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While ESG performance is fairly well documented among large listed companies, there is still a lack of data on sustainable 
practices among unlisted, private companies in Africa. Establishing a robust database of such activities is essential for both 
businesses and investors. It will enable companies to find out for the first time what their peers are doing in terms of key 
sustainability topics and learn from innovative approaches. And it will enable investors to better assess ESG risks and engage 
with companies to unlock value creation.

With that in mind, KudosAfrica launched a short survey in 2017 that focuses on the top sustainability issues identified by 
businesses, investors, and a wider community of stakeholders. The survey was designed to take just 10 minutes to complete, 
recognizing that businesses have many other competing priorities. The survey focuses on practical management responses 
that are indicators of good governance, business resilience, and innovation.

It also tests how well African businesses are already aligned with the United Nations Sustainable Development Goals (SDGs).

Early results have been inspiring. Different from listed companies that are required to report on ESG factors and often do so as 
a marketing strategy, we found that unlisted businesses, across industry, location and size, all seem to demonstrate a humility 
about their current sustainability efforts.

They nevertheless show understanding of the issues at stake and a genuine interest in identifying practical ways to improve.

The survey will be ongoing and aggregate results will be shared publicly on a regular basis to keep investors and industry up 
to date on developing trends.

ABOUT THE SURVEY

TAKING THE PULSE OF
AFRICAN BUSINESSES
By Koen Van Noorden - KudosAfrica
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WHO RESPONDED?

80% of respondents listed their headquarters as 
being located in South Africa, of which 60% had 
operations in at least one other African country.

In addition to South Africa, the top 3 mentions 
were Namibia, Kenya, and Nigeria.

In terms of size, just over half of respondents 
were from companies with a turnover of
less than US$ 1M, and 13% 
represented companies with 
turnover of over US$100 million.

15% Of responding companies have over 500 employees, 37% have between 10 and 50 employees, 
and 30% have less than 10 employees.

LESS THAN
US$ 1M

59% 28% 13%

UP TO
US$ 100M

MORE THAN
US$ 100M

15% 30%37%

Financial & Insurance services (18%)

Trade - Wholesale & Retail (14%)

Manufacturing (12%)

Other 

We received a total of

54 responses from

15 different industries.

> 500 EMPLOYEES 10 - 50 EMPLOYEES < 10 EMPLOYEES
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WHAT WE FOUND

We found the drivers and attitude to sustainability differed from the listed sector. There was less bravado around how 
innovative they are socially or environmentally, with less focus on corporate social responsibility (CSR) for PR purposes. This 
reflects a credibility in the responses which compares favourably with practices of green washing in many other parts of the 
private sector.

Importantly, almost all respondents made it all the way through the survey, even though many aren’t yet measuring key 
aspects like energy, water, greenhouse gas emissions, waste sent to landfill, and recycling.

Climate change was a noted driver of interest. Regulatory changes (such as a carbon tax or limits on greenhouse gas 
emissions), drought and commodity scarcity were cited most often as the risks that respondents see for their businesses. 

On the flip side, very few had any initiatives in place to either reduce their greenhouse gas emissions or water use. This points 
to low market maturity on these issues and significant opportunities for investors to help drive increased awareness and 
management measures.

29 Respondents (53%)
said they were looking to differentiate
themselves among buyers and customers.

The same number said that
access to finance is a driver for
being more sustainable.

of respondents 
measure their 
carbon emissions.

Only

10%

Have installed water and 
energy efficiency

technologies.

35%
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Behaviour change was one of the commonly mentioned strategies as an important way to bring employees on board and 
make them feel personally responsible for sustainability goals. 

The results demonstrated an earnest willingness and aspiration among companies to differentiate themselves through 
sustainability, but also a degree of uncertainty.

Corruption remains one of the top-of-mind ESG issues when operating in Africa. We realised the importance of checking for 
the existence of anti-corruption policies as well as how these have been practically implemented and how companies were 
responding to cases of non-compliance.

Innovation was a topic we thought could inspire companies to talk about the good stuff they are doing. We asked an open 
question to capture any particular product or service innovations in the last year that have a positive social or environmental 
impact. These kinds of initiatives increasingly offer ways for businesses to grow market share and build customer loyalty.

What we found was an encouraging level of innovation and a high level of honesty. 33% Claimed innovations of some 
sort. These were wide-ranging and included initiatives like sourcing local flowers or recycling waste. 67% said they had 
not introduced any innovations of this kind. This could reflect low awareness of the opportunities in ESG value creation, 
competing priorities, lack of capital and time to allocate to sustainability, and/or an opportunity for investors to stimulate 
dialogue and action on ESG initiatives.

of respondents say they have an official 
environmental and social sustainability 
strategy or commitment.

Very encouraging is the fact that

57% 58% Of respondents said they have
an anti-corruption policy.

22% Did not have anti-corruption policies.

20% Of respondents didn’t answer this 
question.

58%

22%

20%

Invested in the 
local community 

by financial 
contribution.

Are reducing the 
impact of solid 

waste to landfill by 
recycling.

Say they engage 
with suppliers on 

environmental and 
social performance.

Have a health and 
safety committee with 

staff represented.

 
 

56%33%46% 48%
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LOOKING FORWARD

As one respondent remarked about their experience with the survey:

“The survey gives me a good guideline to implement better and more comprehensive sustainability 
practices at the organization. The questions will be used as a guideline to improve and I trust that 
in the near future we will be able to report an improved focus on sustainability.”

All respondents were interested in 
continuing this conversation next year.

have sustainability goals for next year.

More than

70%
2018

Ultimately, we wanted to uncover the willingness of businesses to design their own strategies for sustainability. Evidence 
shows that ESG interventions are more valuable when they are designed to fit material risks and realities of the business.

When asked what two sustainability goals they would like to achieve in the coming year, respondents once again demonstrated 
humility and genuine interest, with a range of innovative goals being cited.

This is an important differentiating factor between listed and unlisted companies, as private companies have the luxury of 
focusing on what matters most to them in business terms and in line with company values.

The most common goal mentioned was to get to a stage where they can effectively measure and manage their impacts. 

This short survey will be ongoing to continue engaging in building a robust database and index focussing on top sustainability 
issues and indicators of leadership, business resilience, and innovation.



www.kudosafrica.com

KudosAfrica understands what you need from your ESG engagement.

We help you meet your LP requirements, uncover value in your portfolio, and inspire your investee companies 
to achieve sustainability advantage beyond their own expectations.

ESG MANAGEMENT. SIMPLE. VALUABLE.

DON’T LIMIT
YOUR POTENTIAL.


