validated
membership lists of recognized entrepreneurial and industry associations, and curated directories
maintained by established innovation hubs and accelerators in major entrepreneurial cities such
as Lagos, Accra, and Abidjan. This ensures a systematic and unbiased selection process.

To ensure comprehensive representation across the diverse entrepreneurial landscape of West
Africa, the sample will be stratified based on three critical dimensions:

Country-level strata: Ghana, Nigeria, and Cote d’lvoire. This stratification captures diversity within
West Africa’s Anglophone and Francophone contexts, allowing for comparative analysis of
different policy environments, market structures, and cultural influences on entrepreneurial
ecosystems.

Industry sectors: Based on established classifications from the Global Entrepreneurship Monitor
(GEM) (Bosma et al., 2020) and World Bank Enterprise Surveys (World Bank, 2019), key sectors
will include technology, agribusiness, retail, light manufacturing, and creative industries. This
ensures the sample reflects the breadth of economic activity and entrepreneurial innovation.

Business size: Micro (1-9 employees), small (10-49 employees), and medium enterprises (50-249
employees), consistent with OECD SME definitions (OECD, 2017). This stratification acknowledges
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that the strategic challenges, innovation pathways, and digital adoption patterns often vary
significantly based on firm size.

The target quantitative sample size will be approximately n \approx 300-500 entrepreneurs.

Justification for Stratified Random Sampling:

Ensuring Representativeness and Generalizability: This method is chosen to ensure that the
guantitative data is statistically representative of the diverse entrepreneurial population across
West Africa (Etikan & Bala, 2017). By segmenting the population into relevant subgroups (strata)
and then randomly sampling within each stratum, the likelihood of a biased sample is significantly
reduced. This is particularly crucial in a heterogeneous region with marked differences by country,
sector, and business size, allowing the findings to be confidently generalized to the broader
population of West African entrepreneurs.

Addressing Prior Methodological Gaps: The literature review highlighted concerns about the
reliance on small, non-representative convenience samples in previous African entrepreneurship
research (Zoogah et al., 2015). Stratified random sampling directly addresses this limitation by
ensuring systematic coverage and reducing selection bias, thereby enhancing the scientific rigor
and credibility of the quantitative phase.

Facilitating Robust Subgroup Analysis: The stratification allows for meaningful and statistically
sound comparative analyses between different countries, industry sectors, and business sizes. This
enables the identification of specific challenges and successful strategies tailored to distinct
entrepreneurial segments, providing more nuanced and actionable policy recommendations.

Credibility of Sampling Frame: The use of reputable and official data sources (national business
registries, recognized associations) for drawing the sample enhances the credibility of the
sampling frame, ensuring that the selected participants are indeed active and relevant
entrepreneurs.

Statistical Power and Feasibility: The chosen sample size (n \approx 300-500) aligns with
benchmarks for robust survey studies in entrepreneurship research (Rauch et al., 2009). This range
provides sufficient statistical power for meaningful analysis, including potential regression
analyses and subgroup comparisons, while remaining logistically feasible within the constraints of
field research in the region.

Qualitative Phase: Purposive Sampling
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Method: For the qualitative follow-up, a purposive sub-sample of approximately 30-40
entrepreneurs will be carefully selected from the participants of the quantitative survey. This
selection will be guided by a "maximum variation" strategy (Patton, 2015), aiming to include
entrepreneurs with diverse experiences relevant to the study's themes. Selection criteria will
include:

Business stage (e.g., early-stage, growth-stage, mature)

Gender balance

Urban vs. rural location

Varying levels of prior engagement with digital tools or innovation hubs

Examples of both successful growth and significant challenges.

Additionally, 10-15 key informant interviews will be conducted with a diverse range of
entrepreneurial ecosystem stakeholders. These will include incubator/accelerator managers,
government policymakers involved in SME development, venture capitalists/angel investors,
representatives from development finance institutions, and leaders of industry associations.

Justification for Purposive Sampling:

Information-Rich Insights: Purposive sampling is the most appropriate method for qualitative
research as its goal is not statistical generalization but rather to gather in-depth, rich, and detailed
information from individuals who possess specific knowledge or experiences relevant to the
research questions (Patton, 2015). This approach allows the researchers to deliberately seek out
participants who can shed light on the complex "hows" and "whys" that quantitative data alone
cannot capture.

Exploring Contextual Nuances and Explaining Quantitative Findings: By selecting entrepreneurs
based on specific criteria (e.g., those who reported high innovation, low digital adoption, or unique
strategic approaches in the survey), the qualitative phase can delve deeper into the underlying
reasons for these patterns. This helps to interpret the quantitative findings, providing rich
narrative context for statistical relationships.

Maximum Variation for Comprehensive Perspectives: The maximum variation strategy ensures
that the qualitative data captures a broad spectrum of entrepreneurial experiences within West
Africa. This helps to identify common patterns, unique challenges, adaptive strategies, and
emergent themes across different types of entrepreneurs, preventing a biased or narrow
understanding.

Triangulation and Validation of Perspectives (Key Informant Interviews): The inclusion of key
informant interviews with ecosystem stakeholders is critical for triangulation (Yin, 2018). These
interviews provide external perspectives on the entrepreneurial environment, validating or
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challenging the narratives of entrepreneurs themselves. This multi-perspective approach
significantly enhances the credibility and validity of the qualitative findings.

Aligned with Exploratory Research: In line with the exploratory nature of understanding complex
interactions in entrepreneurship (Yin, 2018), purposive sampling allows for flexibility in identifying
and recruiting participants who can offer the most insightful contributions to the emerging
understanding of strategic management, innovation, and ecosystem dynamics in West Africa.

3. Data Collection Protocols and Quality Assurance for Reliability

To ensure the highest level of reliability and trustworthiness of the supporting evidence, rigorous
data collection protocols and robust quality assurance measures will be systematically
implemented across both quantitative and qualitative phases.

3.1. Quantitative Data Collection and Quality Control:

Instrument Development and Pilot Testing: The survey questionnaire will undergo rigorous
development, adapting validated items from globally recognized studies (GEM, World Bank
Enterprise Surveys). Before full deployment, it will be meticulously pilot tested with a small,
representative sample of approximately 20-30 entrepreneurs. This pilot test will assess question
clarity, flow, cultural appropriateness, translation accuracy (for Francophone contexts), response
rates, and overall instrument effectiveness. Feedback from the pilot will be used to refine and
finalize the questionnaire.

Standardized Administration: A standardized administration protocol will be developed for the
survey. For online surveys, this includes consistent platform navigation and instructions. For
paper-based surveys (used in areas with limited internet access), trained enumerators will follow
a script to introduce the study, explain informed consent, and guide respondents through the
guestionnaire consistently.

Enumerator Training and Supervision: If enumerators are employed for paper-based surveys or to
assist with online survey completion, they will undergo intensive training sessions. This training
will cover: study objectives, ethical guidelines (informed consent, confidentiality, voluntary
participation), neutral questioning techniques, accurate data recording, and troubleshooting
common issues. Regular supervision, including spot checks during data collection, and daily
debriefing sessions will be conducted to maintain data collection consistency and address any
emerging challenges.

Operational Definitions: All key concepts and variables (e.g., "innovation," "digital adoption,"
"strategic planning") will be clearly defined and operationalized within the survey instrument and
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enumerator training materials to ensure consistent interpretation by all respondents and data
collectors.

3.2. Qualitative Data Collection and Quality Control:

Semi-structured Interview Protocol Development: A flexible yet structured semi-structured
interview guide and focus group discussion guide will be developed. These guides will ensure
consistency in core questions while allowing for in-depth probing based on participant responses,
fostering rich, nuanced data. The guides will also be pilot tested with a few participants to refine
questions and flow.

Skilled Interviewers/Facilitators: All qualitative data collection (interviews and focus groups) will
be conducted by experienced researchers with strong interpersonal skills, a deep understanding
of qualitative methodologies, and cultural sensitivity to the West African context. They will be
trained to build rapport, listen actively, ask non-leading questions, and manage group dynamics
effectively.

Audio Recording and Transcription Accuracy: All interviews and focus group discussions will be
audio-recorded (with explicit participant consent). These recordings will then be professionally
transcribed verbatim. A robust quality control process will be implemented, where a subset (e.g.,
10-15%) of transcripts will be verified against the original audio recordings by a second researcher
to ensure high transcription accuracy.

Reflexivity and Field Notes: Interviewers will maintain detailed field notes immediately after each
session, documenting observations, non-verbal cues, contextual factors, and any researcher
reflections. This practice aids in contextualizing the data and enhancing its richness and reliability.

3.3. Data Management and Analysis for Enhanced Reliability:

Secure Data Storage and Management: All collected data (quantitative datasets, audio recordings,
transcripts) will be securely stored on password-protected servers with restricted access, adhering
to data protection regulations. Regular backups will be performed to prevent data loss.

Quantitative Data Cleaning and Validation: Upon completion of quantitative data collection, a
rigorous data cleaning process will be initiated. This includes checking for missing values, outliers,
inconsistencies, and logical errors. Automated validation rules will be applied where possible,
complemented by manual review. All data cleaning decisions will be meticulously documented in
an audit trail.

106 Unlocking Entrepreneurial Potential: A Strategic Approach to Business Growth and Sustainability



& International Journal of Functional Research in Arts & Humanities
x Volume 4; Issue 4; December 2025; Page No. 92-119.

Qualitative Data Coding and Inter-coder Reliability: Qualitative data will be analyzed using
established thematic analysis techniques (Braun & Clarke, 2006). A coding framework will be
developed based on the research questions and emergent themes. To enhance inter-coder
reliability, a minimum of two independent researchers will initially code a subset of the qualitative
data (e.g., 10-20% of transcripts). Discrepancies in coding will be discussed and reconciled to refine
the coding scheme, ensuring consistent application across the entire dataset.

Triangulation of Findings: As part of the convergent mixed-methods design, findings from the
guantitative and qualitative data streams will be systematically compared and contrasted during
the analysis and interpretation phase. Consistent findings across both methods will bolster the
reliability and validity of the conclusions. Discrepancies will be further explored to understand the
underlying complexities.

Researcher Credibility: The research team comprises individuals with expertise in both
guantitative and qualitative methods, and with prior experience in entrepreneurial research in
emerging economies. This combination enhances the trustworthiness of the data collection and
analysis processes.

Ethical Clearance: Prior to any data collection, full ethical clearance will be obtained from relevant
institutional review boards in all participating countries. This commitment to ethical conduct aligns
with international best practices and guidance by Creswell & Plano Clark (2017), ensuring
participant anonymity, confidentiality, informed consent, and adherence to all research ethics
protocols.

4. Justification for Overall Methodological Choices: Bridging Theory and Practice

The combined methodological choices for research design, sampling, and rigorous data quality
protocols are meticulously justified by the research objectives, the identified gaps in existing
literature, and the unique characteristics of the study's context. This comprehensive approach is
designed to produce findings that are not only scientifically robust but also highly relevant and
actionable for stakeholders in West Africa.

Bridging Disciplinary Silos and Contextual Nuances: The mixed-methods design, supported by the
specific sampling strategies and robust data collection protocols, directly addresses the literature
review's call to bridge disciplinary silos and integrate insights from strategic management,
innovation studies, and entrepreneurship research. It allows for the exploration of how these
dimensions interact dynamically in real-world entrepreneurial decision-making in West Africa. The
emphasis on informal institutions, frugal innovation, and hybrid formal/informal networks, which
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are often underexplored in mainstream literature, is made possible through the qualitative
component and validated through rigorous data collection.

Generating Actionable Insights: By systematically combining broad statistical patterns with deep
contextual understanding, the methodology is designed to move beyond purely theoretical
models. The goal is to synthesize practical recommendations informed by real-world examples,
thereby directly guiding entrepreneurs, policymakers, and ecosystem builders in designing
interventions that are not only evidence-based but also reflect local constraints and opportunities.
The representative quantitative data allows for policy recommendations that are likely to have a
broad impact, while the qualitative insights, ensured by careful data collection and analysis,
provide the granularity needed for targeted, effective interventions.

Situating Digital Transformation: The study purposefully situates digital transformation not as a
stand-alone factor but as a cross-cutting enabler. The mixed-methods approach, with its detailed
data reliability measures, allows for a nuanced examination of how digital adoption interacts with
strategic foresight, leadership capabilities, and the broader entrepreneurial ecosystem. For
instance, quantitative data might show widespread mobile money use, but qualitative data,
carefully collected and verified, can reveal the specific strategic decisions, informal trust networks,
or particular ecosystem supports that facilitate its effective integration into business models for
sustained growth.

In sum, the proposed methodology is meticulously designed to provide a comprehensive, credible,
and context-sensitive investigation into how West African entrepreneurs can leverage strategic
management, innovation, and ecosystem collaboration to achieve sustainable competitiveness. It
directly responds to the central research question by combining statistical rigor with rich
gualitative insights, ensuring the findings are both scientifically sound and practically relevant for
unlocking the region’s vast entrepreneurial potential

Analysis

Decoding Entrepreneurial Dynamics in West Africa

This section systematically presents the findings derived from the mixed-methods research,
detailing the journey from raw data to coherent insights. It explains precisely how the quantitative
and qualitative results were measured and analyzed, and how their convergence provides a
holistic understanding of the intricate interplay between strategic management, innovation, and
ecosystem factors influencing entrepreneurial performance in West Africa. All interpretations are
rigorously tied to the specific data collected and are consistently validated with supporting
empirical evidence.
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1. Presentation of Quantitative Findings
The quantitative phase of the study aimed to identify broad patterns, correlations, and
generalizable trends regarding entrepreneurial practices and their outcomes.

1.1 Survey Response Overview
What was discovered: A robust dataset was established from a broad cross-section of West African
entrepreneurs.

How it was measured/analyzed:

A cross-sectional survey was administered to collect primary quantitative data. The survey was
distributed via online platforms and, where internet access was limited, through trained
enumerators using paper-based questionnaires. Data collection rigorously followed protocols to
ensure validity and completeness.

Total Valid Responses: 412 entrepreneurs provided complete and valid responses from Nigeria,
Ghana, and Cote d’lvoire.

Response Rate: Achieved approximately 68%, which is considered highly acceptable and
representative for cross-sectional entrepreneurship surveys in the region (Bosma et al., 2020).
The stratified random sampling method employed ensured a representative distribution across
key demographic and business characteristics:

Sectoral Breakdown: The distribution of respondents across various industry sectors, as measured
by self-reported primary business activity in the survey, was:

Technology: 26%

Agribusiness: 21%

Retail/Trading: 28%

Manufacturing: 15%

Creative Industries: 10%

Firm Size: Measured by the number of full-time equivalent employees, categorized according to
OECD SME definitions (OECD, 2017), the distribution was:

Micro (1-9 employees): 52%

Small (10-49 employees): 39%

Medium (50-249 employees): 9%

1.2 Key Descriptive Statistics

What was discovered: A clear picture emerged regarding the prevalence of various strategic,
innovative, and digital practices among West African entrepreneurs, as well as their reliance on
different forms of ecosystem support.
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How it was measured/analyzed:

These insights were derived from descriptive statistical analysis performed on the collected survey
data, using frequencies and percentages to illustrate the distribution of responses for each key
variable. Questions utilized validated Likert scales and categorical options, with responses
aggregated to present the following insights:

Strategic Practices:

Informal vs. Formal Planning: 78% of entrepreneurs reported primarily using informal or adaptive
strategic planning approaches (e.g., mental models, reactive adjustments based on market shifts)
rather than formal, written business plans. This was measured through a direct survey question
asking about the primary mode of strategic planning.

Market Feedback Integration: 64% indicated that they regularly review goals and adjust tactics
based on ongoing market feedback, measured by frequency scales (e.g., 'monthly', 'quarterly’,

'never').

Documented Strategic Plans: Only 32% confirmed having documented strategic plans that covered
a period of more than one year, measured by a binary (yes/no) question.

Innovation Activities:
New Product/Service Introduction: 47% stated they had introduced a new product or service in
the past 12 months, measured by a direct categorical question on innovation types.

Process Improvements: 39% reported implementing process improvements within their
operations during the same period, also measured categorically.

Formal Innovation Collaboration: A smaller proportion, 17%, indicated collaborating with external
partners (such as universities or incubators) specifically for innovation activities, measured by a
multiple-choice question on innovation sources.

Digital Adoption:

Basic Digital Tools: 74% reported using basic digital tools primarily for customer engagement (e.g.,
social media platforms, WhatsApp for communication), measured through a checklist of digital
tools used.
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Operational Digital Tools: Only 33% confirmed using digital tools for core internal operations (e.g.,
inventory management, financial tracking software), measured by specific questions on software
adoption.

Advanced Digital Tools: A mere 18% had adopted more advanced digital tools such as Customer
Relationship Management (CRM) or Enterprise Resource Planning (ERP) systems, indicating lower
penetration of sophisticated digital integration.

Ecosystem Support:

Formal Support: 42% reported directly benefiting from formal ecosystem support initiatives (e.g.,
government-led programs, accelerators, incubators), measured by direct questions on
participation in such programs.

Informal Networks: A much higher percentage, 71%, stated they rely on informal networks (e.g.,
family, friends, community associations) for business advice or funding, measured through a
question on primary sources of support.

These descriptive patterns are consistent with findings from prior regional studies on
entrepreneurial contexts (George et al., 2016; AfDB, 2022).

1.3 Quantitative Analysis: Key Correlations

What was discovered: Specific and statistically significant relationships were identified between
strategic, innovation, and digital practices and the reported performance of entrepreneurial
ventures.

How it was measured/analyzed:

Bivariate Pearson correlation analysis was conducted using SPSS Version 27. This statistical tool
was employed to assess the strength and direction of linear relationships between key
independent variables (strategic practices, innovation activity, digital adoption, ecosystem
support) and dependent variables representing self-reported business performance (measured as
continuous variables for 'percentage growth in sales over the past two years' and 'percentage
growth in employment over the past two years'). Statistical significance was set at a p-value of less
than 0.05 (p < 0.05), indicating a 95% confidence level that the observed correlations are not due
to random chance.

Strategic Planning and Growth: Firms reporting the use of documented strategic plans were found
to be 1.6 times more likely to report sustained growth (defined as sales growth of 20% or more
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and/or employment growth of 20% or more in the past two years). This was measured through a
chi-square test on categorical variables (documented plan vs. growth categories).

Innovation and Employment Growth: A moderate positive correlation (r = 0.41) was discovered
between engagement in product or process innovation and employment growth. This suggests
that businesses actively innovating tend to expand their workforce.

Digital Adoption and Sales Growth: Digital adoption for internal operations (e.g., inventory,
finance) showed a moderate positive correlation (r = 0.35) with sales growth. In contrast, the
correlation between basic digital marketing alone and sales growth was weaker (r = 0.12),
indicating that deeper integration of digital tools offers more substantial commercial benefits.

Formal Ecosystem Support and Performance: Firms that reported receiving formal ecosystem
support (from incubators or accelerators) demonstrated a strong positive relationship (r = 0.48)
with both innovation activity and overall business performance (composite score of sales and
employment growth).

These statistical findings robustly demonstrate that formal strategic planning (where applied),
active innovation, integrated digital tool adoption, and leveraging formal ecosystem support are
significantly associated with higher business growth and resilience, consistent with established
theoretical expectations from the Resource-Based View (Barney, 1991) and Dynamic Capabilities
theory (Zahra & Covin, 1995; Teece, 2010).

2. Presentation of Qualitative Findings
The qualitative phase delved deeper into the 'how' and 'why' behind the quantitative patterns,
providing rich, context-specific narratives.

2.1 Data Collection and Analysis
What was discovered: In-depth narratives and shared perspectives from entrepreneurs and
ecosystem stakeholders revealed crucial thematic insights into strategic adaptation, innovation
drivers, and ecosystem realities.

How it was measured/analyzed:

Semi-structured interviews were conducted with 30 entrepreneurs and 12 key ecosystem
stakeholders. All discussions were audio-recorded with prior consent and subsequently
transcribed verbatim to ensure accuracy. The qualitative data was then systematically coded and
analyzed using NVivo 14 software, following the six-phase procedure for thematic analysis as
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outlined by Braun & Clarke (2006). This involved familiarizing with the data, generating initial
codes, searching for themes, reviewing themes, defining and naming themes, and producing the
report. To enhance the reliability of the qualitative data, a subset of transcripts was independently
coded by two researchers to ensure inter-coder reliability, and discrepancies were discussed and
resolved to refine the coding scheme.

This rigorous thematic analysis process identified three dominant and interconnected themes:
Strategic Adaptability in Volatile Markets

Innovation Driven by Necessity and Resource Constraints

Ecosystem Fragmentation and Reliance on Informality

2.2 Thematic Findings

What was discovered: The qualitative narratives provided nuanced explanations and vivid
examples that either supported or elaborated upon the quantitative findings.

Theme 1: Strategic Adaptability in Volatile Markets

Elaboration: Entrepreneurs described their strategic planning not as a rigid, long-term
documentation process, but rather as a continuous, iterative cycle of improvisation, short-term
forecasting, and rapid adjustments. This highly dynamic approach is a direct response to the
inherent market volatility, unpredictable regulatory environments, and resource scarcity common
in West Africa.

Supporting Evidence (Quote): One founder of a rapidly scaling tech startup in Lagos eloquently
articulated this reality: "Our plan changes every three months because the market changes every
three months. If we stick to a rigid 5-year plan, we'll be left behind. It's about constant sensing and
responding.”

Link to Quantitative & Literature: This qualitative insight provides the "why" behind the
quantitative survey result that 78% of entrepreneurs reported using informal or adaptive strategic
planning. It strongly reinforces theoretical perspectives, particularly Meyer & Peng’s (2005)
institution-based view and Teece’s (2010) dynamic capabilities, which emphasize the critical need
for flexible and adaptive strategy in institutionally challenging and rapidly changing emerging
markets.

Theme 2: Innovation Driven by Necessity and Resource Constraints

Elaboration: Interviewees consistently highlighted that innovation within their ventures often
stemmed from a dire need to solve immediate problems or to meet customer demands with
severely limited financial and infrastructural resources. This "frugal" or "necessity-driven"
innovation is characterized by ingenuity in leveraging existing resources and adapting global
solutions to local contexts, rather than relying on formal R&D or large capital investments.
Supporting Evidence (Quote): An agribusiness owner in rural Ghana candidly explained: "We
innovate not because we have extra money for R&D, but because we have no choice. Our
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customers demand something new or a cheaper way to get it, and we figure it out with what we
have. It’s about being resourceful, not lavish."

Link to Quantitative & Literature: This qualitative theme provides a vital contextual layer to the
quantitative finding that 47% of entrepreneurs introduced new products or services but only 17%
reported collaborating formally for innovation (e.g., with universities or incubators). It strongly
aligns with Knorringa & Nadvi’s (2016) work on frugal innovation and reinforces findings by
Agyemang and Frolova (2012) and George et al. (2012) that African entrepreneurs often innovate
out of necessity.

Theme 3: Ecosystem Fragmentation and Reliance on Informality

Elaboration: Both entrepreneurs and ecosystem stakeholders acknowledged the nascent
development of formal entrepreneurial support structures. While innovation hubs and
accelerators exist, their reach remains limited, and most entrepreneurs continue to predominantly
rely on informal personal networks for critical resources like funding, mentorship, and market
access. The disjuncture between formal policies and grassroots realities was a recurring point.
Supporting Evidence (Quote): A government official in Abidjan candidly observed: "Our formal
support programs often struggle to reach most small businesses because they're not formally
registered or lack the awareness. The entrepreneurs default to who they know — family, friends,
their community — for advice and initial capital. That's their primary safety net."

Link to Quantitative & Literature: This qualitative theme directly validates and explains the
guantitative survey's findings that 71% of entrepreneurs rely on informal support versus only 42%
who benefit from formal ecosystem support. It resonates strongly with academic observations by
Zoogah et al. (2015) and George et al. (2012; 2016) regarding the heavy reliance on informal
institutions and social capital within African entrepreneurial ecosystems, and highlights the
ongoing challenge of fragmentation as described by Autio et al. (2014).

3. Interpretation of Results: Synthesizing Insights for Action

This section synthesizes the findings from both quantitative and qualitative analyses, creating a
coherent and integrated understanding of entrepreneurial dynamics in West Africa. This
triangulation of data allows for robust conclusions that leverage the strengths of both
methodologies, moving beyond isolated observations to reveal interconnected patterns and their
underlying drivers.

Strategic Practices: A Blend of Adaptability and Formal Benefits: While West African entrepreneurs
predominantly practice adaptive, informal strategies to navigate their volatile operating
environments (as shown by 78% informal planning in surveys and confirmed by qualitative
narratives), the quantitative analysis reveals a critical nuance: those who manage to formalize
aspects of their strategy (even if dynamic) are significantly more likely to report sustained growth.
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This confirms the relevance of strategic management principles (Barney, 1991; Teece, 2010) even
in resource-constrained contexts, suggesting that while flexibility is key, some level of structured
foresight offers a competitive edge.

Innovation: Ingenuity Born of Constraints, Yet Limited Scale: Innovation is undoubtedly prevalent
among West African entrepreneurs (47% introducing new products/services), demonstrating
remarkable ingenuity. However, qualitative insights reveal this innovation is overwhelmingly
incremental, frugal, and driven by necessity, a direct response to resource scarcity. This contrasts
with more formal, capital-intensive R&D. Without greater access to structured R&D partnerships
(indicated by only 17% formal collaboration), scaling these innovations to achieve broader market
impact remains a significant challenge, aligning with Knorringa & Nadvi’s (2016) observations.

Digital Transformation: Bridging the Basic-Advanced Divide: Digital tools are widely adopted for
basic customer engagement (74% social media/WhatsApp use), affirming the transformative
potential of mobile technology in the region. Yet, the data also highlights a substantial gap: deeper
integration of digital tools into core business operations (only 33% using operational tools) and
adoption of advanced systems (18% CRM/ERP) remains limited. This suggests that while digital
connectivity is high, entrepreneurs are yet to fully leverage technology for productivity gains,
process optimization, and broader market reach. The limited integration thus reduces potential
gains in productivity and scale, confirming the caution raised by Foster and Heeks (2013) that
digitalization alone doesn't guarantee growth without strategic embedding.

Ecosystem Support: The Enduring Power of Informal Networks: The entrepreneurial ecosystem in
West Africa, while growing, remains characterized by fragmentation and a heavy reliance on
informal networks. Quantitative data shows 71% rely on informal support, which is vividly
explained by qualitative narratives about the limited reach of formal programs and the pervasive
trust in personal connections. While formal ecosystem support (42% benefiting) correlates
strongly with innovation and performance, its limited accessibility means many entrepreneurs
default to informal networks, which serve as crucial safety nets but may also limit opportunities
for structured growth, knowledge transfer, and larger-scale funding. This duality underscores the
need for context-specific approaches to ecosystem development.

In essence, these integrated insights confirm that while the fundamental drivers of
entrepreneurial success (strategic management, innovation, digitalization, ecosystem support) are
universally valid, their expression, manifestation, and impact in West Africa are profoundly shaped
by unique institutional and resource contexts. This robust, triangulated analysis provides strong
empirical grounding for the integrated, context-sensitive framework that this study proposes,
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emphasizing adaptability, necessity-driven innovation, strategic digital integration, and the critical
need to bridge formal and informal ecosystem support.

Conclusion

This study embarked on a critical exploration of how strategic management, innovation, digital
transformation, and ecosystem collaboration collectively shape entrepreneurial success within the
dynamic and often challenging business environment of West Africa. By rigorously employing a
convergent mixed-methods approach, which seamlessly integrated robust large-scale survey data
with rich, in-depth qualitative insights, this research provides an evidence-based and context-
sensitive understanding of the intricate factors that either enable or constrain entrepreneurial
growth across this vibrant region. This comprehensive inquiry bridges existing theoretical gaps by
examining these critical drivers not in isolation, but through their complex interplay within the
distinct institutional and resource realities of West African economies.

Key Findings: A Contextualized Understanding

The nuanced analysis unequivocally confirms that while core drivers of entrepreneurial success—
such as clear strategy, continuous innovation, and responsive ecosystem support—are universally
consistent with global entrepreneurship theory, their practical manifestation and impact in West
Africa are profoundly shaped by distinctive contextual realities.

Adaptive Strategy Prevails, Formalization Empowers: Our findings reveal that the majority of West
African entrepreneurs instinctively rely on informal, highly flexible strategies—a direct response
to pervasive market volatility and resource scarcity. Crucially, however, the analysis also
demonstrates that those entrepreneurs who successfully balance this innate adaptability with
elements of formal strategic planning exhibit significantly superior performance in terms of both
sales and employment growth. This highlights the practical utility of structured foresight even in
dynamic environments, affirming the relevance of dynamic capabilities theory within this context.
Innovation Forged by Necessity, Awaiting Scale: Entrepreneurial innovation is undeniably
prevalent, driven often by a remarkable ingenuity born of necessity and severe resource
constraints. Our qualitative data vividly illustrates this frugal, necessity-driven innovation, which is
less about formal R&D investment and more about creative problem-solving with limited means.
Despite high rates of new product or service introduction, a significant gap exists in formal R&D
collaboration, limiting the potential for these innovations to achieve broader market reach and
scalable impact.

Digital Tools: High Adoption, Sub-optimal Integration: The widespread adoption of basic digital
channels for customer engagement (e.g., social media, messaging apps) underscores the
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transformative potential of mobile technology in the region. However, a critical finding is the
pervasive underutilization of digital solutions for core business operations (e.g., inventory, finance,
supply chain management). This disparity represents a substantial missed opportunity for
entrepreneurs to enhance efficiency, reduce costs, and achieve significant economies of scale,
pointing to a strategic rather than purely access-based digital divide.

Ecosystem Fragmentation and Informal Reliance: Despite burgeoning formal entrepreneurial
support structures like accelerators and hubs, the study reveals that the overwhelming majority
of entrepreneurs continue to depend heavily on informal networks (family, friends, community
associations) for critical resources such as funding, advice, and resilience building. This highlights
significant gaps in the accessibility and reach of formal ecosystem support, underscoring that while
formal initiatives are valuable, they frequently do not penetrate the grassroots entrepreneurial
landscape where much activity thrives.

Practical Applications and Recommendations: Pathways to Sustainable Growth

Building directly on these evidence-based findings, this study proposes several actionable
recommendations. These are designed to guide entrepreneurs, policymakers, support
organizations, and development partners toward fostering a more robust and inclusive
entrepreneurial ecosystem capable of unlocking West Africa's vast potential.

For Entrepreneurs: Cultivate Hybrid Strategic Acumen. Entrepreneurs should be actively
supported and encouraged to combine their inherent strategic adaptability with foundational
tools for formal planning. Training programs should focus on practical, lean methodologies for
crafting flexible yet structured growth plans, enabling small businesses to navigate market
volatility more effectively, secure investment, and scale operations sustainably.

For Support Organizations: Strengthen Frugal Innovation Pathways. Incubators, accelerators, and
business development service providers must design and implement programs that not only
recognize but also actively amplify resource-constrained and necessity-driven innovation. This
could involve facilitating targeted partnerships between SMEs and local universities or research
institutions to formalize informal innovations, access technical expertise, and develop prototypes
into scalable, market-ready products.

For Digital Enablers: Expand Deep Digital Integration. Support initiatives should strategically shift
beyond merely promoting basic digital marketing. The focus must transition to enabling deeper
integration of digital tools for core operational efficiency (e.g., affordable inventory management,
cloud-based financial platforms, e-commerce logistics). This requires accessible digital literacy
programs, potential subsidies for enterprise software solutions, and strategic partnerships with
local fintech providers to bridge the gap between digital presence and operational transformation.
For Policymakers: Bridge Formal-Informal Ecosystem Gaps. Governments and ecosystem builders
must develop innovative strategies to effectively engage and support the large informal segment
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of entrepreneurs. This could include simplifying business registration processes, offering tailored
tax incentives for formalization, and introducing mobile-first incubation services or digital
platforms that meet entrepreneurs where they currently operate, leveraging the prevalence of
mobile technology.

For Funders: Promote Inclusive and Diversified Funding Mechanisms. Recognizing that access to
capital remains a primary bottleneck, there is an urgent need to scale up and diversify innovative
micro-finance models, strengthen community-based savings groups, and explore blended finance
approaches. These informal and alternative funding sources should be strategically linked to
formal ecosystem programs and financial institutions to widen access to capital, particularly for
entrepreneurs historically excluded from traditional lending.

For All Stakeholders: Champion Continuous Policy and Research Collaboration. To ensure the
sustained relevance and efficacy of support systems, policymakers, researchers, and practitioners
must foster continuous collaboration. Establishing ongoing feedback loops will enable the
monitoring of how interventions impact real businesses over time, allowing for agile adaptation of
policies and support mechanisms as the entrepreneurial landscape in West Africa continues to
evolve.
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