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WHAT DOES 
TWO RIVERS 
MALL MEAN 

FOR NAIROBI 
AND AFRICA?

Centum Investment and its partners proudly showcased the world class offerings at Two Rivers Mall in a function 
graced by H.E The President of the Republic of Kenya as well as Centum’s local and international partners

Fourteenth February remains unforgettable for 
the inhabitants of Nairobi specifically and Kenyans 
generally. The baby that is the Two Rivers Mall was 
successfully birthed; and introduced with much 

notably the Two Rivers App, sets the bar to a record 
high. Proprietors around the affluent Runda suburb 
in Nairobi already have gains to write home about. 

As per the Wealth Report, 11th Edition, 2017 
issued by Knight Frank, Runda is undergoing 
tremendous real estate growth evidenced by the 
expansion into what was hitherto comprised of 
vast coffee fields. Explanations floated for the 

From left to right, Two Rivers Development   General 
Manager, Agnieszka Mielcarz, Centum Group CEO Dr. 
James Mworia, H.E. Hon. Uhuru   Kenyatta President of the 
Republic of Kenya, Centum Board Director Dr. Chris Kirubi 
and Nairobi Governor Hon. Dr. Evans Kidero officially open 
Two Rivers Mall.
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pomp and color. Indeed, it attracted more than 
150,000 visitors in its opening weekend alone.  
Centum Investment and its partners proudly 
showcased the world class offerings at Two Rivers 
Mall in a function graced by H.E The President of 
the Republic of Kenya as well as Centum’s local and 
international partners. 

We do not wish to overemphasize this milestone 
that once again put Nairobi City on the global 
map invariably as one of the best, if not the first, 
attractive real estate investment destinations 
within sub-Saharan Africa outside South Africa. 
Two Rivers Mall of circa 67,000 sqm gross lettable 
area of retail space. Analysts underscore that 
Two Rivers Mall’s diversified menu of local and 
international brands significantly contributes to its 
competitive edge. The mall is home to both local 
and international brands in the ratio 60 to 40. These 
features, punctuated by unique entertainment  
avenues including an elegant riverfront complete 
with dancing water fountains, laser shows and 
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TWO RIVERS LAUNCH
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burgeoning Runda real estate investment include 
proximity and ease of access to Two Rivers Mall, 
a potential destination of choice for many modern 
East African residents.  

Centum, in collaboration with various partners 
from across the spectrum, continues to explore 
opportunities for investment grade developments 
to sit in the larger Two Rivers development. To 
that end, a few exciting opportunities are in the 
pipeline; and the sky remains the playing ground. 
Predictably, the Two Rivers development would 
yield superior returns to property investors not 
only within the development but far and beyond 

in the surrounding Nairobi city suburbs of Runda, 
Ruaka, Gigiri and Muthaiga. We continue to watch 
property indices keenly to note the quarterly and 
annual price fluctuations occasioned by, among 
others, the Two Rivers Mall phenomenal. 

It remains an incredible milestone worth the 
human, financial and time resources consumed so 
far. Kudos to the outstanding Two Rivers team, it is 
indeed #TwoGoodToBeTrue!

#TwoGoodToBeTrue
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DEMAND 
FOR QUALITY 
SCHOOLS IN 

AFRICA

Being home to one of the world’s fastest growing 
economies, Africa’s urbanization and socio-
economic progress has seen a rapid rise in a vibrant 
middle income class that has been projected to 
reach 1.1 billion people in the year 2060 by the 
Africa Development Bank. Differentiated spending 
habits within this income class have given rise to a 
highly diversified and burgeoning consumer market 
in the continent. Backed by a high purchasing power 
and brand consciousness, consumer demands in the 
African market have been majorly influenced by 
quality, convenience and luxury. 

In the education sector, there has been an evident 
demand by the middle and high income classes for 
quality education offering across the continent. 
Demand has been majorly directed towards 
international schools where enrolment has been 
forecasted to grow by 113% in the next 10 years 
by the International School Consultancy. 

The key demand drivers in this regard are:

1. Quality
Middle to high income households have been 
consistently seeking placements in top tier 
international schools where a high-quality service 

development potential, take advantage of the 
various life opportunities as well as influence future 
generations.

3. Globally Recognized Qualifications
An increasing and unquenchable taste for an 
education system that sets students in Africa 
on level competing grounds with the rest of the 
world has been a key demand driver. Sought 
after international schools provide avenues for 
their graduates to acquire globally recognized 
qualifications such as the International General 
Certificate of Secondary Education (IGCSE), 
International Baccalaureate, US SATs as well as 
Advanced Placement. Such qualifications are robust 
and trustworthy in acquiring placements in the top 
tier universities across the world.

Centum’s investments in the education sector 
speaks to Africa’s needs by not only providing high 
quality education but also packaging it with world 
class facility offerings at affordable rates. We stand 
to combine a strong academic base with excellent 
inter-personal skills and a track record of active 
engagement in school and community service in 
developing the next generation of world leaders in 
Africa.
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offering that matches the value for their money 
is prioritized. In principle, high quality education 
is synonymous with small capacity classrooms 
in schools where a low teacher-student ratio is 
maintained. This ensures a student’s progress is 
consistently monitored and areas of weakness 
are easily identified and addressed effectively. 
Other points of consideration by such households 
include the school’s extent in adopting modern 
advancements in ICT in the curriculum delivery such 
as the use of interactive white boards as well as 
availability of fully equipped computer laboratories. 
Additionally, diverse co-curricular activities as well 
as facility offerings that expose students to various 
sporting activities while observing safety measures, 
most especially for the younger kids is observed.

2. Placements in Top Tier Universities
Demand for international schools in the African 
market is also driven by the opportunities such 
schools provide for placement of their candidates in 
the leading universities worldwide mainly in the US, 
UK, Canada and Australia. The ideal international 
school holistically trains the students to not only 
qualify for such placements but also thrive at the 
university level. A parent’s goal is to provide an 
education that enables their children reach their 
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ACE BREAKS 
GROUND 

ON SABIS® 
INTERNATIONAL 

SCHOOL - NAIROBI

Kiambu Road, Nairobi, Kenya, February 18, 
2017 – The Board members and management 
of Africa Crest Education (“ACE”); a tri-partite 
consortium comprising Centum Investment 
Company, Investbridge Capital, and SABIS®; 
recently gathered to break ground on an exciting, 
new school project. The ground-breaking marks the 
start of construction on the SABIS® International 
School – Nairobi, a K-12 school designed to meet 
the growing demand for high-quality private 
schools in the region.

The SABIS® International School – Nairobi is 
targeted to open in September 2018 and will 
eventually have the capacity to accommodate 
up to 2,000 students.  The purpose-built school 
campus will include state-of-the-art classrooms 

several schools across Africa; and is keenly looking 
at Kenya, Egypt, Morocco, Nigeria, South Africa and 
Uganda as its initial destinations.

The consortium looks at drawing on the expertise 
and experience of its partners:  Investbridge 
Capital brings its corporate advisory experience 
and real estate specialities coupled with its network 
of regional and international capital; Centum 
contributes its vast experience as an active investor 
and developer coupled with strong local knowledge 
and networks in the region; and SABIS® brings vast 
expertise in school operations and the delivery of 
a high-quality education that prepares students 
for success in college, develops responsible world-
class citizens, and nurtures lifelong learners who are 
ready to meet the challenges of a changing world.
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equipped with the latest in educational technology 
including interactive whiteboards, a sports center, 
a modern performing arts theatre, a semi-Olympic 
pool, and extensive outdoor sports facilities. In 
addition, the campus will have a separate dedicated 
building for Kindergarten with its own indoor and 
outdoor sports facilities including a car track 
and a mini swimming pool. The school will be a 
member of the global SABIS® Network, which has 
an active presence in 20 countries and currently 
educates over 70,000 students. Schools in the 
SABIS® Network have been successfully educating 
students for over 130 years and have a proven 
track record of excellence.

The SABIS® International School – Nairobi is the 
first project undertaken by ACE.  ACE plans to setup 

From left: Mark DeSario - Investbridge Capital’s CEO, Victor Saad - SABIS® Vice President, Carl Bistany - SABIS® President, 
James Mworia - Centum Investment Group CEO, and Johnny Harb - Africa Crest Education (ACE) Holdings’ CEO.

Schools in the SABIS® Network have been successfully educating students for over 130 years and have a proven track 
record of excellence
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CENTUM 
CARES

Centum Foundation believes in the transformational 
power of education and recognizes it as a primary 
means by which the youth can realize their dreams 
and develop their communities. In conjunction 
with Centum Investment Company Ltd, they 
officially launched their pilot school scholarship 
fund program, ‘The Vipingo Development Limited 
Scholarship Fund’ at Timboni Primary School in Kilifi 
County in January this year. The ceremony was 
graced by members of the Kilifi County government 
and the Centum board. 

During the launch ceremony, 50 bright and needy 
students from Kilifi county were awarded full high 
school scholarships, with a third of the beneficiaries 
being girls, after a transparent selection process in 
December 2016. This initiative was established in 
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2016 to empower the youth to realize their dreams 
through quality education and in turn positively 
contribute to the economic development of the region. 
The scholarship project was introduced through a 
collaboration with two communities in the Vipingo 
region; the Mjuma and the Bambani Kilio communities. 
The scholarship fund will award 50 scholarships 
annually, building up to 200 by 2019, to students 
joining high school who score more than 300 marks 
in the Kenya Certificate of Primary Education. The 
number of beneficiaries will rise to 200 by 2019. 
Additionally, Centum through its subsidiary, Vipingo 
Development Limited, has set aside a budget to 
upgrade education facilities in the region annually. 
Two primary schools; Timboni Primary School and 
Makonde Primary School have already benefited from 
this fund. 

The Governor of Kilifi County, Hon Amason Kingi awarding a scholarship to one of the beneficiaries. He is flanked by Centum 
Group CEO Dr. James Mworia on his right and Centum Board Director Dr. Chris Kirubi on his left.

Education

The scholarship fund will 
award 50 scholarships 
annually, building up to 200 
by 2019, to students joining 
high school who score more 
than 300 marks in the 
Kenya Certificate of Primary 
Education. The number of 
beneficiaries will rise to 200 
by 2019
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CENTUM CARES

Centum Foundation continues its mission to 
enable entrepreneurs turn their ideas into the big 
businesses of tomorrow. Through the program it 
runs; Centum Entrepreneurship Program, geared at 
near break-even ventures and ideas respectively, 
the Foundation seeks to provide a conducive 
environment for the success of its beneficiaries. 

The Foundation has taken 39 founders through 
the mentorship program since its inception. 
The Foundation holds various workshops with 
entrepreneurs to train them on best practices in 
their businesses. 

Networks are a key driver of growth in many 
economies. The Foundation recognizes that 
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a company needs to be exposed to its potential 
markets, partners and advisors to thrive. It therefore 
helps its investees exploit any synergies that exists 
between them, the portfolio companies and Centum’s 
partners. One of the Foundation’s investees, Bunifu 
Technologies, has since won the Microsoft Innovation 
Award, 2016 at the Connected Conference hosted 
by the ICT Authority. Bunifu has leveraged these 
networks and now has clients such as the County 
Government of Baringo and Moi Teachers College. 

Centum Foundation continues to create a robust 
support ecosystem to ensure the success of its 
investee companies, as part of its goal to enable 
entrepreneurs and by extension create jobs, in a 
sustainable and impactful manner. 

Entrepreneurship

One of the Foundation’s 
investees, Bunifu 
Technologies, has since won 
the Microsoft Innovation 
Award, 2016 at the 
Connected Conference 
hosted by the ICT Authority. 
Bunifu has leveraged these 
networks and now has 
clients such as the County 
Government of Baringo and 
Moi Teachers College
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KENYA 
MOTOR 

INDUSTRY 
REVIEW 

It is important to keep eyes on 
this fast-growing sector as the 
social economic dynamics indicate 
bountiful harvest for investors in 
coming days

Increasingly, Asian motor vehicle manufacturers 
are keen on managing the distribution of their 
products in the East African region by being 
majority shareholders in their distributors. In the 
last quarter, Isuzu and Toyota increased their stakes 
in the distributors making the distributors their 
subsidiaries in what is interpreted as an aggressive 
move to push their sales and gain control of the sale 
of their products. 

In the first quarter of 2017, Isuzu increased its stake 
to 57% of its ownership in the main distributor in 
the East African region- General Motors East Africa 
(GMEA). GMEA is the main distributor of Isuzu 
products in the region and boasts of a 35% share 
in the Kenyan market for new vehicles with Isuzu 
sales amounting to circa 95.5 Percent. 

Centum is an investor in GMEA with a 17.8% stake 
with the government, through ICDC, holding a 20% 
stake. Toyota bought out minority shareholders 
in its main distributor- CFAO- to fully acquire 
the distributor in a USD 50.5 Million investment. 
Toyota controls 24% of the Kenyan-New Vehicles 

their wealth clandestinely and not in conventional 
methods that are easy to scrutinize. 

It is important to keep eyes on this fast-growing 
sector as the social economic dynamics indicate 
bountiful harvest for investors in coming days. 
The political decision to ban importation of used 
vehicles will only make dealers in new vehicles want 
to bite more of this cherry. 
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market and is keen to scale up its operations locally. 
This happened even as German motor vehicle 
manufacturer, Volkswagen, opened a motor 
assembly plant in Thika- an industrial town in 
Kenya. The Kenyan government has a 35% stake in 
the plant. The first vehicles assembled at the firm, 
which seeks to assemble one thousand units within 
the year, have since been released for sale into the 
market.  

Observers attribute the growing interests by 
the motor vehicle manufacturers to the rising 
middle class in Africa and the growth of high net 
worth individuals which is expected to spur more 
investments targeting this group. The high net 
worth individuals in Kenya increased by 26% in the 
last three years despite a drop in the global rate by 
0.3%. The growth is expected to be sustained at 
28% over the next four years as per a recent report 
by Knight Frank.

Reports by Forbes corroborates the Knight Frank 
report indicating an increasing number of dollar 
billionaires in Africa only that they have stored up 
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FINANCIAL 
SERVICES

The Kenyan Banking industry has witnessed a 
myriad of transformations in recent months owing 
majorly to the Banking Amendment Bill passed 
mid last year. The law prescribes that no banking 
institution issuing loans should charge an interest 
rate of more than four percentage points above the 
base rate set by the Central Bank of Kenya.

Per analysts, banks will record thinner margins 
following the passing of the Banking Amendment 
Bill, prompting financial institutions to pursue a 
technology driven strategy to lower costs. One 
such bank pursuing this strategy is Sidian Bank, 
where Centum owns a 74% stake. 

In a move aimed at fueling its digital transformation, 
Sidian Bank Limited recently announced a land mark 

realize 34 percent savings in capital expenses and 
a 60 percent improvement in transactional times 
across all ATMs and teller counters. “This is the first 
collaboration of its kind in this market. It not only 
cements our partnership with the IBM, but also 
creates new and unique partnerships that support 
our institution’s growth strategy and enhances the 
efficiency of our entire banking infrastructure.” 
indicated Titus Karanja, CEO, Sidian Bank.

With the IBM cognitive capabilities, Sidian will 
continue driving fast response times to customer 
needs which is essential in supporting its 
entrepreneurial base. It will also enable the bank 
to improve IT staff productivity by 30 percent, 
allowing its technology team to focus on their core 
business.
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partnership with International Business Machines 
(IBM). The partnership grants Sidian Bank access to 
IBM’s cognitive computing technology. IBM’s Cloud 
and Cognitive solutions will help the bank provide 
its growing customer base with faster access to 
services like debit and credit card processing, 
bank account opening, teller services and wealth 
management. These systems will provide Sidian 
with a much-needed competitive edge in the 
Kenyan banking industry that is characterized by 
cutthroat competition. 

The cognitive computing tools are expected to 
reduce unplanned system outages and improve 
Sidian’s core banking system performance, resolving 
up to 56 percent of any difficulties with minimum 
human intervention. This has enabled the bank 

Sidian Bank Limited recently announced a land mark partnership with International 
Business Machines (IBM). The partnership grants Sidian Bank access to IBM’s cognitive 
computing technology. IBM’s Cloud and Cognitive solutions will help the bank provide 
its growing customer base with faster access to services like debit and credit card 
processing, bank account opening, teller services and wealth management
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FINANCIAL SERVICES

SECTOR UPDATES      |      JAN - MAR 2017

“As the East Africa market expands and opens to 
intense competition, we’re seeing more clients tap 
into IBM’s Cloud and Cognitive technologies to 
ensure a flexible and reliable IT platform and help 
them make smarter, faster decisions to address 
real-time business needs,” said Nick Nesbitt, General 
Manager for East Africa, IBM. 

In addition, Sidian has partnered with Safaricom 
Limited’s MPesa, a mobile money transfer service, 

to link merchants’ MPesa accounts with their 
Sidian bank accounts such that amounts collected 
by merchants via their MPesa Paybill are instantly 
transferred to their bank accounts without need for 
third party bank intermediaries which usually takes 
approximately 24-48 hrs. Sidian is currently on an 
aggressive campaign to sign up merchants for the 
service as it  works on an internet payment solution 
for merchants and corporates on its internet banking 
platform.
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Besides the banking sector, Centum has also invested in the 
leasing industry with its wholly owned subsidiary company, 
Zohari Leasing. Having been in operation for only 10 
months now, the company has already struck several deals 
encompassing different asset categories thereby living up 
to its slogan as ‘the partner who gives your business a new 
lease of life’. Centum also holds a minority stake in Platinum 
Credit, a credit facility provider in the region operating in 
Kenya, Uganda and Tanzania. It holds a majority stake in 
Nabo Capital, a leading fund manager in East Africa. 

Having been in operation for only 10 months now, Zohari Leasing has already struck several deals 
encompassing different asset categories thereby living up to its slogan as ‘the partner who gives 
your business a new lease of life’
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AGRIBUSINESS: 
GREENBLADE 

GROWERS ONE 
YEAR ON

Centum’s 3.0 strategy (2014-2019) identified 
agriculture as one of its sectors of focus. Increasing 
global population has spurred a growing demand 
for the basic needs, particularly food. Sub-Saharan 
Africa accounts for close to a third of the world’s 
arable land leaving a lot of room for growth in 
meeting this demand. It is expected that crop 
production in the region will grow faster than in the 
rest of the world in the next few decades. As such, 
Greenblade Growers was established by Centum to 
be at the forefront of its agribusiness strategy.

Greenblade has specialized in the growth of 
herbs for export namely parsley, coriander, dill, 
chives, tarragon, lemongrass, mint and rosemary. 
The horticulture industry is the fastest growing 
agricultural sub-sector in the country. Per the 
Kenya National Bureau of Statistics, as at 2015, 
Kenya’s horticultural sub-sector grew by 8.4 
percent to more approximately USD 2 billion.

At the close of December 2016, Greenblade began 
exporting its crop of herbs to the Netherlands 

land within 2 years. Its operations team has also 
expanded to 113 as at December 2016. 

Greenblade continues to explore more 
opportunities in agribusiness focused on large scale 
farming with possibility for vertical integration. The 
company intends to invest in the entire value chain 
from production to export processing in line with 
Centum’s strategy. This will enable Greenblade to 
maximize efficiency and returns by limiting the 
number of intermediaries. 
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and the United Kingdom. The exports are keen on 
exploiting the European market with an estimated 
size of 533 megatonnes in 2014 with the UK 
leading in consumption. Increased popularity of 
ethnic foods will only see this market grow in the 
foreseeable future. 

Greenblade continues to 
explore more opportunities in 
agribusiness focused on large 
scale farming with possibility 
for vertical integration
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This marked a key milestone in a year long journey. 
Greenblade was incorporated in 2016, acquiring 
120 acres at Ol Kalau in Kenya’s Aberdare region. 
In addition, they have managed to develop critical 
infrastructure such as 1  pack house, a reservoir as 
well as set up and plant on 15 acres of greenhouse 
and 15 acres of open field so far. The business is 
keen to scale this up to cover the rest of the arable 



THE 
LEAN 

STARTUP

It has become an unfortunate truism that 
as organizations grow and become larger, 
innovation and creativity take a nose dive. 
Many things including bureaucracy, politics, 
accounting systems and culture conspire 
to snuff out the organization’s creative 
spirit. At its infancy, an organization creates 
revolutionary products loved by consumers; 
and rapidly growing sales figures. However, 
soon the growth curve plateaus and the 
business either finds it too difficult to 
create new things, or new products seem 
to flop at every turn. This in turn leads to 
loss of dominance, market share and even 
collapse. With markets and consumers 
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constantly evolving, the ability to change 
in response to the markets and consumers 
has never been more relevant. Eric Ries sets 
out to unravel this mystery by examining 
organizations at their infancy. In his book, 
The Lean Startup, he examines what makes 
startups and entrepreneurs succeed or fail 
and provides tools and methods businesses 
can use to grow. Eric identifies startups as 
human institutions creating something new 
under conditions of extreme uncertainty. He 
explains entrepreneurship as an exercise in 
management where entrepreneurs manage 
people through the process of creating the 
vision innovation and even failure. 

BOOK REVIEW:

Eric identifies startups as human institutions creating something new under conditions of extreme uncertainty. He 
explains entrepreneurship as an exercise in management where entrepreneurs manage people through the process 
of creating the vision innovation and even failure
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BOOK REVIEW: THE LEAN STARTUP

BOOK REVIEW      |      JAN - MAR 2017

We highlight three interesting 
aspects of the book for discussion: 

a. Innovation as we know is unnecessarily 
wasteful
Imagine an entrepreneur who has a great idea on how 
to solve a problem. He or she then begins work on 
bringing the vision to life, creating a team, gathering 
resources and spending countless late nights. Finally, 
when the end-product is ready and all the bugs have 
been aired out, it is released to market. The business 
then fails to take off despite the craftsmanship, 
quality or apparent ability to solve the problem. All 
the effort that went into building it is wasted.

b. What is the price of learning?
Let’s say the product failed because the market 
for it was not large enough? If this lesson could be 
learnt by releasing a simpler earlier version that 
would cost less time and money doesn’t that make 
all effort made beyond what was needed to learn 

unnecessary? It was a waste. The book continuously 
stresses the lesson that any effort expended beyond 
what is needed to learn what the consumer needs 
are, is waste.

c. Tools
The book gives entrepreneurs tools to drive 
innovation more effectively. This includes building 
a minimum viable product to minimize wastage 
through building products no one wants. The author 
also advocates validated learning to test assumptions 
in business plans systematically, proving its value 
by looking at incremental improvement in relevant 
metrics. He also introduces the build measure learn 
feedback loop where startups use the MVP to run 
controlled experiments to test assumptions and 
learn how to build a sustainable business. 

The author also advocates the use of innovation 
accounting to measure the success of new initiatives 
by the organization. He points out that conventional 
accounting methods tend to emphasize short term 
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thinking and provide limited ways of measuring if growth 
is attributable to innovation or other factors. He explains 
that actionable metrics should be accessible, demonstrate 
clear cause and effect and be verifiable from market data.

The book introduces few completely alien concepts but 
rather crystalizes the wisdom from past management 
thought such as Principles of Scientific Management, 
the Toyota way on how to deal with a rapidly changing 
and uncertain market. The author emphasizes the use 
of scientific rigor in entrepreneurship instead of relying 
solely on experience, intuition and assumptions. All the 
points are illustrated clearly through case studies as 
well as the author’s experience working in and growing 
startups.
 
To its credit the book shies away from prescribing tactics 
and processes but instead points out how businesses can 
build an environment where innovation flourishes. Above 
all the author strives to limit esoteric waste of human 
effort through the book and it might help you do so if 
you pick it up.

The author also advocates the use of innovation accounting to measure the success of new initiatives by the organization. He points 
out that conventional accounting methods tend to emphasize short term thinking and provide limited ways of measuring if growth is 
attributable to innovation or other factors

LEARN BUILD

MEASUREDATA

IDEAS

PRODUCT
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TO PIVOT  
OR  

NOT TO PIVOT

One of the most iconic moments in comedy 
history is a scene in the monumental TV series 
F.R.I.E.N.D.S. where Ross has Rachel and Chandler 
help him carry his couch above a set of stairs. At 
one point they have a particularly hard time getting 
through a corner in the stairway and Ross proceeds 
to shout, “Pivot! Pivot! Pivot!” However, no matter 
the amount of pivoting they attempt, they are 
unsuccessful; much to the chagrin of Ross who was 
so sure it would work.

“What does entrepreneurship have to do with one 
of the greatest comedy scenes?” you may wonder. 
Please bear with me as I take you deep into the 
recesses of the entrepreneurial mind.

One of the greatest stumbling blocks in an 
entrepreneur’s journey is obstinacy (commonly 
referred to as stubbornness). This is the point 
where an entrepreneur believes that their idea/
product is the best despite overwhelming evidence 
against them. The entrepreneur at this point 
believes that they are the Messiah incarnate and 
their idea/product is the greatest game changer 
since the internal combustion engine.

get it’. They believe that a turnaround is just around 
the corner. Of course there is nothing wrong with 
this; so long as the entrepreneur is also okay with 
the idea of literally burning money.

Partly to blame for this situation is the analogy 
peddled concerning Thomas Alva Edison; that only 
after 10,000 attempts did he manage to eventually 
invent an incandescent bulb that was able to remain 
lit for longer. Most people mistake this to mean that 
they need to keep hanging onto their product and 
keep trying to push it into the market. After all, 
they need to reach 10,000 people to make that 
sale. Sadly, this is a case of missing the forest for 
the trees.

What the analogy tries to teach is the need to 
rework one’s assumptions rather than reworking 
one’s expectations of the market. Edison knew the 
market wanted an incandescent bulb that could 
remain lit for a long period of time. He could have 
easily stopped when he made the one that could 
remain lit for 13.5 hours. Of course, had he done 
that, the costs of owning a bulb would’ve been 
astronomical! Had he decided to be stubborn 
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Now, there is nothing wrong with believing in 
your product at all. Had the late Steve Jobs not 
been fanatical about the iPod, we wouldn’t have 
had such amazing and ubiquitous products as the 
iPhone et al. Had Mark Zuckerberg not believed 
in Facebook, we wouldn’t have had a platform to 
link up with estranged family and ‘friends’ only 
to ignore them further. Belief in one’s product 
is almost a prerequisite for entrepreneurship. 
However, belief in one’s product when the target 
market vehemently rejects it begins to border on 
the ludicrous and slightly insane. There is no benefit 
whatsoever to keep hanging onto a product when 
the market for it neither exists nor is large and 
growing; or even worse, there are better, more 
affordable substitutes.

And it is at these moments that an entrepreneur’s 
mettle is tested. Do you as an entrepreneur plough 
on, ignoring all the naysayers in the hope that 
eventually someone will ‘get your product’? Or do 
you give up on the product and find another angle?
Unfortunately, most entrepreneurs choose the 
former, believing that everyone they have shown 
the product to but hasn’t purchased ‘just doesn’t 
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and hold steadfast to his product, his market 
would’ve had to change to only the wealthy. From 
there, he would’ve featured as a small footnote 
in engineering history rather than as possibly the 
greatest inventor ever. (Aside: Nikola Tesla is, to 
me, the greatest inventor. Unfortunately, he wasn’t 
as business savvy as Edison. That however is a 
separate discussion for another piece on ‘Inventors, 
Engineers and Business’).

How Edison handled the light bulb offers clues on 
how entrepreneurs should handle products that the 
market does not fully absorb. It takes us back to 
the scene with Ross shouting, “Pivot! Pivot! Pivot!”
In its original meaning, a pivot (or fulcrum) is the 
point of rotation in a lever system. It is the point 
that allows you to have the most effect while 
dissipating the least amount of energy (if placed 
correctly).

In entrepreneurship, to pivot is to shift strategy 
based on customer feedback. This is to imply that 
there is a need for an entrepreneur to have an open 

mind when introducing a product to the market. 
They should not always assume that their product 
is the Holy Grail, but should be open to getting 
feedback and be willing to change the product (and 
strategy if need be) if the market is neither existent 
nor growing.

It is this fluidity, rather than obstinacy, that allows 
companies to grow. It is what pushed Apple from 
annual losses of over USD 4 Billion in 1997 to be 
the most valuable company in the world (by market 
cap). They cut their product line by 70%, choosing 
to focus on products that actually had markets 
– growing ones for that matter. It also allowed 
Groupon to shift from their original aim to organise 
social advocacy campaigns into the billion dollar 
daily deal site it is today.

As a cautionary tale about being stubborn with 
products I will share the fall of Kodak. When they 
began, Kodak was a leader in photography. Their 
cameras became as ubiquitous as the iPhone 
and Whatsapp. They even had the slogan: Every 

moment is a Kodak moment. As time went on, the 
famous digital age began emerging. Then came the 
digital camera and the moment that Kodak should’ve 
pivoted. In fact, it was a Kodak engineer – Steve Sasson 
– who invented the first digital camera in 1975. While 
rejecting his invention, the management offered the 
following, “That’s cute, but don’t tell anyone about it.” 
As a matter of fact, Kodak management believed that 
there would still be people (hobbyists and hippies) 
who would appreciate film photography. They were 
reworking their expectations about the market 
rather than facing the reality that their product was 
becoming obsolete. This stubbornness proved lethal 
to them, leading Kodak to declare bankruptcy in 2012.

Thus, it is in the entrepreneur’s best interest to 
recognise when a product is not being fully absorbed 
into the market. At that point, the entrepreneur has 
the opportunity to either rework their expectations 
of the market or their assumptions about the product. 
The entrepreneur who does the latter will surely be 
greeted by success with open arms. So remember, 
“Pivot! Pivot! Pivot!”

TO PIVOT OR NOT TO PIVOT
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It is this fluidity, rather than obstinacy, that allows companies to grow. It is what pushed Apple from annual losses of over USD 4 Billion in 1997 
to be the most valuable company in the world (by market cap). They cut their product line by 70%, choosing to focus on products that actually 
had markets – growing ones for that matter. It also allowed Groupon to shift from their original aim to organise social advocacy campaigns into 
the billion dollar daily deal site it is today
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