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Abstract

The study examines the operations of Susu, which is a Ghanaian indigenous crowdfunding
concept of fund mobilization in support of micro enterprises. The study further explores a
typology of the Susu concept known as Yibima, which is an emerging concept, which has not
been explored by existing literature. The key concepts of these indigenous crowdfunding
models are critically considered and the study is conducted using qualitative research
method. The study presents an inductive approach from data samples using Grounded Theory
to develop a theoretical framework for the study. There was a constant comparison of
analyzed data, grounded theory coding, observation and personal experience to come out
with a theoretical view that Susu bears similarities with crowdfunding and that Yibima is a
typology of Susu that has not been explored by other scholars. This assertion is reinforced by
the application of inductive reasoning based on interview data. The findings, therefore, reveal
that during Yibima campaigns, project initiators make a general appeal to the public (crowd)
and these campaigns are launched on social media platforms and funds raised from such
campaigns could be used as startup capital for business ventures or for supporting community
projects. Following on the reviewed of existing literature and based on Grounded Theory from
analyzed data, the study put forward a theory that Susu satisfies all the conditions to be
classified as a crowdfunding concept. In addition, the findings also shows that Yibima satisfies
the requirements to be a typology of the Susu as a concept.
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Introduction

The study attempts to establish a link between Susu, which is an overarching form of
indigenous crowd financing in Ghana and the modern-day concept of Crowdfunding (CF). In
trying to achieve our aim, we reviewed the defining literature on Susu and crowdfunding
concepts in detail and evaluated applications of these in practical terms. In particular, we
critically considered the key concepts of these theories and how they could be applied in
practical terms. Existing research suggests that crowdfunding, just like Susu, serves as an
alternative source of funding for most micro enterprises because of the inability of these
micro enterprises to raise funds from the banks and other traditional sources. We also
introduced Yibima, a new definition of the concept, which has not been covered in literature
and included it as a typology of the known Susu models. The question therefore is: does any
form of crowdfunding exist in the traditional African context? We therefore categorized the
research problem set for this study as follows: First, we aimed to study and explain Susu as a
crowdfunding concept. Second, we explored a justification for including Yibima as a typology
of the Susu concept and provided a definition for it.

Literature Review

Much of the literature on crowdfunding credited the origin of crowdfunding to Europe
and America but unfortunately, no cognizance was taken of the fact that the crowdfunding
concept existed in various forms in traditional settings in Africa. A growing body of knowledge
has suggested that some forms of crowdfunding existed in the 16™ century in some African
communities in the form of spirit of communal reciprocity (Dieter, 2001; Aryeetey, 2005).
This took the form of pooling of resources together in support of micro enterprises of the
members of the community (Wolf, 2017). Again, it was used to support communal projects,
which were organized by opinion leaders of the community. For instance, ample evidence
suggest that the Kenyan culture practiced the Harambee system for ages (Vershinina et al.,
2018). Under the Harambee! system of communal practice, members of the community
provided goods through voluntary cooperation. Similarly, in Ghana, the Susu fund
mobilization concept operated about 300 years ago among most Ghanaian communities
(Aryeetey, 2005).

The Susu Concept in Ghana

As discussed in prior literature, the Susu saving concept is a traditional or informal finance in
Ghana, which is similar to the Arisan system, operated in Indonesia and Paluwagan in the
Philippines (Dieter, 2001). Currently, there is a lack of clarity on the etymology of the word
because while some scholars are of the view that Susu is an Akan word which means ‘bit-by-
bit’" (Osei-Assibey, 2015), other scholars believe it is a Ga word which means ‘measure’ or
‘plan’ (Alabi et al., 2007).

The above confusion notwithstanding, it is evidently clear that Susu is a form of saving
mobilization among rural and urban poor in Ghana. This form of indigenous savings gives the
people access to credit as a startup capital for their businesses (Anku-Tsede, 2013). The Susu
therefore, in a way, assists Ghanaians in lower income brackets to save small amounts on
daily or weekly basis (Aryeetey, 2005). In fact, it is regarded as one of the oldest forms of
money-collecting system in Ghana (Gyasi et al., 2019; Ayensu et al., 2016). Nevertheless, for

! The term “Harambee” means, “let us pull together”(Berndt et al., 2016)
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the purpose of this study, we focused on the crowdfunding aspect of Susu, which has not
been exploited effectively by existing literature.

Operations of the Susu concepts

Centering on certain specifics, under the Susu system, usually, a pool is created and members
of the group make financial contributions into this pool in a form of savings (Seibel, 2001;
Steel and Andah, 2003; Quaye et al., 2014). The drawings from the pool is advanced to
members on rotational basis depending on the numerical position on the list of members until
every member of the group receives their fair share of the contributions (Aryeetey, 2005).
The process starts all over again after every member of the group is served (Anku-Tsede,
2013). In a number of significant ways, the Susu system serve as an alternate source of finance
to micro enterprises such as dressmaking, bead making, carpentry and other artisans (Alabi
et al., 2007). As the name indicates, Susu as a form of indigenous crowd funding plays a vital
role in assisting the group members plan their finances (Mensah and Rengarajan, 2019).
Empirical evidence on the Susu concept from existing literature is presented in Table 1.

Table 1
Empirical Results for the Susu concept
Author Empirical Evidence
Aryeetey (1994) A financial phenomenon found mostly in developing
countries
Aryeetey and Udry (1995) As a social phenomenon, Susu forms part of the financial
system unregulated by formal rules.
Dieter (2000) Groups providing social insurance by allocating scarce
resources, out of turn, to members in emergencies.
Steel and Andah (2003) The susu system primarily offers savings products to help
clients accumulate their own savings.
Alabi (2007) Susu is believed to have contributed largely to micro
enterprises and small scale businesses.
Anku-Tsede (2013) Susu has been part of Ghana’s micro financial system for at
least three centuries.
Osei-Assibey (2015) Susu represents the pooling of money resources from
numerous sources to get a larger sum.

Source: Author’s construction

Taxonomy of Susu

Susu has various models and the summary of the models are presented in Figure 1.
Existing research have identified about three types of Susu models, which differ in terms of
the contributions they receive and the rewards they offer to backers (Alabi et al., 2011). They
also differ in terms of the purposes of the fundraisings (Aryeetey, 2005; Anku-Tsede, 2013;
Amoah-Mensah, 2021).
Susu Club Model: This model involves a type of a scheme where members of a group or club
create a pool and members make financial contributions into the pool for a period of time
(Aryeetey, 2005; Alabi et al., 2011; Anku-Tsede, 2013; Amoah-Mensah, 2021). The period
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ranges from weeks to months. In addition, the contributions depend entirely on the financial
strength of the contributor (Anku-Tsede, 2013). Money from the pool is advanced to
members of the club. Members can also borrow from the pool in support of their businesses.

Susu Associations Model: This is a form of fund mobilization concept where members of the
association make financial contributions into a pool. The accumulated fund is then advanced
to members as startup capital in support of their business ventures (Steel and Andah, 2003;
Amoah-Mensah, 2021). This concept constitutes a form of communal support for members
of the association. The size of the membership of the association depends largely on the
location of the association (Aryeetey, 2005). The model has larger group membership in urban
centers compared to rural communities (Osei-Assibey, 2015). Funds mobilized from members
are advanced to members on rotational basis (Steel and Andah, 2003). In some instances,
contributions are made to group members who need financial support in times of financial
difficulties (Anku-Tsede, 2013).

Mobile Collectors Model: This form involves individual members of the public who act as
platforms for fund mobilization among members of the community. Members therefore,
make regular financial contributions to this financial intermediary who charges a fee for his
services (Aryeetey, 2005; Alabi et al., 2011; Anku-Tsede, 2013; Amoah-Mensah, 2021). The
contribution is in the form of daily savings and the amount of money a member can contribute
depends on their financial circumstances.

Yibima Model: Yibima is a form of a crowd fundraising campaign usually adopted by members
of the public, community groups and associations to support various project initiatives (Steel
and Andah, 2003; Walker, 2017). Indeed, in some cases, Yibima campaigns are used to raise
startup capital for members who are experiencing financial downturn in their business
fortunes (Steel and Andah, 2003; Walker, 2017; Cicchiello et al., 2020; Amoah-Mensah, 2021).
Yibima fundraising campaigns are also used to support community projects such as schools
and hospitals (Steel and Andah, 2003; Anku-Tsede, 2013; Walker, 2017; Amoah-Mensah,
2021). This model is discussed in detail in section 4.1.
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Figure 1: Taxonomy of the Susu concept

Methodology
We used an exploratory and inductive research approach to help set the narrative in the right
context and to cater for the biases of the respondents (Alsharari and Al-Shboul, 2019). This
approach is quite interactive and it gave the researchers an optional viewpoint and free
interpretation of the elements of the study (Kaczynski et al., 2014; Hesse et al., 2019). In
addition, it gave a better in-depth understanding and related specific observations to a more
generalized point of view to relate the study to the changing environment. The study used
qualitative approach for collecting the primary data to explore the relationship between
Crowdfunding and Susu. The limitation of literature in this area of study, particularly, in
Ghana, called for the adoption of this strategy. The study therefore aimed at developing
evidence that there is a form of indigenous crowdfunding in existence in Ghana.
A qualitative-interview based research gave appropriate understanding and offered proper
evaluation on how existing crowdfunding concepts could be accepted and formalized and
expanded in the country. The study involved conducting semi-structured interviews to gain
comprehensive understanding of the topic under study. This option offered a better
structured approach and allowed for an option for in-depth analysis (Thorne, 2000) . To
explore this further, the designing of the research questions was based on the objectives of
the study. Ultimately, regarding the interviewee type, the structure began with background
information and questions relating to crowdfunding as alternate funding source for business
ventures which were asked (Elliott, 2018). Prior to the preparation of the data for analysis,
the interviews which were recorded on audio tapes were transcribed (Hesse et al., 2019).
After setting out plans for the data analysis for the study, the recorded interviews were
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transcribed into a data set. The transcribed data for the purposes of analysis was coded using
NVivo software program, which supports qualitative research (Elliott, 2018).

Data Analysis

We gathered our data through interviews with 21 participants in three academic institutions
in Ghana. Most of the participants are academic staff with engineering and science
background. The idea was to find out from them if CF could be used as alternate finance for
the formation of academic spinoff companies. We were therefore, able to triangulate our
findings to assess whether there is a link between CF and Susu because they bear some
similarities. The study therefore, presents inductive approach for the samples on Susu using
the Grounded Theory approach that is based on generalized views on four main grounded
features (Guetterman et al., 2019). These are constant comparison from analyzed data,
grounded theory coding, observation and personal experience. This view is therefore
synthesized to come out with a theoretical view that Susu, which is a Ghanaian concept of
resource mobilization, bears similarities to CF (Johnson, 2015).

This assertion is reinforced by the application of inductive reasoning based on interview data.
Studies shows that Grounded Theory allows for the generating of theory from field data. It
also allows for comparisons across cases to assess differences and similarities to allow
generalizability. Barney Glaser and Anselm Strauss (1967) in developing this theory used
certain grounded features such as constant comparison, saturation, grounded theory coding,
memo, among others (Johnson, 2015; Guetterman et al., 2019). In conformity with the tenets
of the Grounded Theory, the data was coded using NVivo software. During the coding, there
was extraction of the codes with similar ideas or concept and during the coding, they were
grouped into themes and subthemes (Maher et al., 2018). There was constant comparison
between the codes to establish a connection between them. Based on this process, the
theoretical model was developed using Grounded Theory (Johnson, 2015; Guetterman et al.,
2019).

Findings and Discussions

The evidence emerging from analyzed data suggests that earlier literature on the Susu
concept is focused on it being a concept of microfinancing system in support of business
ventures (Aryeetey, 2005; Anku-Tsede, 2013). To some extent, the saving elements
embedded in the concept were also highlighted (Osei-Assibey, 2015; Gyasi et al., 2019).
However not much attention has been paid to the role of the crowd (community) in this
indigenous funding raising concept. In addition, the donation aspect of the concept in support
of community projects has not been given much attention. This could be attributed to the
absence of the crowd in the early forms of Susu and the fact that Yibima as a crowdfunding
system has not come to the attention of prior researches investigating the concept (Johnson,
2015). Even though the lending element, which is similar to P2P, was covered by literature,
the linkage of that to Susu has not been explored further.

In this paper, we introduce a novel approach to the Susu concept by putting forward the
argument that the operations of the concept is similar to CF (Guetterman et al., 2019). More
specifically, we argue that there is a typology of Susu which is a fundraising concept that takes
the form of members of the community constituting a group of about 400 or more members
pooling their resources together in support of a business venture of a member (Steel and
Andah, 2003; Walker, 2017; Amoah-Mensah, 2021). This typology is discussed in detailed in
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section 4.1. Our study therefore aligns with a small number of others, which postulate that
Susu campaigns are sometimes launched by community leaders in support of communal
projects (Alabi, and Ahiawodzi 2007; Mensah and Rengarajan 2019). Furthermore, backers
donate towards such projects for altruistic purposes just like donation based CF. The Susu
therefore, in a way, assists Ghanaians in lower income brackets benefit from credit facilities
from within the group (Steel and Andah, 2003; Aryeetey, 2005; Amoah-Mensah, 2021).
Taking a more complete view, Susu therefore, is an indigenous form of revenue mobilization
which gives project initiators access to credit as a startup capital for their businesses (Anku-
Tsede, 2013). Following from this argument Susu concept therefore serves as an alternate
source of finance to micro enterprises such as dressmaking, bead making, carpentry and other
artisans (Alabi, and Ahiawodzi 2007; Mensah and Rengarajan 2019). Specifically, our findings
suggest that, the rotational savings and credit concept of Susu has similarities with Peer-to-
Peer lenders (P2P) crowdfunding. To explore it further, under both models, individual
investors lend out money to entrepreneurs to start their businesses (Kuppuswamy and Bayus,
2017). However, the lending process for Susu is not done on a prescribed internet platform
like P2P (Kaartemo, 2017). Ample evidence suggest that, the lending process of Susu does not
require a conventional credit data to grant loan applications and to determine interest rates
(Carr and Hayes, 2015; Amoah-Mensah, 2021). Being a member of the association is
guarantee for accessing a credit facility (Owusu et.al., 2020).

Yibima Concept

Perhaps even more of concern is the fact that the Susu concept is limited in definition in the
sense that it does not include other forms of fund mobilization concepts within the Ghanaian
context, for example, the Yibima concept (Aryeetey, 2005; Alabi et al., 2007, 2011; Anku-
Tsede, 2013; Osei-Assibey, 2015). Following this argument, it is obvious that the term Susu is
an overarching concept that embodies other Ghanaian crowd fundraising concepts (Cumming
et al., 2017). To correct this imbalance, we used the Grounded Theory approach to argue
more specifically that Yibima as a model of Susu has specific similarities with donation and
reward based crowdfunding because it involves making appeal to the public for financial
support for community projects and startup capital (Guetterman et al., 2019).

The term Yibima is an etymology of ethnic Akan language in Ghana, which means ‘give out
something’ or ‘offer something’(Agyekum, 2006). Overall, evidence emerging from the data
suggests it is a form of crowd fundraising campaign usually adopted by members of the
public, community groups and associations to support various project initiatives (Steel and
Andah, 2003; Walker, 2017). Indeed, in some cases, Yibima campaigns are used to raise
startup capital for members who are experiencing financial downturn in their business
fortunes (Steel and Andah, 2003; Walker, 2017; Cicchiello et al., 2020; Amoah-Mensah, 2021).
Yibima fundraising campaigns are also used to support community projects such as schools
and hospitals (Steel and Andah, 2003; Anku-Tsede, 2013; Walker, 2017; Amoah-Mensah,
2021). Members make such financial contributions for altruistic reasons without expecting a
reward in return. We therefore, argue that there is every indication to suggest that Yibima is
a Ghanaian indigenous form of CF (Hemer, 2011; Cumming and Hornuf, 2018; Behi et al.,
2020), which uses informal platforms to raise startup capital for business ventures or social
projects.
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Platform and Process for Yibima

Yibima has elaborate informal social media platforms such as Facebook, WhatsApp etc. within
which it functions (Carr and Hayes, 2015). Usually, project initiators launch their campaigns
by advertising the projects to the public or members of social media group requesting for a
financial support (Flérez-Parra et al., 2020). It could also be campaign for raising funds to
support a project in their alma maters, especially by the old student associations. It must be
stressed that hitherto, Yibima used to be a community fundraising campaign for self-help
projects in the community (Walker, 2017). However, in recent times, the upsurge of social
media platforms has boosted the development of the Yibima concept in Ghana. Coupled with
this, is the rise of the Mobile Money concept (MoMo) which makes contributions towards
fundraising campaigns easier (Maurer, 2012; Kuma et al., 2017). MoMo? is the application of
mobile phones to execute monetary and banking transactions and has become a handy
platform for crowdfunding campaigns in Ghana. This platform has made it easy for revenue
mobilization for the Susu and Yibima crowdfunding concepts (Osei-Assibey, 2015). More
generally, social media platforms serve as conduits for such fund mobilization. Yibima has
gained national recognition and sometimes fundraising campaigns are launched on national
TV, radio stations and newspapers (Carr and Hayes, 2015). Consequently, this concept which
used to be a community fundraising concept has become a national phenomenon (Walker,
2017).

Relationship between Yibima and Crowdfunding

Our findings are consistent with the findings of other studies about the fact that backers
donate to crowdfunding campaigns for altruistic reasons (Messeni Petruzzelli et al., 2019;
Cappa et al., 2020; Nielsen and Binder, 2020). In Yibima campaigns by members of old student
associations, backers support project initiatives because they contribute in improving the
quality of lives of the students in their alma maters. Likewise, members back Yibima
campaigns for community projects like public libraries and ICT centers because
underprivileged members of the community benefit from them. The desire to help a needy
colleague or to contribute for the community good drives Yibima campaigns (Mollick, 2014).
The Yibima concept thus, has some similarities with donation-based crowdfunding practiced
in developed countries.

More broadly, we further interpret our findings to suggest that just like the Western type of
CF, the crowd in Susu crowdfunding campaigns exhibit herding behaviour (Blaseg et al., 2020;
Yang et al., 2020). This behaviour is prominent among members of old student associations,
community and church groups especially, the groups that have family members or close
friends as members (Yang et al., 2020). They tend to be influenced by donation or contribution
patterns of their close relations (Belleflamme et al., 2015). This behaviour is shown on the list
of contributors and the amount of money they have contributed which are posted on their
social media platforms (Agrawal et al., 2014; Bretschneider and Leimeister, 2017; Martinez-
Climent et al., 2018; Yang et al., 2020)

Existence of CF in Africa prior to upsurge of Western form of CF

The findings suggest that prior to the introduction of formalized CF in Africa from Western
countries, there was the existence of some form of crowd fund mobilization in support of
micro enterprises in some indigenous African communities (Alabi, and Ahiawodzi 2007;

2 See more...
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Mensah and Rengarajan 2019). However, unlike the Western concept of CF, these CF
concepts do not have formal platforms for their operations. Nevertheless, the introduction of
social media platforms has created a conducive atmosphere for launching of CF campaigns
with ease. Coupled with that is the introduction of online payment systems such as the MoMo
system. The Susu and Yibima concepts are good examples of such crowdfunding mobilization
concepts (Seibel, 2001; Steel and Andah, 2003; Quaye et al., 2014). The only challenge is that
there is lack of awareness about these concepts even though it is being practiced by the
people on regular basis. Further, the findings suggest that governments in most Sub - Saharan
African countries are not providing any form of support to popularize these indigenous forms
of CF.
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Figure 2: Thematic framework on Susu

Theme on Susu

The figure 2 is a graphical presentation of some inductive themes based on views expressed
by participant X who manages the business units of his institution. To explore this further,
we began by focusing on the challenges encountered by the participant in operating his unit.
Our findings suggest that the unit requires financial assistance to operate effectively (de Vries,
2019). These findings from the graph led us to speculate that the unit is experiencing funding
gap and requires funding support. Considering the importance of startup capital for business
ventures, we proposed CF as an alternate source of funding. Our findings suggest that the
participant readily accepted the option proposed because he is of the view that CF is similar
to Susu (Anku-Tsede, 2013; Osei-Assibey, 2015; Amoah-Mensah, 2021). Centering on these
specifics, our view that Susu bears similarities with CF was reinforced. As indicated in the
graph in percentage terms, even though CF is a new concept in the Ghanaian context, it has
a percentage rate of 32% compared to Susu which has a high rate of 78%. This finding could
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be interpreted to mean because of the similarities between the two concepts, CF has a high
acceptance rate in Ghana.

However, the findings also indicate that there is lack of awareness of CF among the Ghanaian
public and therefore, project initiators will experience challenges when the concept is not
given enough publicity. We therefore find general support for the need to educate the
populace about the CF concept (Behi et al., 2020). (Belleflamme et al., 2014; Hiller, 2017).
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Figure 3: Thematic framework on Backers of Susu campaigns

Theme on Backers of Susu campaigns

Ultimately, Participant Y expressed a similar view on the lack of awareness about the CF
concept within the Ghanaian context as shown in Figure 3 (de Vries, 2019). In this manner,
our paper therefore provides the first empirical evidence, which suggests that backers’
willingness to support CF, or Susu campaign is driven by their desire to support
commercialisation of innovation leading to academic spinoff formation; in particular, when
such innovation will lead to the utilization of localized materials as raw materials to produce
goods to serve the local market (Kuppuswamy and Bayus, 2013; Bretschneider and
Leimeister, 2017; Moon and Hwang, 2018; Nielsen and Binder, 2020). Specifically, our findings
suggest that the utilization of local materials will lead to manufacturing affordable products
to serve the local market and such products can compete favourably with the imported
products. In a number of significant ways, the views of Participant Y confirmed similar views
expressed by other participants about funding challenges faced by innovators and think CF,
which is related to Susu can fill the funding gap experiences by project initiators (Prainsack,
2012; Amankwah-Amoah, 2016; Jespersen, 2018).
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Figure 4: Theoretical Model of Susu and Yibima concepts

Framing Theoretical Model of Susu and Yibima concepts based on Grounded Theory

The Figure 4 is developed using Grounded Theory and it is informed by the findings of the
study. Following on (Hemer, 2011), we assumed that startup capital could be raised from
donations from the public. Again, startup capital can also be from fees paid by members of a
club. Besides, it can be a microfinance payment made by backers and these donations may
come from appeal to the crowd from project initiators in support of business ventures or
community projects (Agrawal et al., 2014; Belleflamme et al., 2014; Ahlers et al., 2015;
Kaartemo, 2017). The framework is thus, developed on the assumption that Yibima which is
a typology of Susu has known features of CF. We examined the operations of the concept and
the findings reveal that during Yibima campaigns, project initiators make a general appeal to
the general public (crowd) (Carr and Hayes, 2015). These campaigns are launched on social
media platforms and as indicated in Figure 5, funds raised from such campaigns could be used
as startup capital for business ventures or for supporting distressed members of the publicin
the form of self-help (Amoah-Mensah, 2021).

The theoretical framework model of Susu and Yibima in Figure 5 has eight components, which
are correlated. The interaction of these components contributes to a successful Susu
campaign. The vital link of the framework is the existence of informal platforms such as social
media platforms. These platforms are supported by the MoMo online payment system, which
makes it possible for backers to make financial contributions to fund raising campaigns.
During a typical Yibima campaign, the project initiators are usually the group or opinion
leaders. These leaders make appeal to the members of their group or the public on various
social media platforms for financial contributions (to give out something) for self-help or
community projects. A registered MoMo number is put on the platform or advertised, asking
members to transfer their contributions to the MoMo account. Similarly, during a Yibima
campaign at the national level, usually, the radio or TV stations are the project initiators.
Appeal is made to the public (crowd) for financial contributions for a particular project.
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Sometimes, the appeal could be made for raising startup capital to support micro enterprises
of innovators.

Following on the theory of (Hemer, 2011) and based on Grounded Theory from analyzed data,
we put forward our theory that Susu satisfies all the conditions to be classified as a
crowdfunding concept. In addition, Yibima satisfies the requirements to be a typology of the
Susu as a concept.

Conclusion

Consistent with theoretical arguments, we find empirical support for our main propositions
that there are some similarities between Susu and the Western concept of CF. Therefore,
based on a comprehensive evidence emerging from literature and available data, the study
advances the proposition that some forms of crowdfunding existed within the African context
prior to the introduction of CF from the Western countries. However, comparatively, the
African CF concepts do not have formal CF platforms and elaborate online payment system,
yet they have effective systems in place for CF campaigns. The findings offer important
contributions to both theory and practice by using Grounded Theory to develop a theoretical
framework for the Yibima concept, which has not been explored as a CF concept.
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