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Abstract	  
 
This study examines how MNCs manage challenges when operating in sub-Saharan Africa 
(SSA). These are challenges such as uncertain environment because of bureaucracy and 
corruption and also difficulties to reach consumers because of poor infrastructure, dispersed 
population and cultural differences. The analysis of our case company ABB suggests that 
firms operating in SSA need to build long-term relationships, as well as long experience and 
a brand with well-attached references in order to reach the customer. To deal with the 
uncertain environment there is a need for being well prepared beforehand and having ability 
to adapt easily. Also, our study suggests that to be a Swedish MNC could be a competitive 
advantage in SSA. The role of NGOs is not that big for an established player like ABB, as 
literature suggests it would be, but will perhaps grow bigger in the future when more 
companies want to enter the SSA market.  
We urge researchers to continue the quest of finding new perspectives when it comes to doing 
business in SSA, as there are still plenty of topics that need to be covered.
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1.	  Introduction	  
	  
Close to a decade ago the gap between those who shared the digital revolution and those who 

did not have access to technology was an important example of inequity. Today’s reality is a 

new scenario where the poor increasingly have access to new technology, and investments are 

exceeding the financial aid into the continent of Africa. (Aktuellt, 2011-05-06). Still, there is 

a long way to go before the oceans of poverty dries and becomes a part of the islands of 

prosperity (Hammond, 2001). Enterprise strategy in emerging economies is an area of 

considerable interest to strategy scholars (Hoskisson et al., 2000; Wood et al., 2008). Many 

established markets are becoming mature and multinational corporations (MNCs) turn 

increasingly to emerging markets in the developing world to seek growth opportunities 

(London & Hart, 2004). A potential emerging market is the region of sub-Saharan Africa. 

Firms that haven’t started to look upon this market yet; it is time to do so now. The next big 

thing for the multinational firm is a huge challenge but also a great opportunity: the bottom of 

the pyramid (BOP). C. K. Prahalad (2006) sheds light on the BOP and its’ potential as a 

profitable target group of countries for MNCs. The bottom of the pyramid literature has 

created a large amount of interest in today’s world (Wood et al., 2008). Prahalad’s ideas offer 

a fresh thinking about emerging markets where firms could combine the appeal of 

profitability and sustainability and fight poverty with profitability. 

 

Alleviation of poverty cannot occur without a diversified and productive private sector. 

Developing countries today require the creation of more inclusive business models where the 

low-income segment of the population is directly integrated as suppliers, distributors, 

retailers, employees and consumers (Nelson et al, 2009). To accelerate development in poor 

societies there is a need for inventing new ways to provide basic services and new ways for 

people to earn a living or improve the quality of their lives (Hammond, 2001). Through core 

business operations and value chains, large corporations have the possibility to contribute to 

poverty alleviation (Nelson et al, 2009). Both corporate and international development 

communities recognize that the most sustainable contribution is to carry out the core business 

activities and investments in a profitable, responsible and inclusive manner (Nelson et al, 

2009).  

The BOP is concentrated to four regional areas: Africa, Asia, Eastern Europe and Latin 

America and the Caribbean (Hammond et al, 2007). This Master’s thesis only considers the 

African region, and more specifically the sub-Saharan African region (from now on SSA) 
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shown on the map on the title page. According to McKinsey & Co Africa offers some of the 

highest rates of return in the developing world and is therefore an attractive market to invest 

and operate in. “Africa’s collective GDP at 1.6 trillion dollars is now roughly equal to 

Russia’s or Brazil’s and the continent is among the worlds fastest economic regions” 

(McKinsey, 2010). Many experts believe Africa, with its expansive base of new consumers, 

may very well be on the verge of becoming the next India, thanks to rapid urbanization and 

the expansion of services and infrastructure (Newsweek, 2010). 

With the above in mind an interesting and relevant topic for our Master’s Thesis is to look at 

firms doing business in SSA. The focus is on this region, as it until recently has received very 

little attention for business purposes but lately an increasing interest is showing.  

 

1.1	  Problem	  statement	  
	  
The SSA could be the “ultimate emerging market and as such probably has the longest 

lifespan of any emerging market” (Newsweek, 2010). Although there are potentially huge 

markets to explore in the SSA one has to keep in mind there are also challenges to overcome. 

The challenges differ greatly between countries and it is important to recognize that SSA is 

not a homogeneous market (Hoskisson et al., 2000). It is always necessary for firms to adapt 

when they enter a new market, however we believe that an entrance in SSA could be even 

more challenging. The SSA region has a heritage of colonialism that made them fall behind 

the rest of the worlds’ development and the political situation in many countries is very 

unstable. All the above leads to our problem statement; how do MNCs investing in SSA 

overcome challenges? 

 

1.2	  Purpose	  
	  
By exploring the challenges MNCs encounter when entering new markets and matching these 

with possible strategies to overcome them, this Master’s thesis intends to examine how an 

MNC uses its’ capabilities to overcome the challenges in the sub-Saharan Africa region. This 

will result in a set of suggestions useful to both practitioners and researchers wanting to 

explore the opportunities in the SSA region. 

 

Taking ground from theories discussing challenges and solutions when entering emerging 

markets we investigate what makes an MNC successful in the SSA markets. In our empirical 
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part we will start off with developing an understanding of the current scenario i.e. by 

investigating a Swedish MNC operating in SSA through a case study. From that we can 

derive the lessons as to what challenges there are and how one can overcome them. We will 

focus our study on the power technology industry and then give suggestions on how to 

manage challenges in the SSA market.   

The power technology industry is of major importance, as electricity is a basic need for the 

population in a developing country. Electricity makes it possible for people in the low-income 

segment to be less dependent on daylight and access to healthcare, education and business, 

hence we argue that the power technology corporations are contributors to the alleviation of 

poverty. According to the World Resource Institute “ Lack of clean, affordable energy is part 

of the poverty trap… Together, private sector solutions and public institutional reforms are 

working to close the energy gap” (WRI.org 2011-05-02). 

 

Sub-Saharan Africa as a geographical area is relatively untapped for business actors and it has 

received little attention from researchers, therefore there is not a great deal of studies to take 

ground on. However, the theoretical ground for why firms go abroad and what makes them 

competitive is widely researched. We will start off with theories on foreign investment and 

emerging markets in particular. Consecutively we shed light on the problems a firm can 

encounter and solutions they reach when doing business in SSA.  
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2.	  A	  theoretical	  framework	  on	  how	  to	  be	  successful	  in	  sub-‐Saharan	  
Africa	  
	  
In the following sections we discuss a number of theories of why an MNC may consider 

entering into a BOP market and the challenges it may present, which is also summarised in 

Table 1. The ideas presented build upon foreign direct investment theories (Dunning 1980, 

1988, 2000) institutional theory (Oliver, 1997), the resource based view (Barney, 1991 and 

Oliver 1997) and theories that concern entry or investments in developing markets (London & 

Hart 2004, Prahald & Liberthal 2003, Doh & Teegen, 2002).  

Developing countries with low-income consumers provide unique opportunities; compared to 

more affluent markets nonetheless the context is different in BOP markets and therefore 

presents huge challenges for MNCs (Garrette & Karnani, 2010). In total the BOP represent 

four billion end-consumers throughout the world, a huge untapped market potential (London 

& Hart, 2004). In Africa 95% of the total population would be considered belonging to the 

BOP (Rhyne, 2009). MNCs that attend the BOP market can convert this segment’s 

purchasing power into profits and thereby bring prosperity to the poor and alleviate poverty 

(Pitta et al, 2008). A lot of research in the field looking at firm strategies in emerging markets 

shares the same limitations: too often they are looking to overcome the “lack of a Western 

style business environment” thinking that everyone must want to look and act like Westerners 

(de Soto 2000; in London & Hart 2004 p.354). Firms today are ill equipped to serve the 

poorest segment of consumers, as they don’t tend to understand the benefits consumers in 

low-income markets demand from the products or services supplied. There is a lack of 

knowledge on what mix of product benefits, price, quality, promotion and distribution works 

best for the BOP (Pitta et al., 2008). How to reach the customer, both through marketing and 

distribution in the SSA market is also something worth considering (Garrette & Karnani, 

2010; Olsen & Boxenbaum, 2009; Wood et al., 2008). Below we map out a number of 

challenges that could hinder MNCs from succeeding in SSA. 

 

2.1	  Main	  challenges	  to	  overcome	  
	  
Critics to the potential of the BOP claim that it is not profitable for MNCs to focus on the 

BOP segment due to the high costs; the low-income segment cannot afford the products and 

services offered by western firms (Karnani, 2006). Among some MNCs there is an 
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assumption that only the developed market customers value innovation and will pay for new 

technology (Pitta et al, 2008). Some firms adopt a mindset assuming that low-income markets 

are similar to upscale markets, only a decade or so behind in development (London & Hart, 

2004). They may also think there is a game of catch up, that the earlier development paths of 

developed markets will be replicated in the emerging, low-income markets (Arnold & Quelch, 

1998).  

There are many explanations to why a firm may choose to enter into a developing market, 

institutional theory, for example, argues that a firm’s choices are normatively shaped by the 

social context of the firm, while the Resource Based View suggests that firms make 

economically rational choices that are shaped by the economic context of the firm (Oliver, 

1997). If a firm wants to enter the SSA region it is necessary to know the challenges lying 

ahead of them. In the following section we describe two sets of challenges that affect the 

MNC’s ability to penetrate the market, challenges that we see as most critical when operating 

in the SSA region.  

 

2.1.1	  Market	  uncertainty	  
	  
The uncertain nature of emerging markets, characterized by weak legal infrastructure, 

including the limited protection of industrial and intellectual property rights, the lack of law 

enforcement and corruption is a challenge for MNCs. This affects how they allocate, deploy, 

and utilize their resources (Luo, 2004; Wood et al., 2008). Peng and Heath (1996) say that 

this uncertainty is normally beyond the firm’s control because institutional and structural 

changes in these markets are often non-transparent, unclear, unpredictable, and unverifiable. 

According to Shenkar and von Glinow (1994) market uncertainty shapes a firm’s operations 

and uncertainties nourish a source of disturbance, which in turn leads to a need to make 

unplanned adaptations (Williamson, 2005). Uncertainty in a market influences how easy or 

difficult it may be to manage your distribution, this takes us to challenges MNCs may run into 

when trying to reach their consumers and is discussed further in the following section.  

 

2.1.2	  Challenges	  in	  Reaching	  the	  Consumer	  
	  
One of three pillars in Dunning’s eclectic paradigm of Foreign Direct Investment is concerned 

with location since the characteristics of the foreign market play an important role in 

determining how successful the firm will be in its attempt to do business there (Dunning, 
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2000). The characteristics of BOP markets are often described as poor infrastructure, widely 

dispersed population, low educational levels and low buying power (Olsen & Boxenbaum, 

2009). In the case of reaching the consumers we see the poor infrastructure and widely 

dispersed population as the most critical challenges. Many MNCs venturing into these 

markets are required to create distribution networks from scratch in order to reach the poor 

rural consumer. This can create underestimated difficulties, where the MNCs are often badly 

equipped to handle the distribution (Garrette & Karnani, 2010).  

Whether or not the market is easy or difficult to manage and whether a firm chooses to invest 

directly or to outsource depends on the market’s characteristics, referred to by Dunning as 

location factors. (Dunning 1980, 2000) Location factors are tied to the specific market and are 

characterised by that particular place’s advantage or disadvantage to supply, produce and 

distribute in. Some examples include immobile factors like production costs, cheaper labour, 

material costs, resource availability and political risks (Dunning 1980, 2000). Other 

environmental forces that may impact the firm in a new developing market are institutional 

rules and differences in culture (Guisinger 2001). 

All these factors discussed above together make up the circumstances MNCs are faced with 

when venturing into a foreign BOP market and they all influence how difficult or easy it will 

be to reach the consumer.  

 

2.2	  Necessary	  capabilities	  contributing	  to	  success	  in	  sub-‐Saharan	  Africa	  	  
	  
The opportunities lying ahead in the SSA market should not only be seen as a growth 

opportunity per se. As the BOP presents challenges, the MNC should also possess 

capabilities, which gives it a competitive advantage sufficient enough to manage the tough 

economic and strategic challenges. Realizing the firm’s core technology is also key to the 

economic organization (Dunning 1980 & 1988; Oliver, 1997; Garrette & Karnani, 2010; 

Williamson, 2005; Williamson, 1998). 

When firms venture into a foreign market Dunning discusses ownership specific advantages 

next to location factor. Ownership specific advantages are assets a firm has or can acquire, 

which competitors don’t have in the foreign market. These assets need to be sufficient to 

compensate for the costs of setting up operations in a foreign market (Dunning, 1980 & 

1988). This idea of Dunning is in line with the Resource Based View, which also discusses 

firms’ ability to exploit imperfect and incomplete markets. Resource Based View assumes 

that all firms that are heterogeneous compared to the competition and are able to prevent other 
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firms from duplicating the benefits of the particular advantage, are the ones that have a 

sustainable advantage (Barney, 1991; Oliver, 1997). Some examples of ownership specific 

advantages according to Dunning are legally protected rights - patents, brand names and 

trademarks. It can also be the acquisition of a particular raw material essential to the 

production of the product, the technical characteristic of the firm or economies of large scale 

(Dunning 1980). The Resource Based View chooses to divide the competitive advantage into 

two types; resource capital and institutional capital and firms need both if the competitive 

advantage is to last in the long run (Oliver, 1997). Resource capital can include superior 

distribution channels, lean cost structures, patented core competencies and customer loyalty, 

while institutional capital can be training programs, information technology systems, 

management development programs, decision support systems and inter-firm alliances 

(Oliver, 1997).  

Firm-specific advantages in MNCs are increasingly gained outside the home country as the 

subsidiary can be a driver of innovation rather than just a passive contributor. (Birkinshaw et 

al., 1998) The competitive advantages discussed above apply to most firms in many different 

types of markets. The sections below however, deal with certain abilities that are particularly 

relevant when operating in developing markets.  

 

2.2.1	  Collaborating	  with	  non-‐traditional	  partners	  	  
	  
Uncertainty about what knowledge is useful increases the importance of being able to identify 

and interact effectively with a diversity of non-traditional stakeholders (Hart and Sharma, 

2004). When customer demand and competition increases, developing network relationships 

with other firms and government agencies may be critical for survival  (Dadzie et al., 2008). 

The non-traditional stakeholders include civil society, local community groups and the public 

sector and they can provide information about the local context, local legitimacy and access to 

necessary resources. In BOP markets especially, it takes time to gain trust and build useful 

relationships, which is invaluable in order to obtain knowledge of core significance (London 

& Hart, 2004). Some MNCs that don’t understand the potential in BOP markets, would 

assume that it is the governments’ and NGOs’ task to take care of the low-income segment 

(Pitta et al., 2008). Indeed, there is a need for NGOs interplay as they are known as valid and 

viable actors (Teegen et al., 2004), but they should not be alone in the struggle to alleviate 

poverty.  

Management of a MNC’s operations in an emerging market requires a complex blend of local 
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sensitivity and global knowledge (Prahalad & Lieberthal, 2003). London & Hart (2004) argue 

that in order to be successful in these markets requires more than to take advantage of existing 

internal capabilities or adapting standard entry strategies. The companies they investigated 

also realized the importance of identifying partners with local knowledge (London & Hart, 

2004). To manage the BOP market successfully you need to know the characteristic of the 

consumer in depth. Consumer insight could be gained by collaborations with NGO’s (Teegen 

et al., 2004). Dahan et al. (2010) argue that in such partnerships NGOs, “contribute 

complimentary capabilities along each stage of the value chain”. The information NGOs can 

supply often complements regular market research and gives clues as to what products and 

services the particular market demands. It can also help the company supply well-adapted 

products and services (Dahan et al., 2010; London & Hart, 2004). MNCs experience the 

pressure for adaption, thus a business model designed for entering developing markets will be 

incomplete if it doesn’t consider the constraints of the local market (Doh & Teegen, 2002). 

On their own however neither firms nor NGOs are likely to have within their own 

organisations the type of tangible and intangible resources required to compete successfully in 

this type of environment (Dahan et. al 2010). According to Dahan et al. (2010) p.330-331 

 

“Typically MNC’s possess capital, managerial capability, larges-scale 

and global productions capabilities, legitimacy with other private 

sector-players… and brand value with customers. On their part 

NGO’s can offer competencies and resources on their own such as 

market knowledge and expertise…legitimacy with civil society 

players and governments; relationships with global and local 

suppliers; as well as other local advantages as sourcing ability and 

ownership or access to distribution systems”.  

 

NGOs have also become successful at developing networks as they are more integrated into 

the settings of different types of institutional environments (North, 1994). The formal 

institutional environment is crucial to MNCs as it includes the constitutions, laws, policies, 

and formal agreements that all affect the MNC’s location advantage. The NGO’s knowledge 

of the informal institutional environment, including the behavioural norms due to different 

cultural heritage, religious or political beliefs, helps MNCs grasp the demand of the location’s 

consumers and grow a competitive advantage  (Doh & Teegen, 2002).  

Doole and Lowe (2003) in Darley and Blankson (2008) say that within the African cultural 
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context, MNC’s involvement in networks and relationships can be critical as their 

participation improves the quality of decision-making suitable for the African market. In 

environments that are complex and have a high degree of uncertainty successful companies 

should develop a deep understanding of the local socio-cultural and business environment. By 

being open and listening to local partners, MNCs can be proactive and innovative. An 

important finding from Anderson et al. (2010) is that firms should avoid designing and 

implementing a strategy based on overcoming challenges in the local environment. Instead, 

MNCs should ”build their own in-depth understanding of the local environment, and then 

combine own insights with the knowledge of business partners to develop and implement 

operating models that fit with local realities” (Anderson et al., 2010, p. 22,).  

2.2.2	  New	  Business	  Models	  for	  BOP	  markets	  
	  
The idea of developing networks as discussed above relates to new business models, through 

the collaboration with other actors MNC can discover otherwise unknown opportunities.  

International entrepreneurship is often broadly described as proactively exploring and 

exploiting opportunities in foreign markets (Tolstoy, 2010). In a firm’s pursuit of the BOP 

market they have to do more than just adapt their existing solutions (products, services) to the 

local conditions, there is also a different way of doing business, one where social as opposed 

to legal contracts dominate (London & Hart 2004). A certain degree of creativity and 

entrepreneurship is required both regarding the product adaptations but also how they should 

be marketed or delivered. London & Harts study showed that successful companies in BOP 

markets often identified local partners who would contribute with local knowledge to the 

products design. Arnold and Quelch (1998, p.18) argue “there may be rewards for MNCs 

prepared to experiment with innovative channels to market, rather than waiting for the 

development of more efficient broad-market distribution systems”.  

Firms exploring a foreign BOP market are required to fundamentally rethink their business 

processes such as how they develop their strategy, how they market and sell, how they 

manage their supply chain (Seelos & Mair, 2007) and they need to adjust to certain business 

environment (Guisinger, 2001). These types of process adjustments will differ greatly as 

firms differ in ways so many such as:  company size; industry; mode of market entry, 

numbers of markets where they operate (Guisinger, 2001).  To be able to compete on markets 

that require another type of innovations than mature markets do, Western corporations need to 

adapt their business models (Khanna et al., 2005).   
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2.2.3	  Co-‐inventing	  custom	  solutions	  &	  building	  local	  capacity	  
	  
London & Harts (2004) study showed that including more perspectives like input from NGOs 

and the local population when formulating their strategy and when developing new products 

could be very valuable. In this way they were using a bottom-up approach, letting local 

partners co-design the product on the basis of what functionalities they considered important 

(London & Hart 2004).  

Nelson describes a similar view; he says that in order to increase productivity and 

employment, firms in developing markets have to create more inclusive business models that 

directly integrate low-income people as entrepreneurs, suppliers, distributors, retailers, 

employees and consumers (Nelson et al., 2009). 

 

Table 1. 

	  
The	  Main	  
Challenges	  

	  
Factors	  mentioned	  in	  the	  
literature	  

	  
Capabilities	  for	  success	  

	  
Factors	  mentioned	  in	  
the	  literature	  

	  
Uncertain/	  
turbulent	  
markets	  
	  
	  

	  
-‐	  Weak	  legal	  infrastructure	  	  
-‐	  Limited	  protection	  of	  
patents	  
-‐	  Corruption	  
-‐	  Unpredictable	  
	  

	  
Firm’s	  competitive	  
advantage	  

	  
-‐	  Brand	  name	  
-‐	  Resource	  capital	  
-‐	  Institutional	  capital	  
	  
	  	  
	  

	  
Reaching	  the	  
consumer	  
	  
	  

	  
-‐	  Poor	  infrastructure	  
-‐	  Dispersed	  population	  
-‐	  Lack	  of	  distribution	  networks	  
	  

	  

	  
Collaborating	  with	  
Non-‐traditional	  partners	  

	  
-‐	  Developing	  network	  
relationships	  
-‐	  Government	  
-‐	  NGOs	  
-‐	  Civil	  society	  
	  
	  

	   	   Adapting	  your	  business	  
model	  	  

-‐	  Creativity	  and	  
entrepreneurship	  
-‐	  Process	  adjustments	  
	  

	   	   Integrating	  local	  
knowledge	  and	  capacity	  

-‐	  Bottom-‐up	  approach	  	  
-‐	  Inclusive	  business	  models	  
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3.	  Methodology	  
	  
When studying how a Swedish MNC overcomes challenges in order to be successful in the 

SSA market, a relatively new and unexplored field of research, an exploratory approach was 

most appropriate (London & Hart, 2004). An exploratory methodology is recognized 

particularly useful when examining strategies in emerging economies (Hoskisson et al., 2000) 

and we saw a need for clarifying the nature of how to be successful in the SSA region 

(Sauders et al., 2009). A qualitative research design was most useful, as we wanted to reach a 

deeper understanding of the MNC’s strategies for BOP markets and give a holistic picture by 

reporting detailed views of the informants that we interviewed (Creswell, 1998). By 

reviewing the international business literature focused on market entry strategies, theories and 

ideas can be deductively identified and applied on the case we are studying (Saunders et al, 

2009). Acknowledged theories touched upon are the resource based view, institutional theory, 

OLI eclectic paradigm of foreign direct investment and theories that discuss developing 

markets in general. Together these theories provide us with means to reach an answer to the 

core of this thesis question namely how to be successful in the SSA market.  

Furthermore, written documentations such as annual reports and coverings about specific 

projects in SSA are used as secondary data to gain information about ABB’s operations in the 

SSA market. 

3.1	  Case	  study	  design	  
	  
This Master thesis will explore one company operating in the SSA market. The empirical part 

will give a greater understanding of the case company ABB. To examine how MNCs 

overcome the challenges they come across when operating in the bottom of the economic 

pyramid markets and which tools appear to be most useful, we interviewed persons who are 

or have been in critical positions for the firm’s operations when entering new markets in the 

SSA. The study design as a case study is chosen in order to understand the literature through 

our case company’s perspective.  

3.1.1	  Case	  Selection	  
	  
We approached a number of Swedish MNCs who have operations in the SSA market and 

ones we thought have customers in the BOP segment. Finally two corporations agreed to help 
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us in our search for empirics. Sadly one corporation dropped out on us as they had experience 

of misinterpreted information and didn’t want to risk that again.   

Fortunately, ABB is well suited for our study as they are a multinational corporation with 

operations in SSA. Also, we found on ABB’s website that a project in favour of BOP had 

been conducted, Access to Electricity (ATE), which made the case even more suitable. We 

contacted ABB and were recommended to contact three employees all with working 

experience in the SSA market. All of them agreed to be interviewed and decided to bring two 

colleagues with them for two of the interviews. In total data collection involved three 

interviews that were carried out with five respondents.  All the respondents have worked 

within ABB for a long time and have experience from the African market, e.g. Lesotho, 

Namibia and Angola. The respondent’s wide experience from a number of SSA markets 

provided us with a chance to compare and contrast their answers and develop a good 

understanding of the situation. 

 

Interviews were conducted both in person and through telephone. Due to their different 

positions, like sales manager, project managers and marketing engineer, the respondents have 

naturally operated differently, however, they have faced similar challenges. We made 

personal interviews with a senior marketing engineer, a senior project manager for a project in 

Angola and a senior sales manager with experience from various markets in the SSA region, 

as the respondents are located in the Swedish office. The first respondent works from the 

ABB office in Ludvika and the two following in the ABB office in Västerås. The interview 

with the senior project manager for a project in Namibia and the local contract holder for the 

same project was held through telephone as the respondents were in Namibia at the time. The 

intention with the interviews was to keep the questions as open as possible in the beginning, 

in that way interesting perspectives wouldn’t be lost. Some questions were covered more than 

others, depending on the answers of the respondent the researchers could ask follow-up 

questions, which was important to give a qualitative mark (Bryman & Bell, 2005). To 

encourage openness from the interviewees we assured the respondents that sensitive 

information would be held confidential. The study was carried out through triangulation since 

two researchers conducted the interviews therefore; both could help with the interpretation of 

the informants’ answers (Saunders et al., 2009). The interviews were all recorded and 

conducted in Swedish. 

In the interviews we covered challenges and capabilities needed in less-developed markets 

previously mentioned in our theoretical framework and their responses are a starting point to 
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be able to extend the existing theory. The respondents were for example asked questions 

about for example the legal conditions and law enforcement in the SSA country where they 

set up operations, this in order to gain an understanding of the topic of uncertainty mentioned 

in our theoretical framework. Questions regarding the challenges in reaching the consumer, 

what the international business environment is like and competitive advantages were also 

addressed, to gain insight in to the specific thoughts of our respondents. Further on we also 

asked what type of capabilities the company possesses and how it managed to overcome the 

challenges it encountered in the SSA market. By understanding this we could build a table 

showing what elements are needed to overcome challenges in the SSA region.  

	  

3.1.2	  Respondents	  
	  
The first respondent is Senior Marketing Engineer at Components, ABB, situated in Ludvika, 

Sweden, and has worked in various countries. He lived in Lesotho in the 80’s and is today 

working with different projects in SSA and other developing markets. The second respondent 

is Senior Project Manager at High Voltage Direct Current (HVDC), ABB, for a transmission 

project in Namibia, also working from Ludvika. The third respondent has worked in 

Windhoek since 2008 and is regional manager of ABB’s Namibian market. This respondent is 

the local project leader for the transmission project and the contract holder, i.e. responsible for 

the contract between Nampower & ABB Namibia. The fourth respondent is a Senior Project 

Manager at Substations, ABB, for a substation project in Angola. He works with other 

projects too and is situated in Västerås. The fifth is a Senior Sales Manager and has worked 

within ABB a long time in many of African countries. He was part of the team that sold the 

project in Angola. He has also been involved in the ATE project in Tanzania.  

This set of respondents allows us to gain insight and opinions from different parts of the ABB 

organisation working in SSA markets, which increases the validity of our observations. The 

senior marketing engineer works in Sweden and has more of an overview of the operations, 

although he has previous experience from Lesotho, where he was the first employee at ABB 

sent to work in Africa. The two project managers interviewed represent a common form of 

working, where they work from the Swedish office but are in charge of a project in SSA, 

Namibia and Angola respectively.  The respondent that is situated in Namibia represents the 

site manager that lives on site in Namibia. The last respondent who works with sales, has a 

long experience of Africa and knows what it’s like to establish contacts and sell in a project 

from the beginning.  
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3.2	  Analyzing	  data	  
	  
The theoretical framework is used as a guide when designing our questions for the interviews. 

In this way we can make sure to cover topics previously mentioned in the theory section and 

this structure helps us to compare and contrast the theoretical background with the answers 

we receive from the interviews with ABB. 

After the interviews we summarized all the respondents answers based on the questions we 

asked and grouped them into answers discussing the two central topics of this thesis; the 

challenges they discovered and the capabilities they considered necessary in order to succeed 

in SSA. In the analyses we find out what implications our findings have. We try to explore 

what ideas the respondents have about challenges in SSA and what one needs to overcome 

these. We believe, since the respondents are not a homogeneous group as they have different 

experiences, they will give a wider insight into the SSA market compared to if they all had 

have the same professional background.  

 

3.3	  Limitations	  	  
	  
Research on strategies in emerging markets faces problems, firstly because theories for 

developed market economies may not fit emerging economies. On the empirical side, 

researchers face problems with data collection, as we do not have the possibility to go to the 

countries in question ourselves. Lastly, emerging economies and countries in SSA are not 

homogeneous and thereby it is more difficult to generalise findings (Hoskisson et al., 2000). 

Another limitation could be the group of respondents, even though various positions and 

experiences, they consist of men from the same generation. The responses might be different 

if it was from a woman’s point of view or another age group.  
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4.	  Case	  study	  
	  
ABB is Swiss/Swedish owned and a global leader in power and automation technologies, it 

aims to improve performance and lower the environmental impact of its industrial customers. 

With half of its’ revenue coming from emerging markets ABB’s presence offers it an 

opportunity to compete and take part in the growth of these economies (ABB Annual Report, 

2010).  

ABB has together with World Wildlife Fund (WWF) launched a project in 2005 called 

Access to Electricity, which aims to promote sustainable economic, environmental and social 

development in poor communities. Providing rural sub-Saharan Africa, in this case Tanzania 

with a vital component to basic infrastructure could enable both social and economic 

development. A better power infrastructure allows for more industrial expansion, increased 

productivity and economical growth. ABB has an important role as a private partner since it 

can provide business competencies, local job creation, technology transfer, best practices, 

investment in local activities and a positive corporate citizen response in countries where it 

operates (World Business Council for Sustainable Development, 2005). The principal benefit 

of this kind of project is for ABB to learn from this new business approach to be able to 

improve its business model so it can also be used elsewhere. It is both a commercial and 

social undertaking, it’s about finding new ways of doing business in low income markets in a 

responsible way and increasing the socio-economic impact of electrification projects.  From a 

commercial perspective the ATE program aims to break the traditional donor/receiver circle 

by making sure the system stands on its own feet as an effect of building the local economy 

(WBSCD, 2005). The ATE project is aligned with the bottom of the pyramid thoughts that we 

describe in the literature, as ABB is asking how to move beyond philanthropy. Can these 

types of projects evolve into being a part of ABB’s regular business model in BOP markets?    

In order to be able to pursue such projects as part of their business they need to have not only 

a social but also a commercial value. According to ABB one part of the answer may lie in 

external financing, providing more business incentives for partnerships by paying the 

corporate partners market prices for the products and work. This would in turn provide 

empirical evidence of how projects like this can benefit the bottom of the pyramid (New ABB 

Access to Electricity film produced 2010-11-03).  
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As the organisation is huge not all of our respondents, although working on projects in Africa, 

have even heard about the ATE project. Each interview made gave us insight into what 

challenges one faces when doing business in SSA and what is needed to be successful. First 

we report our respondents’ ideas about the BOP concept. 

 

4.1	  The	  BOP	  concept	  in	  ABB	  
	  
ABB doesn’t use the BOP expression explicitly; at least it is not commonly used or referred 

to in the organization. ABB is not working with charity although their projects may indirectly 

help to alleviate the poor in BOP markets, but the customers are power distribution 

companies, not the individual consumer (senior marketing engineer). ABB is too big and 

technically advanced for rural electrification projects and doesn’t involve the BOP to any 

extent, if so only indirectly (project managers in Angola/Namibia). ABB could be seen as 

giving possibilities for BOP to get access to electricity. One example comes from 

Mozambique where ABB worked with a project aiming to distribute low-level voltage power 

to the countryside.  However, normally ABB is not doing this, as it is in too low-level of 

voltage for their technology (project manager in Angola).  

According to the senior sales manager the project “Access to electricity’s” aim was to show 

that the corporation has good intentions and wanted to illustrate it is possible to give 

electricity to the rural society.  It was more of a “show-case” but there is no business idea 

behind it. Theoretically the spin-off effect of electricity is correct. The next step from power 

transformation to electricity in people’s home is another firm’s business; there is no money in 

that for ABB (senior sales manager). 

 

4.2	  Decision	  making	  in	  ABB	  	  
	  
The corporate structure is centralized; decisions are made at the top in Sweden, Switzerland 

or Germany and most decisions are central strategies made before hand (senior marketing 

engineer).  However, personnel working on site have rather big possibilities themselves to 

make decisions, as long as the decisions are in the best interest of the project and can be 

motivated economically. The customer is always involved and adjustments can be made along 

the way according to customer needs (project manager and contract holder in Namibia). The 

written contract describes clearly the goal with the project and ABB is obliged to follow these 

directions. A site manager takes the decisions on site, always representing the views to the 
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Swedish project leader and the local customer. Before taking on a project thorough research is 

made about the key customers and the circumstances in the country to minimize the risk of 

surprises along the way (project manager Angola). 

 

No adaptations are made to the products - the top new technology used in western markets is 

the same as that sold to African countries. The project in Namibia for example is the biggest 

project within infrastructure so far in the country. It’s a combination of wind and waterpower 

supplying the electricity where ABB constructs a substation (project manager Namibia). 

When asked to describe what shapes decisions in ABB, there is an abundant conformity that it 

is the economic rationale that guides the way. The social context might indirectly be affected 

by their business, but when they decide where to go next, the economic picture leads the way. 

Today, the manufacturing is in European countries and products are shipped to the African 

market. But in the future it is possible to also produce in the location. ABB tried once to build 

a factory on site but failed to make it profitable and chose to continue to manufacturing in the 

home country (senior marketing engineer).  

In China ABB has had problems with plagiarism, there it is particularly important to protect 

your newly developed technology with patents. In African countries however the problem is 

not really the same since resources and knowledge required to plagiarise ABB’s transformers, 

for example, doesn’t exists locally. The contract states that all documentation may not be 

turned over to a third part and this is strictly followed in the case of the Namibian project 

(project manager and contract holder in Namibia). 

 

4.3	  ABB	  in	  the	  SSA	  market	  
	  
ABB chose to enter the SSA market as a way to expand beyond mature home markets, the 

continent had huge potential considering the vast land area, bigger than all of Europe put 

together. ABB saw new customers and a demand for their products there (senior marketing 

engineer). 

A project normally starts off with a specification, which ABB receives from the client and 

then ABB makes necessary adjustments according requirements from the customer. ABB has 

to adjust to the local circumstances in that specific country with regard to e.g. technical 

requirements. Mostly in the local units there are local personnel and ABB often uses local 

consultants who help with adjustments to the environment in terms of rules and regulations.  
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In Namibia there is also a local firm e.g. designing the construction, installing it and building 

the ventilation (project manager in Namibia).  

 

The location of the SSA market offers advantages like cheaper labour costs, a disadvantage 

on the other hand is the time aspect. It takes the African employees about 2 or 3 times as long 

to do the job compared to a European since their concept of time is not quite the same (senior 

marketing engineer). Another advantage is that there is the growing demand for ABB’s 

product and an opportunity to increase market shares (senior sales manager). A disadvantage 

with working in SSA is the roughness of the working environment and the bureaucracy that 

constantly slows down the work. These counties have another type of hierarchy; “it’s difficult 

to work in developing countries” (project manager in Angola).   

 

4.4	  Challenges	  for	  ABB	  in	  SSA	  

4.4.1	  Lack	  of	  market	  knowledge	  
	  
One main challenge in the 80’s when the senior marketing engineer first was in Lesotho, was 

the lack of market knowledge.  At that time he was the first employee from ABB to be sent 

out to Lesotho, so there was absolutely no information given to him about the area, working 

conditions etc. Instead he had to go there and learn by doing. He had to build his own view of 

the location and possibilities there could be.  

Today, respondents state that information is more accessible, even if it is a completely 

different matter to read about a location than to actually be on site. When asking the 

respondents if the local embassies are of use for local information, the view on embassies are 

mixed. When speaking to the respondents working on the project in Namibia they say there 

used to be a Swedish embassy in Namibia but it closed down in September 2008. There is still 

a trade centre. However they are not much of help; they are dealing more with charity work 

than actually helping Swedish companies establishing businesses there. The embassies often 

give a false picture of living conditions there, providing shallow information, not specific to 

their engineering needs (contract holder Namibia). Embassies could be used, but preferably 

not, only in times of trouble (project leader in Angola). However, it is very important to have 

a good relationship with the embassy as they have the political connections to make things 

happen. This is supported by the senior sales manager, who explain that in the sales division 

there is a different way of working; they are much more dependent on the embassies and 
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contacts with high-level ministers. The project leaders or site managers are more concerned 

about the work done when the sales division has closed the deal and the project has started. 

 

4.4.2	  Weak	  infrastructure	  
	  
Another challenge identified is the weak infrastructure, compared to other developing markets 

like Latin America for example the biggest difference is the lack of infrastructure. “Africa is 

really lagging behind” and this can be a problem for ABB when distributing their 

transformers (senior marketing engineer). In Angola the infrastructure is clearly a problem as 

the roads are few and in poor condition. Especially during the rainy seasons it’s not possible 

to transport goods. ABB is mostly affected by the poor infrastructure when they are bringing 

all the goods to the building site. Since nothing is produced in the country everything has to 

be transported there. The poor condition of the roads is also bad security-wise since it 

increases the risk of accidents, and further there is often alcohol involved in the accidents. In 

Angola, the senior sales manager explains that you also run a big risk of being robbed at the 

side of the road, sometimes even by policemen. As a white person you cannot move around 

very freely (project manager in Angola and senior sales manager). In Windhoek, Namibia 

there are better roads as the respondents say that the infrastructure is well kept.  

 

4.4.3	  Bureaucracy	  and	  legal	  conditions	  
	  
The respondents working in Namibia state that even though Namibia belongs to one of the 

easiest countries in Africa, a big challenge in Namibia is getting a working permit. There is a 

saying that Namibia is a light version of Africa. Nevertheless, according to the respondents 

there is a lot of bureaucracy and one needs help to cope with it, often local consulting firms 

help out with that. The respondents say that although there is a lot of bureaucracy, if one does 

what is required, things work out.  They express that sometimes being Swedish helps, as there 

are a lot positive associations with Sweden, in Namibia’s capital city Windhoek there is even 

a street called Olof Palme.  

Concerning the uncertain environment in Africa, the senior marketing engineer didn’t 

personally run into corruption but he knows it occurs. ABB has a very strict policy against it. 

When operating in these markets it’s very important to be aware of the legal conditions to 

know what you are allowed to do and what not.   
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There is a challenge with laws and bureaucracy; the local legal conditions need to be 

considered. Compared to other developing areas like South America, the heritage of Africa is 

different. Even if nationalism is growing throughout the country the tribal heritage is still 

apparent and plays a big part in the everyday life. The implications of this heritage is that the 

people in power care mostly about themselves and their core family at first hand, then the 

tribe they belong to and lastly the general public in the country. They always consider, what’s 

in it for me? If there is something they can do that will benefit the general public but not 

themselves directly they will not consider it (project manager in Angola and senior sales 

manager).  

An additional challenge, put forward by the senior sales manager, is the insecure nature of 

institutions in the SSA market; “sometimes one can’t do right thing even though one tries to”. 

Corruption is wide spread and the respondents mean that one has to have a feeling for when it 

is appropriate to have extra money in the pocket if the situation requires it. The project 

manager for the Angolan project says that you have to be prepared and if situations happen 

the only way to get by is to remain calm. He also explains that ABB employees receive 

security information before going to a country like e.g. Angola, which could be seen as less 

secure than others.  

 

4.4.4	  Cultural	  differences	  
	  
Culture impacts the way of doing business e.g. building relationships is very important, as 

personal contact with your customers is the only way to get anywhere according to all 

respondents. The respondents in Namibia describe how the local customer was worried that 

culture would be an issue. The respondents say that adaptations are made, but feel that 

compared to India and China cultural differences in Africa is not a problem.  

ABB has a strict policy towards discriminating against different races, skin colours and 

gender. The senior sales manager says that it is very difficult to describe how you should 

adapt to the culture; “it’s something you learn along the way”. Comparing the Swedish 

environment with Angola, in Sweden it is unacceptable to buy a minister lunch but in Angola 

if you ask someone for a meeting it is almost always implied you will also buy them lunch or 

dinner, without that it’s almost impossible to set up a meeting or to seal a deal. It is part of 

their culture you have to accept that. Even if it is strictly forbidden to engage in bribing one 

has to accept a certain jargon and traditions held by the customer. “You can’t read about 

culture” (senior sales manager).  
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4.5	  Capabilities	  to	  overcome	  challenges	  

4.5.1	  Competitive	  advantage	  
	  
The capabilities that ABB needs to overcome the challenges faced by the firm on the SSA 

market are mentioned below. When it comes to capabilities possessed by ABB probably the 

biggest competitive advantage is the brand itself, as the reputation is widely spread worldwide 

and ABB is a major actor also in the SSA market. The technology that ABB produces is state 

of the art, but it is important to constantly invest in R&D to keep this competitive advantage. 

One competitive threat that ABB has recognized is the Chinese competition, and to keep the 

advantage vis-à-vis Chinese firms the R&D needs to be one step ahead (senior marketing 

engineer).  

In Namibia, as the high voltage direct current (HVDC) is a niche market, ABB owns 50% of 

the market and this is considered as a competitive advantage by our respondents. ABB has a 

first mover advantage as it has been in the SSA for a long time now. This experience together 

with the development of new technology is definitely an advantage. (project manager and 

contract holder in Namibia). 

According to the senior sales manager “ABB’s biggest competitive advantage is political” 

and this political connection goes way back in time but still remains apparent today. Large 

projects in Africa by Swedish companies could be described as “political payback” as the 

Swedish governments historically have helped African countries in different ways, a lot of it 

through financial aid; the African market is now giving something back by choosing to work 

with Swedish companies (senior sales manager).  

 

4.5.2	  Build	  Relationships	  
	  
A key understanding to being successful in the SSA market is developing good relationships 

with the client. Getting to know the customer is very important, in comparison to Sweden the 

African business culture requires much more personal contact with the client, since personal 

contact with your customers is the only way to get anywhere. A lot depends on the chemistry 

between you and the client (project manager in Angola and senior sales manager).  Sending 

an email is more or less pointless, if you want answers you have to speak to them in person, 

although it is not as important if you have already met the person a couple of times (senior 

marketing engineer). 
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Relationships are important on all levels of the organisation, from the highest director and sub 

managers to employees of the regional offices. Even if the highest commander makes the 

final decisions, it is still important to have a good communication and relations with all levels. 

The senior marketing engineer says “as a European manager it is important to be humble and 

observant to the dissimilarity of historic and cultural background of the local staff”. Time is 

of value since it takes a lot of effort to create a relationship built on trust (senior marketing 

engineer). Although this is not unique to the African business environment, all respondents 

agree it’s essential to build personal relations. Even if the business decisions are made within 

working hours, meetings outside the office are very important to establish and sustain a good 

relationship in SSA. The relationships build up a network with valuable contacts.  

Relationships are very important since these projects are progressing for many years, it is 

important to establish a relationship built on trust or else it won’t work in the long run. If one 

part makes a bad decision in the beginning it may risk the future of the project. (project 

manager and contract holder in Namibia). A description made by the project manager in 

Namibia of the relationship is “ an Indian marriage, no love- but no divorce – we want to 

cooperate”. It seems to be especially important in the SSA market to establish trust since 

many people are still slightly scarred from the time it was apartheid. It is an imbalanced 

situation; the fear of being played with is much stronger. People don’t have much education 

and might be afraid of being taken advantage of (project manager in Namibia).  

In the sales business the recipe is “contact, contact, contacts”, one has to assimilate into the 

culture to get contacts and information (senior sales manager).  

 

4.5.3	  Do	  your	  homework	  
	  
When asked to consider what is most important when entering a new market, all respondents 

say it is key to do the necessary research before starting a project. Before entering a market 

one makes a risk assessment, both economic and political together with organisations e.g. 

SIDA, who can contribute with information about the current situation in the specific market 

(senior marketing engineer). The respondents in Namibia say that before a project starts one 

has to do ones homework, examine the local conditions and basic things like where to live. 

For example, reading a travel log describing the site and its’ surroundings is common when 

starting with a new project (project manager in Angola).  When developing strategies in SSA 

a special department called Front & Sales research the different opportunities in the specific 

market and suggest strategies that would work for ABB. The local workforce then 
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implements these strategies and rarely there is a need for local adaptation in this particular 

industry (senior marketing engineer). The project manager in Namibia says that to be able to 

manage working in SSA it requires a lot of “self-preservation” where you have to have an 

urge to find out the necessary information yourself. 

 

4.5.4	  The	  value	  of	  experience-‐	  good	  references	  
	  
Experience matters immensely. Today personnel who go abroad get a lot of information and 

training, all to make it easier to gain knowledge on how both private life and business works 

in the specific country. Another factor leading to success related to experience is to do a good 

job as a reference for the next customer. The previous record decides if one will be offered 

new jobs. For ABB there are no products with fancy marketing campaigns involved, instead 

one needs a good record in order to seal future deals; past references are very important for 

being successful (project manager and contract holder in Namibia). 

 

4.6	  The	  future	  of	  the	  SSA	  market	  
	  
When asked whether Africa is an emerging market to count on in the future the senior 

marketing engineer is positive. The company has been operating in the African market since 

the 70’s in a relatively small-scale, then known as ASEA. The company did in the 1990’s try 

to locate larger opportunities in Africa, but at this time the market was not fully ready. Lately 

however SSA as a market has received a lot more attention, today this market should not be 

neglected (senior marketing engineer).  

The respondents in Namibia agree upon SSA being a growing market to be reckoned with, 

but say that political instability is a problem. The development in SSA is hindered by politics; 

if countries, both within and between borders, would cooperate better many problems would 

be solved.  
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5.	  Analysis	  
 
The two central questions we set out to answer in this Masters thesis have been what 

challenges there are when working in SSA as a MNC and how one best can manage to 

overcome these in order to be successful. The interviews have given us an insight into the real 

life of working in the SSA market. The respondents have conveyed what they consider are the 

main challenges and what capabilities they believe are important to in order to overcome 

them. Putting the empirical findings in relation to the theoretical ideas presented earlier we 

can see that there are some differences between the two of them. In this section we set out to 

compare and contrast the two and give reasons for why this may be and most of all what these 

differences mean, can other companies seeking to establish their business in an SSA market 

use our findings to develop their own strategies? In addition, can we learn from this case with 

regard to developing theories on investment in SSA? 

Below are the key points of our findings from the literature we selected and from the 

interviews we made, which also is summarised in Table 2 found on the following page.  

 

Examining the challenges MNCs are presented with in developing markets like the SSA 

region, many similarities can be found between ideas we collected from theory and the 

challenges the interviewees from ABB describe to us. The uncertain nature is reflected in the 

attitude of the respondents; explaining that one has to deal with the situation and adapt one’s 

behaviour. Many times it’s about being mentally prepared for unexpected situations and 

remaining calm and behaving rationally if something unpleasant comes along, like a robber, a 

dishonest politician or policeman. The turbulent market of SSA is also portrayed in the legal 

conditions as there is a high amount of bureaucracy one has learn to work around. It involves 

a lot of paperwork and it can take time before one can even enter the country, or once inside 

receive a permit to work there. A lot of paperwork is the norm in both Namibia and Angola, 

however in the Angolan market laws and routines are constantly changing or are not followed 

as a product of the corruption. Corruption is an issue that can’t be ignored in SSA, more in 

Angola than in Namibia according to the interviewees.  

The uncertain nature of the markets, according to Williamson (2005), could mean that 

decisions have to be made ad hoc, although the respondents say that most of the strategic 

decisions are made before hand on a central level. On site, however, it is necessary to make 

local adaptations in every-day work. ABB has dealt with the challenge of uncertainty through 



25	  
	  

trying to acquire all necessary information beforehand and being mentally prepared for 

unplanned situations and adaptations. In the future other companies looking to enter the SSA 

market should be well prepared for these types of uncertainties. 

 

Table 2. 

	  
Challenges	  found	  
in	  theory	  

	  
Challenges	  for	  
ABB	  

	  
Necessary	  Capabilities	  

in	  theory	  

	  
Elements	  of	  a	  success	  

strategy	  for	  ABB	  
	  
Uncertain/	  turbulent	  
markets	  
	  
-‐	  Weak	  legal	  
infrastructure	  	  
-‐	  Limited	  protection	  
of	  patents	  
-‐	  Corruption	  
-‐	  Unpredictable	  
	  

	  
	  
	  
	  
-‐Bureaucracy	  
-‐Tribal	  heritage	  	  	  
-‐Corruption	  
(Angola)	  

	  
Competitive	  advantage	  
	  
-‐	  Brand	  name	  
-‐	  Resource	  capital	  
-‐	  Institutional	  capital	  
	  

	  
	  
	  
-‐	  ABB’s	  brand	  	  
-‐	  Swedish	  heritage	  
-‐	  “Political	  payback”	  

	  
Reaching	  the	  
consumer	  
	  
-‐	  Poor	  infrastructure	  
-‐	  Dispersed	  
population	  
-‐	  Lack	  of	  distribution	  
networks	  
	  

	  
	  
-‐	  Weak	  
infrastructure	  
-‐	  Access	  to	  the	  
right	  people	  
-‐	  Cultural	  
difference	  

	  
Collaborating	  with	  non-‐
traditional	  partners	  
	  
-‐	  Developing	  network	  
relationships	  
-‐	  Government	  
-‐	  NGOs	  
-‐	  Civil	  society	  
	  

	  
	  
	  
	  
-‐	  Building	  long-‐term	  
relationships	  
-‐	  Setting	  good	  examples	  as	  
future	  references	  
-‐	  Having	  a	  first	  mover	  
advantage	  
	  

	   	   Adapting	  the	  business	  
model	  
	  
-‐	  Creativity	  and	  
entrepreneurship	  
-‐	  Process	  adjustments	  
	  

	  
	  
	  

-‐	  Doing	  your	  homework	  
-‐	  Adapting	  the	  behaviour	  

	   	   Integrating	  local	  
knowledge	  and	  capacity	  
	  
-‐	  Bottom-‐up	  approach	  	  
-‐	  Inclusive	  business	  
models	  
	  

	  
	  
	  
-‐	  Employ	  local	  consultants	  
when	  possible	  

 

A second group of challenges apparent both in our theoretical framework and in the 

respondents’ answers is the issue of reaching the consumer, more specifically how the weak 

infrastructure, dispersed population and cultural differences impact an MNC’s ability to 

compete on an SSA market. For ABB this is primarily a problem when transporting the 



26	  
	  

different parts to the building site of the different African markets, even if Namibia seems to 

be a little better off when it comes infrastructure. The security of the employees is also 

affected as the poor infrastructure increases the risk of being robbed or injured in traffic. If the 

SSA market were to continue to attract multinationals, this would be an important factor to 

improve in order to make it easier for them to operate in SSA.  

Since our case company ABB doesn’t have the BOP and its’ dispersed population as their 

main customer, reaching this consumer is not really a problem for them. However, with the 

Access to Electricity project ABB have showed they have the ability to distribute power to 

smaller villages also. At the moment though, there is no interest from ABB to supply to the 

very rural areas of Africa, therefore a dispersed population does not affect their business.  

A challenge we discovered in our interviews that was not quite apparent in our theory section 

is the issue of access to market knowledge. It’s difficult to receive good information about the 

country beforehand, like for the first project in Lesotho, where the employee received almost 

no information before his arrival. Nowadays this problem is not quite as apparent as ABB has 

a lot of first hand experience of working in these countries and has learnt to deal with the 

different markets.  

As we reach the last challenge in our discussion the topic of cultural differences is something 

ABB takes into consideration. The way of acting in business relations is different and trust is 

essential for the future of a good business relationship. Through a trustful relationship you can 

decrease the effect of corruption for example and establishing a good relationship with top 

ministers makes it easier to work in the country. A lot of common sense and being observant 

to the differences between cultures is ABB’s way of dealing with this. Common sense 

together with personal chemistry with the customer is very important factors and therefore we 

argue that the ABB’s employees themselves play an important role. A project manager for 

example needs to possess certain skills that are suitable for the African business culture. A 

personal trait that seems important is good social skills when working in the SSA market, this 

is especially important in a sales function were a lot of time is spent establishing good 

relationships with the right people, before the project in question is sold.   

 

Overall the challenges discussed in theory and those presented to us during the interviews are 

quite alike. Even though the literature was not directly written for our case, ABB in SSA, we 

think it’s applicable to our subject. As mentioned previously, the theory and empirics were 

quite alike when it comes to challenges when working in SSA, and as such we couldn’t find a 
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huge gap to be filled with our case study. This implies that theory has got further support, also 

in the context of our case.   

The second part of this thesis focus, the capabilities, on the other hand differ quite a lot 

between theory and the case of ABB. Whether these differences have to do with the market 

this MNC operates in or whether ABB as a company is a special case will be discussed 

further in the following section, where we compare the necessary capabilities found in theory 

with the elements that make up ABB’s successful strategy.   

 

Looking at competitive advantages, theory suggests that firms should be heterogeneous to the 

market and keep other firms from duplicating your products. You should also patent mark 

your core competencies (Dunning 1980; Barney 1991, and Oliver 1997). All these 

components are a part of ABB operations, as they sell high technological solutions they make 

sure are up do date and best suited for the particular market for which it is sold and of course 

patent marked. However when asking the employees to describe ABB’s competitive 

advantage quite different ideas are also conveyed; the ABB brand is a common response. 

Since ABB has a long history of working in the SSA market a lot of positive associations are 

made to the brand and the fact of it originally being Swedish. The idea of political payback is 

also conveyed; an interpretation of a respondent is that choosing to work with ABB can in a 

sense give something back for all the financial aid Sweden has given African countries in the 

past. ABB’s Swiss/Swedish nationality and its’ past presence in the area of SSA can therefore 

be considered a competitive advantage in this case. We think being Swedish could be a 

competitive advantage, not because African customers feel obliged to pay back but because 

Swedish people have a reputation of doing a good job as they have long experience, are 

trustworthy and don’t have a political agenda. This could imply an advantage also for other 

Swedish firms looking to invest in SSA.  

 

ABB ‘learns by doing’ without the help of NGOs as opposed to what theory has argued. 

London & Hart (2004) found that including more perspectives like input from NGOs and the 

local population when formulating the MNCs strategy and when developing new products 

could be very valuable. A bottom-up approach like this where MNCs integrate low-income 

people as e.g. entrepreneurs, suppliers, distributors, employees is not used in the sense that 

ABB collaborates with NGOs to gain knowledge about the market. Local consultants and 

entrepreneurs often do different tasks in the process of the project but rarely are any NGOs 

involved in commercial projects like the ones in Namibia and Angola. Instead of depending 
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on NGO’s knowledge ABB expresses that it values its’ own experience as a source of 

learning. This experience is gained after many years of being active in the SSA market and 

ABB’s position can only be sustained by a well-done job. Our respondents express that ABB 

has a first mover advantage being one of the first big power technology corporations in the 

SSA market. Having a first mover advantage could be of importance as relationships are so 

important in SSA, and for a newcomer to the market it could be more difficult to compete. 

ABB’s good relationships with previous customers form entry barriers for competitors. The 

value of this first-mover advantage is something we found in the case but was not mentioned 

in the theoretical framework. Literature on investments in emerging markets seems to have 

failed to mention this factor. There is no easy way of gaining knowledge of a market or a 

customer, it takes time and because of ABB’s long experience it seems to do well without the 

help of NGOs. However for a newcomer to the market, an NGO might be of great help. Also 

in another industry for example an industry that is targeted directly at consumers, assistance 

from NGO’s might be valuable.  

As ABB is, as most companies are, foremost interested in making profit and taking market 

shares, there seems to be from the employees we spoke to a low interest in NGOs 

participation in the business world. Drawn from the theory, the Resource Based View seems 

to be more applicable to this attitude than the Institutional theory, which would say that 

decisions are made with the social context in mind (Oliver, 1997). Contrary to this, in our 

case company decisions are made primarily with the benefits for the firm in mind, related to 

the RBV. However, the feeling we get from the respondents is that they believe that the use of 

their power stations could in the long-run trickle down to make every-day living better off 

also for the BOP segment. Although ABB doesn’t use NGOs at this moment, there could be a 

need for them in the future if ABB wants to enter a lower level voltage market that targets 

households and supplying these with power. 

 

The requirement of a complex blend of local sensitivity and global knowledge brought up in 

literature is more of an issue on the personal level than the firm level in our case company. 

The ABB case highlights the importance of personal chemistry. The employees have to be 

sensitive towards cultural signals and assimilate into the local behaviour. London & Hart 

(2004) highlight the importance of social contracts opposed to the legal contracts. The 

conclusion one can draw from the ABB case is that legal contracts are respected and the two 

contract holders, ABB and the local customer, agree upon the common goal with the project 

in question.  In the experience of ABB however, without the social contract like a trustful 
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relationship, there is no legal contract. Therefore one can argue that the social contract is 

highly important throughout the whole process. Even if the relationships are professional and 

meant to be strictly business there is a thin line between professional and personal 

relationship in SSA. One needs to show an interest in the counterpart in another way 

compared to doing business in Sweden for example. 

 

One capability literature argues is necessary to succeed in SSA is the need for firms to 

understand there is a call for long-term commitment in order to gain profit, and their business 

models need to be fundamentally changed and adapted to the new consumer and market 

circumstances. In the ABB case there is a long-term commitment as they have been in the 

SSA market a long time and the interviewees imply that future activities probably lie in the 

African market. However there is no fundamental change to the business model concerning 

the products, as the advanced type of power transformers that ABB produces is the same 

irrespective of what market they are installed in. According to the literature a certain degree 

of creativity and entrepreneurship is required both in regards to the product adaptations but 

also in terms of how products should be marketed or delivered and it is argued that MNCs 

need to rethink their business processes fundamentally. In our case, however, a need for 

creativity and entrepreneurship wasn’t expressed. We argue that due to the size and especially 

the industry of the ABB corporation innovativeness in business strategy matters less. ABB’s 

products are standardised, e.g. power transformers look alike both in less-developed and more 

developed markets, and as the firm doesn’t target the end consumer there is no need to attract 

them through creative marketing or distribution. A successful business strategy for ABB in 

SSA does not include flashy marketing campaigns instead their experience in the business and 

past references are their best marketing tools. This combined with providing the best and 

newest technology to their customers and of course also having the right contacts that trust 

you will do a good job. Looking at how MNCs adjust the business model, for ABB it is more 

about being well educated, knowing what laws there are and how to act professionally in line 

with the culture. Therefore, different from literature’s advice to adapt the business model, we 

argue that in ABB’s case it is more about adapting the behaviour.   

 

As previously discussed a capability found in literature is for MNCs to use non-traditional 

stakeholders to gain knowledge about the local environment but for ABB there seems to be a 

different reality.  When doing business in SSA there seems to be more of a hard-core business 

ambience where cash is king. This differs from the theories, which argue that NGOs are 
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increasingly important in a corporation’s business strategy.  A reason for this can be the size 

of ABB. Big multinationals, like ABB, might not feel a need to take advice from non-

traditional actors as they have all the resources within in form of technical knowledge and 

experienced personnel. 

To be able to manage working in SSA requires a lot of “self-preservation”, which means that 

one needs to make your own assessments of the place, look at the physical reality, what does 

the infrastructure look like. One has to solve the situation when being faced with problems on 

site. This means that part of the success comes from the personnel’s ability to adapt when 

being confronted with new situations. One can’t beforehand read how to act in unplanned 

situations; likewise you cannot learn the culture through reading.  

 

Like Garrette & Karnani (2010) who argue that for MNCs the BOP is not a profitable target 

group, ABB also shows they have a different focus, their main customer is not on the BOP 

segment directly. However, from our findings we argue that the operations of ABB in SSA 

constitute a solid base and a first step in the electrification of the countries in this part of the 

world, for example Namibia and Angola. The following step will be for other firms that work 

with smaller power plants to continue and supply the BOP with access to electricity. Even if 

this segment is part of ABB’s business strategy, they show with the project Access to 

Electricity that it is possible to distribute power to more rural areas.   
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6.	  Conclusion	  
	  
There is an optimistic attitude about the potential of SSA as a future market for MNCs both 

from the literature we studied and especially the interviews made. Nevertheless one has to 

acknowledge that it is an uncertain environment to work in and the work is not always easily 

done. Moreover, one cannot expect MNCs to think of the BOP in first stage, as the main 

priority is foremost establishing a business there and earning profits. However, ABB is 

contributing in the continuance of today’s new scenario where the poor in SSA increasingly 

have access to new technology. ABB’s operations in SSA are part of one of the most basic 

needs: electrification. Even though our case company doesn’t target the bottom of the 

pyramid directly we believe that its products are helping to alleviate poverty in the long-term. 

There is a rapid urbanization and the expansion of services and infrastructure can only 

continue with the help of electricity, which ABB supplies through e.g. power transformation 

stations.  

Challenges for MNCs, like uncertain markets and issues related to reaching the consumers, 

will remain for a long time. However, together with better power utilities for the population, 

the BOP included, we believe that the SSA market will be an even more attractive market to 

enter for MNCs.  The best way for MNCs to establish themselves on the market would be 

through getting first-hand experience and seizing the opportunity in order to have a first 

mover advantage before others. As long as the employees are aware of risks and up for a 

challenge, there is nothing that can stop a firm from yielding profit while also being a part of 

poverty alleviation. 	  

We believe our research differs from research already available since the SSA region in itself 

is relatively unexplored and the specific case has not yet been studied in this way. There are 

plenty of areas within business in SSA that can and should be further addressed. One area of 

interest is to investigate how the findings would differ if the case company were within 

another industry, e.g. Fast Moving Consumer Goods. This would probably influence the BOP 

segment in another way, more directly, than in the ABB case.  

In conclusion to succeed in the SSA good relationships are essential, as well as long 

experience and a brand with positive associations. In this market Swedish MNCs have a 

competitive advantage because of the fact that they are Swedish. The role of NGOs is not that 

big for an established player like ABB, but will perhaps grow in importance, as more firms in 

the future will want to enter the SSA market.  
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