
 

1 
 

 
 
 
 

Digital Network # 1  
by The Seeds 

 
Introduction................................................................................................................................................................... 2 

Keynote Speaker ........................................................................................................................................................... 2 

What are the origins and motivations of this temptation to excessive secrecy when undertaking a business? ........ 4 

Should we be afraid to share an entrepreneurial idea? ............................................................................................... 5 

Sharing your business idea? Opportunities and risks ................................................................................................... 6 

How can you spot a bad approach to secrecy when undertaking a project and how can you get rid of it? ............... 6 

Conclusion ..................................................................................................................................................................... 7 

 



 

2 
https://www.the-seeds.net/ 

Digital Network # 1 

Introduction 

On March 4th 2022, The Seeds1 network hosted the first edition of its Digital Network2 meeting on the theme “Sharing 

your entrepreneurial idea - opportunity or risk?”  

This was an exceptional opportunity to bring together various stakeholders in the field of entrepreneurship within 

African communities to reflect on the answers to this question that every entrepreneur asks himself, more or less 

explicitly, more or less formally, at one point or another in his career. Indeed, if there is one principle on which all the 

participants seemed to agree, it is that the African context is particularly conducive to a culture of secrecy and 

withholding information. 

This evening was therefore an opportunity for the assembly to question this culture, to evaluate it and to identify what 

adjustments might be necessary so that this culture (and all its reflexes and behaviours that stem from it) can 

ultimately be beneficial to African entrepreneurs. 

The evening assembly was composed of several dozen diverse profiles (students, entrepreneurs and professionals) 

connected from the diaspora (Germany, Canada, France, Belgium) or from the continent (Cameroon, Togo, Benin). 

The 2-hour evening was structured into the following main highlights: 

- 15 min presentation of the Seeds initiative with an interview of its president (Steve Pentang) followed by a 

presentation of the Digital Network, the theme of the day and a presentation of the Keynote Speaker for the 

evening 

- 20 min of intervention by the Keynote Speaker on the theme of the evening 

- 30 min break out room where the audience was able to work in small groups on a first series of questions  

- 10 min plenary session to debrief the 1st workshops 

- 30 min break out room where the assembly could again work in small groups on a 2nd series of questions 

- 15 min plenary session to debrief the 2nd workshops and conclude the evening  

Keynote Speaker 

The Keynote Speaker for this first evening was Benjamin Ngongang, President of O'Botama (https://obotama.com/fr), 

a Cameroonian incubator that has become one of the references in terms of entrepreneurial support in just a few 

years and is also a partner of The Seeds through the NABIKO programmes. After a long experience in France, Benjamin 

chose to return to Africa to implement the vision that has nourished him for many years and which can be translated 

into the simple words "Dare Africa", the name given to another initiative in which he is involved 

(https://oserlafrique.com/). 

In several years of ground experience, Benjamin has had the opportunity to see this question of secrecy bothering, in 

thousands and one forms, a multitude of entrepreneurs and other aspiring entrepreneurs that his structure has 

accompanied. As an entrepreneur himself, he has had to address this issue for his projects, including O'Botama. 

It would therefore have been difficult to find a better speaker to address the theme of the day. 

From the outset, Benjamin chose to put his finger on one of the points of confusion which, according to his experience 

in the field, leads African entrepreneurs to have the wrong approach to the issue of secrecy around their projects: the 

confusion between the notion of an idea and the notion of a business or, more precisely, the feeling that is often 

widespread among entrepreneurs that an idea is a business, or even that a business is an idea. 

 
1 The Seeds is an association dedicated to promoting leadership and entrepreneurship in Africa by coaching entrepreneurs and 
supporting their initiatives through its extensive network of expertise both in the African diaspora and on the continent. 
2 The Digital Network by The Seeds are recurring spaces for meeting, exchanging and generating shared knowledge around 
leadership and entrepreneurship in Africa. Welcome, this space is yours. 

https://www.the-seeds.net/
https://obotama.com/fr
https://oserlafrique.com/
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For our speaker, it is necessary to remind and even insist: Nothing could be further from the truth! A company is 

certainly first and foremost an idea, but it is above all an execution or implementation of this idea.  

For the same idea, there can be many different implementations and therefore many different companies. The idea 

alone is not enough to make a difference. Without this necessary implementation, an idea is worth little, so to speak. 

The value of a company does not come from its idea but from the specific way in which it implements its idea. It is in 

this ability to implement that the real strength of the entrepreneur lies, much more than in the idea.  

Therefore, according to Benjamin, the African entrepreneur should not be afraid to share his or her idea as long as he 

or she knows that the added value will come from the unique way in which the entrepreneur implements the idea. It is 

therefore by developing this specific value in the execution of his idea that he will make a difference. 

From this point of view, the African entrepreneur must be able to share his idea without great fear as long as he knows 

how to protect the unique way, he has found to implement it. 

Voluntarily provocative, our speaker goes further in his analysis: Not sharing ideas actually increases the risk of non-

success of projects. Indeed, by jealously guarding their idea for fear of having it stolen, entrepreneurs run the risk of 

locking themselves into a bias of self-persuasion which distances them from the reality of the problem they intend to 

solve: they then convince themselves that they have, alone in their corner, an idea which will revolutionise everything. 

In order to grow, refine and clarify an idea, it needs to be nourished by exchange, confrontation and even 

contradiction. For him, it is a total error for entrepreneurs in general to believe that their sole point of view is 

sufficient to grasp all the facets of their ideas. By refusing to share their ideas with the world, entrepreneurs who 

privilege secrecy are depriving themselves of the unsuspected wealth that comes from meeting others, a wealth that is 

inaccessible without this necessary encounter. 

For Benjamin, keeping his idea to oneself is all the more useless because contrary to what entrepreneurs often think:  

1) Having an idea is not the most difficult thing, it's the execution that is always more complicated 

2) They are often not the only ones with the same idea but can differ in the way they implement it 

That said, for Benjamin, an idea is not to be shared with just anyone in any way. For the sharing of the idea to be 

successful, it must be done in a clever way.  Benjamin identifies 3 different audiences with whom entrepreneurs 

should share their idea: 

- The target clients: To test the fit between the idea and the market the entrepreneurs are targeting. For the 

entrepreneurs, this means validating that the needs or problems identified correspond to real needs or 

problems felt by a population of sufficiently critical size. 

- Investors: To confirm the business potential of their idea. By nature, investors will look at the project from 

several angles that the entrepreneur may not have considered. This critical look, which is not always 

frictionless, can however be very beneficial in refining the idea and enriching it. 

- And more unexpectedly, entrepreneurs in the same sector: to identify potential synergies between projects. 

Too often, African entrepreneurs do not capitalise on the experience of those who have started before them, 

and prefer to wipe over the same avoidable slate simply by talking to their predecessors in the field. In doing 

so, entrepreneurs risk wasting time, money and energy, or even giving up in the face of difficulties that have 

already been overcome by others but of which they have no knowledge. 

For the latter two categories, Benjamin reminds us that there are several ways to protect oneself once entrepreneurs 

enter a phase of formalised exchanges. These means are for example confidentiality agreements, patents or other 

contracts.  

https://www.the-seeds.net/
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This protection is all the more important when entrepreneurs enter a phase of execution of their ideas, a phase in 

which they start to invest time, effort and money. Without keeping everything secret, entrepreneurs must then opt for 

a controlled dissemination of their ideas and their operationalisations 

After Benjamin's presentation, the assembly was invited to reflect in small groups on the following 4 structuring 

questions: 

1) What are the origins and motivations of this temptation to be overly secretive when undertaking? 

2) Should we be afraid to share an entrepreneurial idea? 

3) Sharing your business idea? Opportunities and risks 

4) How to spot a bad approach to secrecy in entrepreneurship and how to get rid of it? 

What are the origins and motivations of this temptation to excessive secrecy when 

undertaking a business? 

To this question the meeting identified factors that can be of several kinds, grouped into the following main 

categories: 

- Education and culture:  

The school system in which Africans are taught from childhood is often a system inherited from colonisation that 

emphasises individual competition between pupils rather than healthy collective emulation. All too often, pupils 

take pride in the feeling of being better than others without necessarily questioning the interest or collective 

benefit of being better than others. Thus, according to the meeting, many Africans unfortunately prefer to be the 

only ones to succeed. 

Western culture has a strong influence on contemporary African entrepreneurs, and with it, the conception or 

narrative of success where the individual is sometimes overvalued to the detriment of the collective.  

- Personal experience or narratives: 

The lack of experience or self-confidence can also be, according to the meeting, one of the sources of the 

temptation to secrecy. Some entrepreneurs fear, for example, that their idea will be the only one they have and 

give it perhaps undue importance. Others are afraid of being discouraged by the negative opinions or reactions 

they might receive by sharing the idea. 

The African unconscious and conscious are populated with many more or less verifiable cases of entrepreneurs 

who were discouraged in their ideas by individuals who then self-appropriated those ideas. These legends 

certainly play a role in the distrust that animates African entrepreneurs. 

On the other hand, some entrepreneurs are overconfident and do not feel the need to share them with others.  

- The environment 

o  Mentalities 

The meeting pointed out several ills of contemporary African societies and families such as the tendency to 

individualism, the lack of benevolence between individuals and communities which can lead to systematically 

devaluing the ideas of others, the lack of sincerity in human relations. These mentalities can lead to a lack of 

trust between individuals and slow down the will to open up to others. 

o Security and capabilities 

https://www.the-seeds.net/
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The African legal framework does not benefit from a culture that is widely shared and accessible to the 

greatest number. A large part of economic activity in Africa is still informal, making it difficult to rely on legal 

instruments. 

The means necessary to register a patent or to hire a legal adviser often seem out of reach for the majority of 

entrepreneurs. 

The great difference in means between the various actors in the world of entrepreneurship also introduces a 

distortion in the ability to defend oneself insofar as those who have the most means often manage to get rid 

of the constraints imposed by the legal framework. 

o  Competition 

It is common knowledge in Africa that many entrepreneurs, especially in the informal sector, tend to copy 

ideas that seem promising. This introduces a culture of intense competition into markets and the temptation 

for entrepreneurs not to communicate their ideas until they are confident that they can capitalise on them.  

The technology field in particular, in which many African entrepreneurs engage, is one in which entrepreneurs 

will tend to communicate their ideas only once they have reached a certain stage of maturity, or even 

implementation, for fear of being easily copied 

o  The field of intervention 

Some fields are areas where scientific or technological advance is the driving force behind the difference. In 

these fields where expertise and advanced knowledge in certain fields of knowledge, the fear of 

communicating one's idea will perhaps be less widespread because success relies heavily on knowledge and 

know-how that is not accessible to the average person 

The assembly noted a likely difference between African men and women in the management of secrecy. Indeed, 

women seem to be better guided by their intuition and seem to know how to communicate while taking measured 

risks 

Should we be afraid to share an entrepreneurial idea? 

Unsurprisingly, the opinions of the assembly were divided on this point, with arguments in favour and against, as can 

be seen in the summary below: 

• Yes, you should be afraid to share your business idea 

o Especially when it is an idea that can be easily copied or reproduced by others. Some personal 

experience show that you should not share your idea when it is not yet mature 

o The business world is a jungle, so you should not put yourself at risk of being eaten for the simple 

reason of not having your idea protected 

o  Fear is natural and must be dealt with in the right way. It is not because you are afraid to share 

your idea that you should not do so, but it is because you are afraid to share your idea that you 

should think carefully before doing so and know how to select what you want to share 

o You need to identify the nature of the people you might be tempted to share your idea with, so 

that you only share it with people for whom it is relevant. This allows you to identify the relevant 

groups of people to share your idea with 

o In some areas, the idea itself is the primary essence of competitiveness, so you need to protect it 

 

• No, you should not be afraid to share your business idea: 

o It is not so much the idea that counts as the execution of the idea. So, you can share an idea 

without sharing how you want to execute it 

https://www.the-seeds.net/
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o Hiding an idea makes it impossible to check its relevance  

o It is difficult to carry out an idea on your own, at some point you will have to open up to others to 

carry it out 

o Sharing your idea can allow you to challenge it and therefore improve it in many aspects (such as 

its business model) thanks to the perspectives brought by others 

o One must consider the potential competition caused by sharing one's idea as a stimulus that 

should motivate one to go ahead with one's idea 

o But you have to be careful about what you share and the level of maturity of the idea you share. 

When, for example, cash starts to be generated, it is no longer necessary to hide your idea 

Sharing your business idea? Opportunities and risks 

The elements identified by the assembly around this question are summarised in the following table 

Opportunities Risks  

On the idea 
- Improve the idea by taking into account other 
perspectives, especially those of the target audience 
- To mature the idea 
- Refine the vision of your idea and your project 
- Practise defending the idea  
 
With partnerships 
- Identify and build partnerships, particularly with 
suppliers, ambassadors, etc. 
 
With investors 
- Attracting investors 
- Find ways to make your idea a reality   
 

On the idea 
- See your idea copied / stolen 
- Receiving unconstructive or even negative 
comments and feedback 
- Being wrong about the relevance of your idea 
 
On motivation/resilience 
- Getting discouraged by negative feedback or the 
size of the task  
- Exhaustion in trying to convince/self-convince 
 
On execution 
- Talking too much and not making progress on 
delivery  
- Inappropriate investment in communication rather 
than execution  

 

How can you spot a bad approach to secrecy when undertaking a project and how can you 

get rid of it? 

On this question the assembly spoke from personal experience, providing some practical indicators and tips: 

• We should not be afraid of failure but on the contrary, try! And try again! And learn from your mistakes every 

time  

• It is essential to define a vision, objectives and a timeline in order to be able to realise the gaps you are taking 

with the implementation of your project. Thus, by becoming aware of the gaps, it is perhaps a sign that the 

project needs a new breath of fresh air, which may come from the outside 

• You need to develop your own capacity to give feedback to others and to receive feedback from others in 

areas not related to your idea so as to develop your own culture of openness to others and your own capacity 

to accept feedback from others 

• If you find it difficult to talk about your idea clearly, this may be an indication that you need to continue to 

develop it  

https://www.the-seeds.net/
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Conclusion 

In conclusion, for an African entrepreneur, one way of approaching the question of the opportunity or risk of sharing 

his or her business idea is to take into account at least the following three dimensions 

- At what stage of my project am I? 

- What are my needs? 

- To whom can I turn? 

The wealth of the day's discussions enabled us to draw up the following simplified schema, which could help African 

entrepreneurs to better consider the secret during the different phases of their project. 

 

Figure 1: A secret guide for Entrepreneurs 

 

For The Seeds, the hosts of the Digital Network #1 evening: 

Yawo AFANDE, Fabrice CHUEMBOU, Thierry DJEUMO, Jules KEGHIE,  

Evariste HAPPI, Gaël PENTANG, Steve PENTANG, Randolph ODI. 

We are looking forward to seeing you at the Digital Network #2! 

https://www.the-seeds.net/

