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For the last decade, ecommerce has experienced phenomenal growth rates around the world and
isn’t expected to stop any time soon. In fact, ecommerce sales are projected to grow to $7 trillion
across the globe by 2024.1 In this article, we explore Sub-Saharan Africa (SSA), one of the globe’s
smallest ecommerce regions, but one with high growth potential.
Africa has been undergoing a major digital transformation in recent years as more consumers connect
to the internet and subscribe to mobile services for the first time.The percentage of the population
with internet access in Sub-Saharan Africa in 2021 was 43 percent while the percentage of unique
mobile subscribers in 2021 was 46 percent.2
However, despite rising technological adoption rates, Africa still lags behind the global average of
internet (60 percent) and unique mobile subscribers (67 percent) as of the end of 2021.3
The pandemic only accelerated this trend by highlighting the importance of social and economic
connectivity amidst restrictions on mobility and movement in the last year. As a result of lockdowns,
millions of people in Africa have had to depend on digital platforms for shopping, work,
entertainment, education, and healthcare.
African ecommerce growth in 2020 compared favorably to the increase in online retail sales as a share
of total sales in more economically advanced regions, and it was higher than many other emerging
markets. Nigeria, Niger, Rwanda, and Mauritius led these gains, followed by Kenya and the Democratic
Republic of the Congo.
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The secret to Africa’s pivot to greater ecommerce sales was faster growth in B2B sales, which layers
online sales onto the existing network of informal retailers in the region rather than supplanting them.
SSA’s B2B ecommerce platforms thrived because they overcame issues of consumer trust and
logistics by working with and tapping into the informal markets, rather than working around these
sales channels. This allowed the B2B platforms to provide goods beyond urban areas and well into
remote regions.
Cross-border transactions have also played a key role in driving ecommerce. They make up more than
half of all ecommerce transaction volumes in SSA.4 A portion of these cross-border volumes in SSA
come from consumers accessing the rising domestic African ecommerce players across local borders,
such as Jumia (Nigeria), Kilimall (Kenya) and Takealot (South Africa). Domestic ecommerce provision
in SSA is only just beginning, and it presents an opportunity for SSA to develop its own big hitters in
the market and increase the continents’ connection to the rest of the world.
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Economic and demographic factors support the digital transformation
While the pandemic contributed to the acceleration of digital commerce in SSA, the wider
macroeconomic and demographic fundamentals are set to support continued ecommerce
growth. Household income levels are projected to rise in the near term, with almost two thirds of
households in SSA expected to earn $5,000 USD or more by 2025.5
On top of that, greater technological adoption and young, growing populations will provide further
impetus for the rising opportunities in ecommerce in SSA. GSMA Intelligence projects the number of
mobile subscriptions in SSA will more than double and reach 1 billion connections by 2024, up from
495 million in 2020.
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Design ecommerce for mobile: Ensure that
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that appears seamless through mobile
channels, no matter the often low or
intermittent internet connectivity,
particularly when it comes to making digital
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delivery services.6 Most consumers surveyed in
these three countries were satisfied by their first
online shopping experience and said they would
continue shopping online even after the
pandemic.
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Make cross-border transactions seamless:
Ecommerce in the region is being driven by

•
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payments.
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This suggests that consumer habits may have
changed permanently by shifting spending to
digital channels versus offline channels.
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payment methods were considered safer and

that enable safe cross-border payments.

more hygienic,” explains Bardastani.

Cater for local: While global cross-border
merchants play a key role, local SSA
merchants are on the rise. There is an opportunity to support these players by not only
providing digital payments support, but broader merchant value added service offerings.
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•

Keep the customer at the center of product design: Digital enables providers to personalize
their products at scale; maximizing this opportunity means that providers can create the best
customer experience for the emerging digital-savvy SSA ecommerce customer.

•

Go virtual: Prepaid cards have a strong ecommerce value proposition, but this opportunity can
be taken one step further with virtual cards.

•

Ensure strong fraud protection controls aren’t impeding growth: Fraud controls are essential
to protect all parties involved in ecommerce – customers should be educated about them so
they feel safe spending – but these controls shouldn’t stop customers from completing
trustworthy ecommerce transactions.

