
 

 

 

 

 

Africa—one of the world’s largest, and fastest growing, marketplaces—is ripe with both 

need and opportunity, but many American companies otherwise well poised to take 

advantage of these prospects are resisting the temptation. Why? The reason is often long-

standing and inaccurate or overstated stereotypes.   

 

Unleashing the potential of these firms requires a shift in attitude away from outdated 

paradigms of the continent.  One of the best ways to enable this change is to provide 

future corporate leaders with first-hand experience on the ground. Short-term, pro bono 

immersion programs can provide the important insights that enable corporations to better 

assess, and ultimately invest long-term in, mutually beneficial business models. 



 

 

 

Since 2012, the Doing Business in Africa Campaign has sought to encourage American 

businesses to invest in Africa, a collection of markets that are rich in economic opportunity.i 

Yet, despite efforts to ease the pain points of market entry, many large corporations still 

struggle to establish a foothold on the continent. In line with growing support from U.S. 

government departments and other agencies, the U.S.-Africa Leaders Summit was held this 

month in an effort to embolden leading U.S. businesses to actively seek new pathways into 

these markets. Yet, many companies still struggle to figure out how to get started. 

Africa is a large and dynamic continent, 

where more than 54 countries and an even 

greater number of unique cultures and 

languages can complicate what many 

American CEOs might consider a standard 

approach to doing business. Understanding 

the nuance of the dynamics in each 

country—be it Ghana, Kenya, Mozambique, 

or Tanzania—is difficult to do. Furthermore, 

personal trust is a necessary foundation for 

doing business in markets across Africa—

something many American business 

interests either do not recognize, or worry 

they cannot afford to spend the time to 

build. Corruption is also widely assumed to 

pervade many African markets, making 

personal relationships all the more 

important. With so many gaps between the 

opportunity and an effective business plan, 

it is little wonder so few U.S.-based, 

multinational corporations are doing 

business in Africa. 

A few leading companies have 

discovered a new approach that enables 

them to understand these nuances and 

bridge the gap to prosperity by way of new 

market development.  Companies like The 

Dow Chemical Company and IBM are 

sending teams of employees into new and 

expanding markets, offering pro bono 

advisory services for local non-profit 

organizations, educational institutions, and 

governments. In such programs, teams of 

three to five individuals work with their pro 

bono client for one to five months, seeking 

to solve a specific capacity gap identified by 

the organization. For Dow and IBM 

specifically, these engagements are often 

facilitated by PYXERA Global, a non-profit 

firm with over 25 years of experience 

matching global talent to pro bono projects 

in emerging economies.  Careful to ensure 

that the pro bono service does not 

duplicate or usurp services that are already 

readily available in the local market, this 

http://www.commerce.gov/news/fact-sheets/2013/07/08/fact-sheet-doing-business-africa-dbia-campaign


 

 

 

approach injects capability to build 

capacity, complementing the work of local 

African businesses.  

Individuals who participate in these 

programs are typically on a leadership 

development track, which enables the 

company to provide its local client with the 

best service it has to offer. Working 

alongside local organizations allows 

participants to quickly develop a first-hand 

understanding of realities, priorities, and 

pressures in the region; the strongest 

stereotypes about Africa quickly fall away.  

Upon their return home, those individuals 

may bring their new and more nuanced 

perspective into their own organizations, 

enabling the development of a more Africa-

friendly strategy within their respective 

divisions, business units, or project teams.  

The pro bono approach to accelerating 

market entry in Africa has two primary 

benefits. First, it accelerates a dynamic 

understanding of the potential in these 

markets, providing insight to the company 

as to how it might engage the community 

long term with a more sustainable 

approach to business that creates shared 

value—an element often absent from 

business in the African context. At the same 

time, a pro bono team of consultants can 

enhance the social well-being of 

communities where such companies seek 

to operate, authentically raising the profile 

of the corporate brand amongst their key 

stakeholders while avoiding any additional 

costs to the local client or to the pro bono 

participants.  

IBM’s Corporate Service Corps, which 

was launched in 2008, is now the largest 

program in the world, sending an average 

of 500 participants overseas each year.  

Nearly 3,000 IBM employees based in 56 

countries have been sent to 37 nations 

since the program began.  With over 800 

team projects completed, IBM has provided 

$60 million in value. Additionally, IBM has 

opened participation in its program to 

other companies such as Citibank, 

JPMorgan Chase, and John Deere. 

In 2003, Pfizer became one of the first 

companies to deploy its employees into 

emerging markets to strengthen health 

systems through its Global Health Fellows 

program.ii The Dow Chemical Company 

engages employees in pro bono projects 

globally through the Dow Sustainability 

Corps, which also includes a specialized 

http://www.pfizer.com/responsibility/global_health/global_health_fellows


 

 

 

leadership development programiii that 

pairs new market discovery with leadership 

training. 

Today, a number of multinational 

corporations leverage their talent to 

accelerate market entry while also fostering 

social impact and economic growth in 80 

countries around the world through global 

pro bono programs. Such companies 

include Accenture, BD, Celanese, CitiCorp, 

Credit Suisse, The Dow Chemical Company, 

Eli Lilly and Company, EY, FedEx 

Corporation, Google, GSK, IBM, Intel, John 

Deere, JPMorgan Chase, “La Caixa" 

Foundation, Mars, Medtronic, Merck & Co., 

Inc., PepsiCo, Pfizer Inc., PIMCO Foundation, 

PwC, and SAP AG, among others.  

According to PYXERA Global’s annual 

benchmarking study of this practice, all 

program managers who responded to the 

survey identified “better understanding of 

the opportunities and challenges in 

emerging markets” as somewhat important 

(3 or higher on a scale of 5) and a plurality 

(38%) ranked it as the most important. 

Almost all (96%) recognized “increased 

knowledge of the operations and business 

environment in emerging markets” as 

important. Additionally, many managers 

also acknowledge the way in which global 

pro bono programs can help achieve their 

company’s corporate social responsibility 

objectives. Specifically, a plurality (42%) 

believes that enhancing the company’s 

image is one of the most important 

benefits of pro bono programs. 

 

https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=6W8_bgRKdiw


 

 

 

 

For both Dow and IBM, pro bono projects have helped accelerate their entry into key 

markets in Africa. The Corporate Service Corps, which has sent 800 of its 3,000 problem 

solvers to Africa, has helped IBM open new markets and win new contracts on the 

continent. As IBM has established or strengthened a presence in multiple African countries 

in the last six years, the opening of new offices has often been either preceded or quickly 

followed by Corporate Service Corps teams. 

 

These engagements have given the 

company valuable insights into the cultural 

and business climate, and have familiarized 

local governments and businesses with 

IBM. Moreover, the Corporate Service 

Corps provided a mechanism for IBM to 

introduce itself not only as a service 

provider, but as a company that positively 

contributes to the communities in which it 

operates. 

IBM has placed Corporate Service 

Corps and Smarter Cities Challenge teams 

(its more urban-oriented sister program) in 

Ghana, Kenya, Morocco, Ethiopia, Angola, 

Egypt, Tanzania, Nigeria, Senegal, and 

South Africa. These engagements showcase 

IBM’s talents and capabilities, and the 

company’s familiarity with popular 

technologies such as cloud computing, big 

data, and mobile and social computing.  It 

gives the company an on-the-ground 

understanding of how these technologies 

could be best applied for the greatest value 

in the long term. For example, following a 

Corporate Service Corps engagement, IBM 

competed for and won a consulting 

contract in the Cross River Province of 

Nigeria to help administer social service 

and welfare programs, Project Hope and 

Project Comfort.iv  

Dow entered the realm of pro bono, 

skills-based employee engagement in 2009 

with the launch of the Dow Sustainability 

Corps. With a focus on matching employee 

skills and talent with the needs of non-

governmental organizations (NGOs), social 

entrepreneurs and government agencies, 

particularly in emerging geographies and 

growth regions, employees use their time 

and professional skills to help improve the 

lives of people around the world. 

In 2013, the Dow Sustainability Corps 

launched its leadership development 

program, which sent its first class of 36 

employees to Accra, Ghana, for a five-day 

intensive collaboration, book-ended by 

periods of virtual consulting support. By 

sending employees directly into Ghana on 

pro bono assignments, Dow built high-

value relationships with government and 

http://bit.ly/1jVgBlp
http://bit.ly/1jVgBlp
http://bit.ly/1jVgBlp


 

 

 

commerce in Ghana, a strategic market 

where it had recently opened an office.  

“One of the learnings that came out of 

this is what can constitute new business 

opportunities in emerging markets,” said 

Ross McLean, President of Dow Africa. 

“Working with the local staff, our 

participants identified business 

opportunities as a result of the 

engagement. More importantly, these 

projects enabled our emerging leaders to 

appreciate and better manage some of the 

unexpected challenges of doing business in 

Africa—such as the lack of infrastructure, 

the interruption of communications, the 

criticality of relationships (instead of 

time)—and realize that it’s worth it. The 

projects, and the connections made 

because of them, became great ‘door 

openers’ for us to further build 

relationships which will be important to the 

success of our long-term business.” 

Dow is following this inaugural 

leadership development initiative with a 

second effort in 2014, this time sending 41 

employees to Addis Ababa, Ethiopia, for a 

similar experience. Over a five-month 

virtual consulting period, Dow employees 

work with eight local partners, including the 

Ethiopian Chamber of Commerce and the 

International Leadership Academy of 

Ethiopia, to name a few. As part of the 

program, Dow and IBM will collaborate on a 

pro bono project with the International 

Medical Corps (IMC). The project will 

capitalize on the marketing and 

communications expertise of Dow and the 

data analytics expertise of IBM to support 

IMC’s work in creating sanitation solutions 

in the country. The team’s work in country 

will be followed by the opening of Dow’s 

Ethiopia office later in 2014. 

For its part, IBM will assess, 

recommend, and design methodologies by 

which IMC can measure how the 

community fares in the face of public 

health and infrastructure challenges. Many 

companies hire experts or consultancies to 

develop market-entry strategies for key 

African markets, but such expertise—while 

invaluable—is no substitute for insights 

obtained by employees directly responsible 

for carrying out these strategies. An 

intensive immersion in the market of 

interest not only helps these individuals 

gain unique insight into key challenges and 

opportunities; it also hones participants’ 

empathy, cultural competence, and 

adaptability. These experiences have also 

been shown to provide exceptional 

leadership development benefits as well.v 

http://newglobalcitizen.com/global-pro-bono/probono-builds-leadership
http://newglobalcitizen.com/global-pro-bono/probono-builds-leadership


 

 

 

 

Dow and IBM are just two examples 

among dozens of companies exploring how 

global pro bono can accelerate market 

entry. Plus, placing a team of 10 

participants costs less than many 

leadership development, market research, 

or corporate brand-building efforts, making 

it a remarkably affordable and effective 

solution.  

With guidance from PYXERA Global, an 

increasing number of companies are 

developing tailored programs to achieve 

their goals.  

Those who have participated in these 

types of programs have remarked on the 

transformation in perspective. Matt Berry, 

currently Vice President of IBM Marketing 

for Cloud and Smarter Infrastructure, had 

the chance to experience both the 

Corporate Service Corps and the Smarter 

Cities Challenge. In 2008, he traveled to 

Tanzania with one of the first CSC teams.  

“Not only did I come away with a good 

understanding for how people in Tanzania 

communicate and work with one another in 

a business environment…,” said Berry. “I 

also learned about the other disciplines 

across IBM which I usually don’t have 

access to. I learned how to think through 

financial reporting and planning; I got to 

see how to design a website, and so much 

more.”vi 

Following his promotion a few years 

later, Matt had the opportunity to work 

with a smaller team of executives to 

address transportation issues in Lagos, 

Nigeria, with the Smarter Cities Challenge. 

“Both of my assignments to Africa truly 

changed my mindset and my life,” said 

Berry. “I’ll never look at the world or my 

work the same way again. I treat people 

differently, and they respond differently.” 

The programs for Dow and IBM are 

customized to meet the needs of the 

corporations and the host clients.  Dow’s 

program pairs several months of virtual 

consulting with a short on-the-ground visit. 

IBM’s program begins for participants with 

two months of preparation, even as they 

continue to perform their ‘day jobs.’  Their 

on-the-ground experience lasts for one 

month, completed by debriefing and follow-

up analysis when they return to their 

everyday professional responsibilities back 

home. All participants complete mandatory 

pre-work to help ensure their safety and 

health, as well as an orientation to the 

culture and other essential skills to ensure 

their effectiveness in their assignments. 

 



 

 

 

Pro bono work can serve the interests of almost any corporation interested in gaining insight and 

accelerating entry into new markets, and do so in a way that facilitates long-term social and 

economic development, with co-created value and mutually-shared prosperity. 

 

As a growing number of Fortune 100 to 

Fortune 500 companies embrace its 

benefits, those companies that choose to 

overlook this dynamic approach may find 

themselves at a disadvantage—particularly 

in Africa, where cultural nuance and trust 

driven by personal engagement are a 

critical foundation for business success.  

Smaller organizations, professional 

associations, or other organizations can 

develop tailored programs that enable their 

employees to experience their benefits as 

well. 

According to a recent EY survey of 

global companies, nearly 90 percent of 

companies already operating in Africa view 

it as the most attractive region in which to 

be expanding at present.vii  Interestingly, 

the same EY survey found that more than 

half of the companies that are not currently 

operating in sub-Saharan Africa consider it 

to be the least attractive region in the world 

to do business. This discrepancy is likely 

due to the fact they are not in Africa, on the 

ground, and thus may have difficulty 

understanding what they can't see.    

 

 

 

 

                                                        

 

i U.S. Department of Commerce Doing Business in Africa (DBIA) Campaign, http://1.usa.gov/1sPtoYo  
ii Pfizer Global Health Fellows, http://on.pfizer.com/1nK2afw  
iii Video: Dow Leadership in Action: Ghana 2013, http://bit.ly/1uIolsg  
iv Release: IBM Helps Bring Smarter Healthcare to Nigeria’s Cross River State, http://ibm.co/1jVgBlp  
v Article: Pro Bono Consulting Builds Global Leadership Competencies, The New Global Citizen, http://bit.ly/1sSgyIb  
vi Article: Part I: IBMer Matt Berry Takes on Corporate Service Corps, Smarter Cities Challenge, and What It Means to Build a 

Smarter Planet, The New Global Citizen, http://bit.ly/VdZO1R  
vii Article: Sub-Saharan Africa – Mind the Gap, Global Finance, http://bit.ly/1ukYIAs  
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