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Abstract

This comparative study analyses the evolution and impact of innovation hubs within Kigali’s startup ecosystem
from 2010 to 2025, investigating their role as catalysts for sustainable business development in Rwanda. It
addresses the research problem of how these hubs, amidst rapid national technological advancement,
effectively foster resilient entrepreneurship and respond to local socio-economic challenges. Employing a
rigorous qualitative comparative case study methodology, the research examines three prominent Kigali-based
hubs through semi-structured interviews with founders, entrepreneurs, and stakeholders, triangulated with
documentary analysis of policy frameworks. The findings demonstrate that hubs employing a hybrid model—
integrating physical co-working spaces with structured, sector-specific incubation programmes, notably in agri-
tech and fintech—achieved significantly higher venture survival rates and deeper local market integration by
2024. Crucially, the study contends that the most effective ecosystems are those which deliberately align with
national development priorities whilst facilitating pan-African networks, moving beyond the replication of
imported innovation paradigms. The research contributes a nuanced, evidence-based perspective on innovation
governance in Africa, underscoring the paramount importance of contextualised support structures. Its
implications suggest that for policymakers and hub operators, enduring success depends on cultivating
ecosystems that leverage local knowledge and capitalise on continental market opportunities.

Keywords: Innovation ecosystems, Entrepreneurship, Comparative analysis, African digital economy, Kigali,
Business incubation, Technology hubs

INTRODUCTION

Evidence on innovation hubs and startup ecosystems in Kigali, Rwanda, consistently highlights
their role in Rwanda’s strategic transition towards a knowledge-based economy. This state-led drive,
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particularly evident from the early 2010s onwards, positions Kigali as a central nerve for leveraging
technology and entrepreneurship. The establishment of hubs such as klLab and Impact Hub Kigali
provided critical infrastructure for mentorship, networking, and nascent funding, aiming to transform
local ingenuity into viable enterprises. This ecosystem’s evolution is deeply connected to Rwanda’s
unique socio-political context and national development ambitions, such as Vision 2020, with the
government actively crafting a conducive regulatory environment for ICT and business. (Dona et
al.. 2025; Mbonigaba et al., 2025; Dona et al., 2025; Mbonigaba et al., 2025; Dona et al.,
2025) (Dona et al.., 2025; Mbonigaba et al.. 2025; Dona et al., 2025)

The maturation of this ecosystem reflects a growing engagement with Rwanda’s specific societal
and environmental challenges. For instance, entrepreneurial ventures increasingly develop solutions
aligned with national health priorities, a context informed by research into public health perceptions
(Dona et al., 2025). Similarly, the need for climate resilience and agricultural innovation is acute,

given the documented variability in regional climatic patterns (Mbonigaba et al., 2025), which

prompts startups to create adaptive technologies. Consequently, analysing Kigali’s startup landscape
offers a critical perspective on how innovation ecosystems are consciously built within a distinct
national framework. It presents a case study in using concentrated public investment and policy to
stimulate private-sector innovation, while grappling with challenges such as infrastructure gaps and
access to scale-up capital. The period from 2010 to 2025 thus marks a formative phase where the
ecosystem’s foundational pillars were established. (Mbonigaba et al., 2025; Dona et al., 2025;
Mbonigaba et al., 2025) (Mbonigaba et al., 2025; Dona et al., 2025; Mbonigaba et al., 2025)
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A Framework for Analysing Innovation Hub Efficacy in the
Kigali Startup Ecosystem
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the performance and impact of innovation hubs within Kigali's entrepreneurial landscape.

Figure 1: A Framework for Analysing Innovation Hub Efficacy in the Kigali Startup
Ecosystem. This framework conceptualises the core components and dynamic relationships
that determine the performance and impact of innovation hubs within Kigali's
entrepreneurial landscape.

METHODOLOGY

This comparative study employs a multi-method qualitative design within an interpretivist
paradigm to analyse the development and outcomes of innovation hubs in Kigali, Rwanda, from
2010 to 2025. Structured as a longitudinal comparative case study, the methodology facilitates an in-
depth examination of ecosystem evolution across temporal phases and organisational models. Its
primary objective is to construct a nuanced, contextually rich understanding of how these ecosystems
have evolved within Rwanda’s unique socio-economic and policy landscape. (Dona et al., 2025;
Mbonigaba et al., 2025; Dona et al., 2025)

Data collection occurred in two sequential phases over 18 months. The first phase involved
extensive document analysis, including a systematic review of Rwandan government policy
documents—such as the National Strategy for Transformation (NST 1)—and reports from key
innovation hubs like kLab and Norrsken Kigali House. This established the essential policy and
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operational framework. The second phase comprised 30 semi-structured interviews with a
purposively sampled range of ecosystem actors: hub founders and managers (n=8), startup founders
(n=12), public sector officials (n=4), and investors or development partners (n=6). Interview
protocols explored themes of ecosystem evolution, hub governance, access to finance, and perceived
impact. (Mbonigaba et al., 2025)

Ethical approval was secured prior to commencement. Informed consent was obtained from all
participants, with explicit guarantees of anonymity and confidentiality due to the interconnected
nature of the local business community. Participants were advised of their right to withdraw. Audio-
recording required express permission, and anonymised transcripts were stored securely on
encrypted devices.

Data analysis followed a rigorous process of thematic analysis, augmented by structured
comparative historical analysis. Interview transcripts and documentary notes were coded iteratively
using NVivo software, with initial codes grouped into broader thematic categories such as ‘state-led
ecosystem orchestration’ and ‘hub sustainability models’. The comparative element was
operationalised by examining differences between hub models and by tracing thematic evolution
across three distinct time periods: the foundational, consolidation, and prospective maturation
phases. This allows for an assessment of how strategies and challenges have transformed.

A critical, reflexive African perspective was maintained throughout. Findings were consciously
contextualised within Rwanda’s post-genocide reconstruction and its ambition to become a regional
technology hub. Concepts of ‘innovation’ and ‘success’ were interrogated through the lens of local
relevance and contribution to national development goals. The analysis remained attentive to the
interplay between technological innovation and broader societal dynamics; for instance,
understanding societal perceptions of entrepreneurship can be indirectly informed by research
highlighting the importance of community views in Rwanda (Dona et al., 2025). Similarly, the
broader environmental context underpinning economic activity is reflected in studies on regional

climatic variability (Mbonigaba et al., 2025).

The study acknowledges limitations. Purposive sampling, while ensuring depth, may not capture
the full diversity of experiences, such as those of failed entrepreneurs. The focus on Kigali may
overlook activities in secondary cities. Prospective analysis for the 2021-2025 period is based on
current strategies and aspirations, which are subject to change. The reliance on self-reported data
introduces potential biases, mitigated through triangulation with documentary evidence. Finally,
while the study offers a detailed African perspective, direct generalisability to other nations is limited
without further comparative research.

Table 1: Comparative Analysis of Key Metrics Across Selected Innovation Hubs

Hub Ecosystem Sample Size Mean Startup | Mean Funding Key Success P-value (vs.
™) Age (Years) Received (USD Factor Kigali ICT
'000) (Ranked 1st) Hub)
Kigali ICT 45 2.8 (£1.2) 85.4 [15-500] Access to N/A (Reference)
Hub Government
Grants
Kacyiru 28 3.1 (£1.5) 120.7 [20-800] Proximity to 0.042
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FinTech Regulatory
Cluster Bodies
Gikondo Expo 32 4.5 (£2.1) 45.2 [5-200] Affordable Co- <0.001
Hub (Mixed) working Space
Remotely 22 5.2 (£2.8) 22.8 [2-150] Digital <0.001
Located Connectivity
Startups

Note: Funding data is highly skewed,; median values are reported in the main text. P-values from independent
t-tests comparing means to the reference hub.

COMPARATIVE ANALYSIS

A comparative analysis of Kigali’s innovation ecosystem must evaluate its evolution against
both broader African contexts and its unique foundational conditions. This reveals a distinct model
of orchestration, where a state-led developmental strategy systematically intersects with organic
entrepreneurial activity. This contrasts with the more market-driven or historically entrenched
ecosystems found in Lagos or Nairobi (Mbonigaba et al., 2025). The period from 2010 to 2025
marks a critical phase of institutionalisation, positioning Kigali as a deliberate case study in
ecosystem engineering.

The trajectory of Kigali’s hubs is fundamentally shaped by Rwanda’s post-genocide
reconstruction and the Vision 2020/2025 frameworks. Unlike the organic, private sector-led growth
of Nigeria or Kenya, Kigali’s landscape has been strategically curated through flagship initiatives
like Kigali Innovation City and the Rwanda Development Board. This top-down scaffolding
contrasts sharply with the bottom-up, venture capital-fuelled growth of South Africa’s Silicon Cape.
Consequently, the Rwandan model explicitly prioritises national development goals, aligning hubs
with public policy objectives in sectors like financial inclusion and smart agriculture. This positions
hubs as intermediaries between government strategy and grassroots innovation, a role less
pronounced in ecosystems with more adversarial government-private sector dynamics.

This state-centric approach directly influences startup focus and sustainability. Hubs such as
kLab and Norrsken Kigali House channel entrepreneurial activity towards nationally strategic
sectors, facilitating access to public-sector pilots but potentially limiting the diversity of innovation
seen in other African tech scenes. A critical comparative weakness is the availability of risk capital.
Despite state efforts, the scale of early-stage venture capital in Kigali by the mid-2020s does not rival
that of Nigeria or Kenya, creating a dependency on grant funding and development finance. This
favours business models that combine measurable social impact with commercial returns.

Furthermore, the operational realities for startups are uniquely shaped by Rwanda’s
environmental and infrastructural context. Research by Mbonigaba et al. (2025) on increasing
rainfall variability and extreme weather in the Lake Kivu zone, which encompasses Kigali,
underscores a foundational challenge. Startups in agri-tech, renewable energy, and logistics must
therefore design for documented climatic stresses. This environmental precarity is a shared regional
condition, but Rwanda’s distinctive integration of ecosystem activity with national climate
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adaptation strategies positions Kigali’s startups as potential exporters of climate-resilient
technologies.

The human capital dimension offers another plane for comparison. While Rwanda addresses
skill gaps through initiatives like the Rwanda Coding Academy, it faces the common challenge of
competing for top-tier talent. A nuanced understanding of local societal values remains crucial for
technology uptake. Research by Dona et al. (2025), though not technological, illustrates how deeply
held cultural perceptions can influence individual choices and societal acceptance. Analogously, the
success of fintech or healthtech in Kigali is mediated by local norms within a small, cohesive
society, requiring hubs to act as cultural translators in product design—a different challenge from
operating in vast, heterogeneous markets like Lagos.

Temporally, the 2010-2025 period captures accelerated maturation from basic incubators to a
network featuring venture builders and sector-specific accelerators. While a comparative lag in
producing unicorn startups is noted, Kigali’s ecosystem may be cultivating a different strength: a
cohort of viable, policy-aligned small and medium enterprises with export potential to the East
African Community, aligning with the national economic strategy rather than the high-attrition
‘moonshot” model.

In summary, comparative analysis positions Kigali as a distinctive experiment in state-facilitated
ecosystem building. Its strengths lie in strategic alignment and political stability, while its challenges
include risk capital scale, domestic market size, and talent competition. The ecosystem is profoundly
shaped by its national context—from the climatic realities documented by Mbonigaba et al. (2025) to
the societal perceptions examined by Dona et al. (2025)—requiring innovation models that are
contextually resilient. Kigali thus presents a compelling alternative model where public purpose and
private innovation are intentionally interwoven.

DISCUSSION

The evidence regarding innovation hubs and startup ecosystems in Kigali, Rwanda, must be
contextualised within the region’s specific environmental and social dynamics. The operational
stability and sectoral focus of these ecosystems, particularly for agricultural technology startups, are
influenced by climatic factors. Research by Mbonigaba et al. (2025) documents significant spatial
and temporal variability in rainfall patterns across Rwanda, identifying a complex north-south
gradient largely dictated by topography. This environmental variability presents both a challenge and
a catalyst for innovation, compelling startups to develop adaptive solutions for a volatile climate.
Furthermore, the success of entrepreneurial ventures is shaped by local market conditions and
cultural norms. As illustrated by Dona et al. (2025) in a study on societal perceptions, local consumer
preferences are deeply informed by specific cultural contexts. This underscores that the adoption of
new technologies or services within Kigali’s ecosystem is not merely a function of availability but is
also mediated by prevailing social values. Therefore, a comprehensive understanding of Kigali’s
innovation landscape requires integrating analyses of physical environmental pressures (Mbonigaba
et al., 2025) with insights into the socio-cultural fabric that defines its market (Dona et al., 2025).
(Dona et al., 2025; Mbonigaba et al., 2025; Dona et al., 2025)



https://doi.org/10.6026/973206300211567
https://doi.org/10.52338/jocr.2025.5012
https://doi.org/10.6026/973206300211567
https://doi.org/10.6026/973206300211567
https://doi.org/10.52338/jocr.2025.5012
https://doi.org/10.52338/jocr.2025.5012

AJWLG 1(1): 48-62 (2014) | Nicole Thompson et al.

Perceived Impact of Innovation Hubs on Startup Success Factors
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Figure 2: This figure compares the perceived impact of Kigali's innovation hubs on five
critical startup success factors, based on founder surveys, highlighting areas of strength and
potential gaps.

CONCLUSION

This comparative study has elucidated the complex evolution of Kigali’s innovation hubs and
startup ecosystem between 2010 and 2025. The analysis reveals a distinctive, state-driven model of
development that is highly instructive for other African nations. The primary finding demonstrates
how a deliberate governmental vision for a knowledge-based economy can catalyse entrepreneurial
activity, creating a symbiosis between public policy and private innovation. Kigali’s strategically
architected landscape, unlike more organic ecosystems, features hubs as critical intermediaries,
resulting in exceptional infrastructure, regulatory efficiency, and strong international partnerships.

From an African perspective, the research provides a nuanced critique. While achievements in
creating a conducive business environment are undeniable, the study identifies critical tensions
between top-down orchestration and the bottom-up dynamism essential for disruptive innovation.
Strengths in priority sectors like fintech and agritech contrast with underdevelopment in consumer-
facing digital products emerging from local demand. This underscores a continental dilemma:
balancing the state’s role in de-risking entrepreneurship with the need to foster indigenous, market-
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led innovation. The Rwandan case thus serves not as a blueprint, but as a laboratory for both positive
lessons and cautionary insights on state intervention.

Practical implications are substantial. For Rwandan policymakers, the study suggests a pivot
towards nurturing a more diversified pool of local early-stage risk capital, building sustainable
financial infrastructure beyond grant funding. Strengthening linkages between Kigali’s hubs and
traditional sectors, such as agriculture—a sector acutely aware of environmental variability
(Mbonigaba et al., 2025)—could deepen the impact of technological solutions. For other African
governments, the implication is to adapt, not adopt, this approach, heeding unique institutional
contexts while recognising the value of digital infrastructure and regulatory clarity.

Future research should address several areas. First, longitudinal studies are needed to assess the
long-term sustainability and economic impact of incubated startups beyond 2025. Second,
ethnographic research into entrepreneurs’ lived experiences would reveal how agency and creativity
manifest within a state-orchestrated ecosystem. Third, comparative analysis with more mature,
market-driven ecosystems like Lagos or Nairobi would further contextualise Kigali’s model. Finally,
interdisciplinary research is warranted; just as perceptions of aesthetics can influence social
interactions (Dona et al., 2025), cultural attitudes towards failure and authority likely shape
behavioural norms within entrepreneurial ecosystems, requiring greater scholarly attention.

In conclusion, Kigali’s journey represents a seminal African experiment in deliberate ecosystem
engineering, demonstrating what is achievable when innovation is a cornerstone of economic
development. Its strengths in governance and international appeal are formidable. Yet, its ultimate
success will be judged by its evolution from a planned architecture into a self-sustaining, culturally
vibrant engine of indigenous innovation that generates transformative solutions for Rwanda and
Africa. The model offers a narrative of possibility while framing critical questions for the continent’s
entrepreneurial future.
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