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1. National Need to Adopt the Public Entrepreneurship and Innovation program  

Following the coming to power of the incumbent government led by HE PM Dr. Abiy Ahmed, 

Ethiopia has set forth a new 10 years prospective development plan, a comprehensive roadmap 

to make Ethiopia a beacon of African prosperity by 2030. At the center of this developmental 

roadmap is the homegrown economic reform agenda aimed at creating a macroeconomic 

environment conducive for rapid and sustained economic resurgence. Among its key departures 

is unlocking Ethiopia’s economic potentials by removing institutional bottlenecks, structural 

reforms for Ease of Business and resilience building through entrepreneurship and innovation.  

The achievement of this ambitious national goal demands a mission-driven, efficient, agile, 

adaptive, and able state machinery. Without playing down the role of other sectors, government 

must assume an extraordinary leadership in shaping the future of Ethiopia as a new frontier of 

African prosperity. As things stand today, the private sector is simply too underdeveloped and in 

its nascent stage as to shoulder the weight of the ambitious goals laid out by the home-grown 

economic reform agenda. While charting a trajectory where the private sector would play a 

leading role, we need a robust, mission-driven, efficient, agile, adaptive, and capable public 

entrepreneurial leadership and staff with the requisite competence to effectively execute this 

national mission. There is one major caveat: our public sector is highly inefficient, cumbersome, 

slow-moving and stuck in a bygone era. Thus, the achievement of Ethiopia’s economic 

transformation requires an adoption of a new paradigm to how government views its role in 

shaping the desired national economic outcomes - towards an Entrepreneurial State where 

government does not just jump in to fix market failures and de-risks business investment, but 

lead and co-shape the market itself and take entrepreneur risk to deliver the national economic 

outcomes. It is in this backdrop that the public entrepreneurship and innovation program, a new 

homegrown solution to transform the public sector, is designed by the Entrepreneurship 

Development Institute (EDI)- Ethiopia. The following are some of the overriding reasons why 

Ethiopia should adopt this approach as a new public sector reform instrument:  

A major global shift in paradigm on the role of government in the economy: the common outlook 

informed by the neoliberal capitalist world, where private sector-led wealth creation is dubbed as a magic 

behind the West’s economic competitiveness is under heavy scrutiny.  Even in the economies of wealthy 

countries such as USA, government has in practice been engaging in a massive scale in entrepreneurial 

risk-taking to spur national capacity for innovation and wealth creation—while prescribing the private 

sector-led economic growth formula for the Developing World. The government was invested in disruptive 

innovative solutions and plays an entrepreneurial role through the US Defense Advance Research Project 

Agency (DARPA), SBIR, and National Nano Technology initiative, to mention a few. Technology giants like 

Apple, Amazone, Big social apps Google, Twitter and even the Silicon Valley are results of this disruptive 

intervention. The UK also offers same examples, adopting the model of entrepreneurial government. OECD 

governments have already put innovation and entrepreneurship at the center of public sector 

transformation. In the same vein, Government in emerging economies are actively following this same 

approach. China and other East Asian countries such as Singapore have long shifted their development 
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policy orientation towards the entrepreneurial state.  These governments commission the emergence and 

growth of the private sector by providing early-stage funding where corporate finance stays shy. In Ethiopia 

where the private sector is at its infancy, we need the government to take entrepreneurial leadership to 

spark innovation and wealth creation, beyond fixing market failures.  

The nature of problems the public sector is facing: extremely complex, interacting and wicked problems 

and an increasingly demanding population, fast moving global, regional, and local mega trends need 

anticipatory and adaptive entrepreneurial responses by Government. Governments are under immense 

pressure due to unprecedented technological progress which is advancing at a speed never seen before. 

Complex challenges such as poverty and climate change aren’t amenable to simple solutions. The 

traditional approaches to addressing public policy challenges may not provide solutions to the complex 

challenges being faced today. This requires building government capacity to understand complexity and 

provide innovative and adaptive solution as quickly as possible without the usual delay.  

Donor-backed Development programs have to wrestle with critical Sustainability issues – for far too 

long, it is known that foreign aid to the Global South and emerging economies have hampered a national 

capacity to unlock potentials. As much as indispensable, foreign aid creates dependency, which constrains 

national self-reliance and resilience in the face of competitive global forces and the scramble for 

dominance. The West exerts considerable influence on Ethiopia’s internal situation. Aid, be it in the form 

of concessionary loans or grants, is the instrument in this regard. We cannot afford to perpetually rely on 

external support to produce a sustainable and resilient economy, which is at present heavily conditioned 

to changes in the external environment. Thus, to lead the economy through the storms of external 

pressure, new skills and competencies must to be developed so as to adapt to unpredictable external 

forces and trends– towards a homegrown approach to public problem solving and Policy making.  

In addition to the above factors, EDI’s inspiration to design this program is informed by its experience in 

supporting private sector entrepreneurs (SMEs). Some of the inspirations are; –1) Provide an innovative 

solution to the plight of Ethiopian entrepreneurs’ whose growth potentials have been compromised by 

an unempathetic, inefficient and at times hostile public sector. If we have to change Ethiopia’s 

entrepreneurial ecosystem, thereby improving national entrepreneurial outcomes (jobs and wealth 

creation), we must start changing the public sector.  2) If Ethiopia must achieve national economic 

dynamism and resilience, we need to build government capacity to champion and lead economic 

transformation using entrepreneurship and innovation as enabling tools across the major sectors of the 

economy. That requires entrepreneurial and innovative government institutions and public servants with 

21st Century tools, mindsets, and insights. Creating possibilities for a more Human-Centered solution-

oriented public service and policy-making calls for a paradigm shift in how the public sector operates. 

Developing dual competencies (an ambidextrous public sector leadership and employees)- combining 

both operational competencies (routine value creation) and entrepreneurial competencies (novel value 

creation). 3) Ethiopia is undertaking encouraging strategic moves towards homegrown economic reform 

initiatives coupled with institutional reforms and government restructuring to better support the 

emergence and growth of a muscular private sector. The Public Sector Innovation Lab is inspired by these 

moves—to assist the government’s strong resolve to reinvent government, by introducing the culture of 

entrepreneurialism and innovation at the heart of our Public Service system.  
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2. The Goal of the program  
Accelerate entrepreneurialism and innovation across the public sector – providing an integrated 

capacity building platform for public problem solvers to design and implement different value 

creation projects aimed at improving service delivery and organizational outcomes. This is done 

by building the capacity of public institutions to experiment with new ideas, institutionalizing 

reform tools, policies, organizational processes, new technological solutions.  

3. Methodology and approach to public sector innovation and entrepreneurship  
The program is guided by a two-dimensional innovation approach; 

Dimension I: Internal organizational entrepreneurial agility and innovation capacity to anticipate or get 

ahead of challenges and make changes, produce new possibilities – Move Fast and Fix things approach. 

This includes new organizational culture nurturing creativity and innovation across organizational tiers 

from executives up to support staff using internal mentors (sprint teams).  

Dimension II: Open innovation – The possibility of pursuing a joint innovation opportunity between public 

organizations, the private sector, and other public institutions using external consultants and mentors. A 

key requirement to be an entrepreneurial government is a shift in operational arrangements from silo 

thinking to collaborative and cross-sectoral problem solving.  
 

4. The Program Implementation Model: From Idea to Impact 
To achieve the goals stated above, this program creates an end-to-end capacity building support service 

to install a culture of public problem solving through experimentation. Whether one is inside or outside 

government, an individual or a team, whether one is passionate about a public problem or already 

undertaking one, the program would help them navigate the process from idea to implementation.  

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Phase 3: Implementation: The PE Journey - From Idea to Impact  

  

 

 

 

 

1. Discovery 

and Sprint 

Team 

 

2. Ideation through 

divergent and 

convergent 

thinking   

3.  

3. Experiment: Pilot 

and validate -

users test, PSI-Lab 

Lean Canvas 

4.  

4. Incubation and learn experiment:  

• Executive Pitch and getting buy-in  

• PSI-Lab (Public Sector Innovation Lab) 

• Public organization Lean Experiment Fund   

5. Launch:  

• Pilot the new VC project with few 

users/process--experimentation 

• Scale the project  
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Phase 1: Quick diagnosis of the public organization 

environment 

● Identify drivers and incentives for risk-taking and 

innovation behaviors  

● Observe Energy for change– the forces that are 

supportive vs obstacles for change 

 

 

Phase 2.  Program Design  

● Public entrepreneurship and 

innovation program for 

Executives/ Employees 

● Design lean organizational 

structure and culture  
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5. The Development Process and Achievement to Date 
This program was started for the first time in 2021, in response to aforementioned need in the public and 

private sector. The program was designed by a homegrown talent (the team of instructional designers and 

trainers) at the Entrepreneurship Development Institute (EDI)-Ethiopia using the lull provided by the 

Covid19 pandemic. Following the recent government restructuring, the Entrepreneurship Development 

Institute (EDI) Ethiopia was established as an autonomous institution reporting to the Ministry of Labor 

and Skills (MoLS) with the mission to make entrepreneurship and innovation part and parcel of our 

national culture of Ethiopia. On her first visit to the Institute, Her Excellency Muferihat Kamil, the Minister, 

endorsed this program as an important input to catalyzing the public sector reform initiative set forth by 

the government. Since then, multiple rounds of capacity building training sessions have been held 

attended by all the employees of the Ministry, from the minister down to front line employees. Drawn by 

the rave reviews, many other government ministries have also benefited from the program through MoLS’ 

championship.  Since then, thanks to the extremely positive feedback, the demand for an end-to-end 

support to install an entrepreneurial and innovation culture in the Ministry has been gaining momentum. 

The successful implementation of this program at the Ministry would provide the necessary lessons and 

insights to scale and mainstream it across the public sector. Below are sample achievements thus far: 

• 13 public Institutions have been reached producing high excitement among participants 

• Not only have participating Polytechnic Colleges registered a rise in internal capacity to 

generating revenue but also gained exposure to an experiential training modality.  

• A Total of 2,604 trained, comprised of executives and employees in public organizations  

• The Follow-up step is system installation, hence the launch of the Public Sector Innovation 

Lab (PSI Lab) Ethiopia program. The PSI Lab program is part of the holistic 

implementation approach of the Public Entrepreneurship and Innovation program 

which starts with institutional diagnosis, program design, delivery of the Public 

Entrepreneurship and Innovation from idea to impact, and system installation. The 

PSI lab will be launched at MoLS with the goal of scaling it to other institutions. 

6. Expected Impacts of the Program   
The successful implementation of the Public Entreprnruship and Innovation program in Ethiopia’s public 

Sector will generate the following results: 

1.  Increased capacity for innovation and change within government: By creating a culture of 

innovation and experimentation, the program increases the capacity of public servants to think 

innovatively, embrace and successfully implement change. This can result in more flexible and 

responsive public services that better meet the needs of citizens by providing solutions to complex 

problems. By beating down pervasive externalization, it would also ensure that change makers in 

the public sector willingly and enthusiastically taking responsibility for outcomes.  

2. Improved and Human-Centered public services: Public entrepreneurship and innovation can help 

public institutions to develop creative and effective solutions to complex public sector challenges, 

leading to improved quality and impact of services delivered.  

3. Increased efficiency and effectiveness of government: Public entrepreneurship can lead to better 

use of public resources, through solutions that are more efficient, cost-effective and impactful, 

and can contribute to a more transparent and accountable government. 
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4. Increased cross-sectoral collaboration: Public entrepreneurship and innovation can help to break 

down silo thinking and foster collaboration between different government agencies, stakeholders, 

and communities, leading to horizontal networks of experts and practitioners who can learn from 

each other and drive towards collective good. 

5. Improved relationship between Citizens and Government: Through public entrepreneurship and 

innovation, citizens can become more actively involved in shaping public policy and contributing 

to the development of new solutions to challenges facing their communities. 

7. The way forward: Installing the Public Sector Innovation Lab (PSI Lab) Ethiopia 
The Entrepreneurship Development Institute (EDI)– Ethiopia in collaboration with the United Nations 

Development Programme (UNDP), the FDRE Ministry of Innovation and Technology (MINT), and the FDRE 

Ministry of Labor and Skills have been experimenting with this program over the past couple of years 

assessing and validating its potential impact. Feedback from the employees and executives in the public 

sector indicate that acquiring the core skills and attitudes from the training is not sufficient to spark 

innovation in public organization. While  a national endorsement of this package as a homegrown solution 

to catalyzing the current structural reforms being undertaken by the government is crucial, it is important 

to note that an established public sector with an entrenched bureaucracy, where trying new things is 

something to be shied away from and  where learners face multiple obstacles in taking entrepreneurial 

and innovation mindsets, attitudes, and skills back on their jobs, doesn’t allow such a smooth transition 

between learning in workshops to actual practice on the job. The creative problem-solving, self-initiative, 

teamwork, collaboration, and dynamism that becomes alive during the training needs to translate into 

actual practice on the job. Thus, an enabling environment for the employees to practice what they have 

learned in the workshop back on the job is vital. Thus, EDI and MoLS have designed the Public Sector 

Innovation Lab (PSI Lab) Ethiopia program, the first of its kind in the country, to create an experimental, 

free and fast-moving innovation space within the Ministry. It is a systems approach to introducing a 

constant stream of new value creation initiatives through experimentation, while putting people at the 

center of public service and policy-making. As the program is gaining a significant traction, the need for 

scaling it across the public sector through accountable institutional mechanism is essential. However, a 

successful piloting of the program is the first and indispensable step. We are therefore officially launching 

the program on April 26, 20223 in the presence of the high government officials and key partners.  
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