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Executive Summary
The National Incubation Center has launched this report,
‘Impact of COVID-19 on Pakistani Startups and The Way
Forward’.
COVID-19 is the worst human tragedy to have struck the world in decades,
affecting millions of people across the globe. The pandemic not only has
serious implications for people’s health but is also significantly affecting
businesses and the economy. The effects of the pandemic are and will
continue to reshape the global operating environment for years to come.
As the pandemic continues to spread, and the world continues to practice
social distancing, and the vast majority of countries are in lockdown; small
businesses, startups, and entrepreneurs are one the most vulnerable
economic groups to be directly affected by the situation. The rising
economic uncertainty is posing a significant threat to startups across the
globe, making it imperative for governments and relevant stakeholder
organizations to move quickly, and help sustain small businesses.
To better understand the impact of this crisis on the Startup Ecosystem
in Pakistan, and to equip the government and policymakers with insights
to support businesses, the National Incubation Center has launched this
report, ‘Impact of COVID-19 on Pakistani Startups and The Way Forward’. The
analysis presented in this report is based on data collected through survey
from 86 Startups based in Pakistan, and focus group interviews conducted
with 10 startups. Based on analysis of thev collected data, this report
shares key insights on how startups across various sectors have been
impacted by the pandemic, and puts forward set of recommendations for
startups and various ecosystem players to collaborate and help sustain the
nascent, yet evolving ecosystem during this challenging time.
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Key Findings
68%

50%

Startups-reduced
demand

Startups-operations
halted

21%

42%

Startups-operations
shut down

Startups-reduced
valuation

20%

35%

Startups-laid off
employees

Startups-reduced
salaries
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COVID-19 & Startups
A Global Perspective
As the COVID-19 outbreak continues to impact the way we live, work and
operate, it is not hard to see the economic devastation being caused
by the pandemic to businesses across the world. The harm caused to
startups is no less. The situation poses serious threat to startups, with
many losing hope for survival. Some, however, are perceiving the situation
as an opportunity, and are likely to benefit from the changing dynamics
of the world. This section of the report presents an overview of how the
pandemic is affecting startups across the globe.
Investments and capital
Startups across the globe are facing
difficulties in gaining access to
capital. The start of the pandemic
in China in late December resulted
in a private investment crisis in the
country. The months of January and
February witnessed a 50-percent
drop in venture capital investing
in China compared to the rest of
the world. It took little time for
this investment freeze to swipe
across Europe, US and rest of Asia.
Majority Venture Capitalists and
Angel Investors across the globe
agree that the pandemic would
negatively affect their investments.
According to a global startup survey
conducted by Startup Genome with
more than 1000 startups in different
parts of the world, 41% of startups

globally are lying in the Red Zone,
with three months or less of cash
runway remaining. This implies that
4 out of every 10 startups will die in
the next three months if they do not
raise additional capital. Companies
that have raised Seed, Series A, or
B+ deals in the past, are slightly
better-off, with 34% reporting less
than 6 months’ worth of cash. A vast
majority of startups, with previously
signed or unsigned term sheets,
are either experiencing delays in
transfer of funds, or cancelation of
deals by investors.
As of March 2020, Chinese VC deals
have shrunk between 50 and 57
percent, relative to the rest of the
world. If this is replicated across
the globe, even only for 2 months, it
would imply an approximate $28

[1] The Impact Of COVID-19 On Global Startup Ecosystems: Global Startup Survey. Startup Genome https://startupgenome.com/reports/
impact-covid19-global-startup-ecosystems-startup-survey
[2] V2-500StartupsSurvey.pdf. (n.d.)https://drive.google.com/file/d/1DHDlFWxRL75rpy_A7tL1RrbhXfbYh-dk/view
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billion drop in investments, in
2020. Many startups will be unable
to raise a new round of funding.
With many late-stage investors
preoccupied in assessing the impact
of COVID-19, and the elevated
financial market volatility on their
portfolio, investment decisions have
lost priority. With an accelerated
drop in VC funding across the globe,
it will not be wrong to assume, that
the drop, if continued for 6 months,
would make many startups run out
of cash, and force them to shut
down their operations.[1]
Nevertheless, positive investor
interest is rising in sectors that are
benefiting from COVID-19. These
include startups working in verticals
of Health-Tech, Ed-Tech and Remote
Work Solutions. According to survey
conducted by 500 Startups, 47
percent of seed and early stage
investors responded positively
towards investing in Health-Tech
startups, and 42 percent towards
investing in startups working on
Remote Work Solutions.[2]
Markets, Consumer Demand and
Revenues
In terms of market conditions,
demand and revenues, the current
situation paints a gloomy picture
for startups. A major problem for
startups in general, and for

the economy as a whole, is the
significant drop in demand, and
hence in revenues. According to
Genome Global Survey, one out of
every four startups is witnessing
a relatively modest decline in
revenues (less than 20 percent).
However, some startups, though
small in number, have been badly
hit, with revenues dropping by
more than 80 percent. More than a
quarter of the tech startups across
the globe, have lost somewhere
between 60% and 100% of revenues
since the pandemic. Meanwhile, 26%
of them actually saw their revenues
rise so far during the pandemic.
Consumer-oriented firms are three
times more likely to see growth due
to the pandemic as compared to
enterprise-focused startups. The
survey found that tech startups
focused on larger enterprises are
struggling the most with revenue.
According to a research in India,
software startups are witnessing
rise in demand, but decline in
revenues. As most employees
are working from home, there is
greater demand for collaboration
and employee productivity tracking
tools, as well as data protection
services. However, vertical SaaS
companies that sell to speciality
sectors like hospitality, travel and
food, have been badly hit, while
horizontal startups, that sell to
9
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speciality sectors like hospitality,
travel and food, have been badly
hit, while horizontal startups, that
sell to companies in a wide range of
sectors, have witnessed a relatively
lower drop in growth so far.[3]
The Travel and Tourism Industry
has been badly hit by the global
health emergency. According to the
World Travel and Tourism Council,
the COVID-19 pandemic could cut
50 million jobs globally in the travel
and tourism industry. Travel and
tourism startups, and transport
booking services, including
carpooling service providers, are
struggling to survive, as demand
for services drops to zero. With
major industry players like Air BnB
pledging to go public this year, there
is little hope for small startups
to survive. Almost all US-based
startups, operating in this space,
have had to lay off or furlough staff
due to rapid decline in revenues.
Talent and jobs
According to Startup Genome
survey, 74 percent of surveyed
startups have let go of full-time
employees. Half of the companies
reducing workforce have laid
off 20 percent or less of their
employees. But this number is

expected to increase in coming
times. The highest percentage of
layoffs have been witnessed by
startups in North America (84%),
followed by Europe (67%), and
Asia (59%). In the US, a total of 204
startups have laid off 16,229 startup
employees since March 11, with the
pace of layoffs accelerating. The
sectors that have most massively
downsized include food, travel,
fitness, real estate, transportation,
retail and recruiting. Other
startups, which are not directly
affected by the pandemic, or are
positively affected, like startups in
healthcare, education, and media,
are laying off people to make their
cash stay longer. Nevertheless,
the picture is not entirely bleak,
and many tech startups are also
hiring during COVID-19. According
to a Google Forms Database,
created by Jai Sajnani, a principal
at venture capital firm New
Enterprise Associates, Eighty-five
tech startups in the US , operating
in enterprise tech, consumer tech,
and healthcare, are hiring during
COVID-19.[4]

[3] https://www.livemint.com/industry/infotech/covid-19-impact-software-startups-see-rise-in-demand-but-expect-revenuedecline-11586259345688.html
[4] https://www.forbes.com/sites/louiscolumbus/2020/04/06/these-enterprise-tech-startups-are-hiring-during-covid-19/#29417a54182d
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Support from government and
policymakers
According to Startup Genome
survey, about 60 percent of
surveyed startups are receiving
assistance, or expect government
policies to support their business.
Over 90 percent of these are
receiving, or expecting to receive
support from national governments.
29% are also being supported by
city and state governments. Most

startup founders claim that the
most effective support to come from
the government should be in the
form of grants to preserve company
liquidity, instruments to boost
investments, support to protect
employees, and loans to preserve
company liquidity. Several Startup
hubs and governments across the
globe have introduced supportive
measures and policies for startups
during the ongoing COVID-19
pandemic. [5]

[5] Hub71: Support Packages for Startups Globally
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Measures taken by hubs
DTEC

• Rent payment postponed by 6 months; rent to be paid
in installments
• Refund of companies’ securities and guarantees
• Cancellation of fines for companies and individuals
• Employee contracts modified to allow labor to move
between free zones

Station F

• Online workshops for individuals and companies
• Dedicated communication channel for COVID-19
related issues
• Online tools for remote working
• Suspension of all billings till reopening and a special
discount on the first payment post reopening

Y Combinator

• Online demo days to allow startups to connected with
VCs online
• Remote boot camps planned for their flagship
accelerator program
• Applications of startups working to combat COVID-19
crisis fast tracked
• Online sessions by alums on dealing with various
aspects of the COVID-19 crisis

MaGIC

• New digital and e-commerce platforms so startups
can access new markets
• Providing networking opportunities so that startups
can pool resources
• 5-month rental waiver at Magic’s coworking spaces in
Cyberjaya and Kuching
• All bootcamps until June shifted online

Source: Hub71: Support Packages for Startups Globally
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Tech Nation

• New online community resources on tackling COVID-19
crisis
• Liaising with the Government to introduce specific
measures to help British startups

Barcelona Tech
City

• Introduced streaming content to help companies deal
with COVID-19 crisis
• Acting as a liaising agent with the Government for
COVID-19 related issues faced by startups

HKSTP

• Funding support of HKD 75,000 (AED 35.5 k) for all
incubates
• 6-month long rent waiver for existing tenants and
startups until September 2020

Zhongguancun
Science park

• All tech startups to receive a research and
development subsidy of CY 200,000 (AED 103.5 k)
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Measures taken by governments to help smes and startups
UAE

• Targeted economic support scheme to allot USD 13.6 bn (AED 50
bn) for zero interest loans
• Reduction in SME lending rate by RAKBANK
• As a part of its stimulus package, Abu Dhabi executive council
announced USD 817 m (AED 3 bn) to help SMEs
• Incentives in the form of utility subsidies and Govt. fee waiver
announced in Dubai and Abu Dhabi

KSA

• SAMA has announced schemes worth USD 8 bn (AED 29.4 bn)
so that SMEs can avail of deferred loan payments, guaranteed
funding; another USD 213 m (AED 782 m) to cover payment fees
for all SMEs
• Saudi Government announced a stimulus of USD 18.6 bn (AED
68.3 bn) to postpone private sector fees such as VAT, excise and
import duties

UK

• Tax breaks and other measures worth EUR 20 bn (AED 80.2 bn)
also applicable to startups, Suspended tax
• collection for SMEs, interest on deferred tax payments waived
off
• State owned British Business Bank to underwrite loans for
businesses affected by coronavirus outbreak
• SMEs to be able to reclaim 14 days of sick leaves from employees
• Grant worth EUR 10,000 (AED 4 k) to be available to small
businesses

France • Announcement of a EUR 4 bn (AED 16 bn) plan to support
startups in the current situation. Schemes to be introduced
include short term refinancing, early payment of tax credits,
accelerated payment of already planned investments and
guarantees over cash flow costs
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Russia

• Tax vacation for SMEs on all taxes except VAT and commercial
loans
• Reduction in employers’ social insurance contribution from 30%
to 15%
• 3-month deferral in rental payments from small companies

China • Deferred tax payments for SMEs in difficulty
• Rent waivers for SMEs affected by Government directives to
combat coronavirus outbreak
• Waiving administrative fees
• Reducing financing costs by implementing Loan Prime Rate (LPR)
pricing
• Refunding unemployment insurance premiums
India

• Business Immunity platform launched by the Indian Government
to help start ups and SMEs with real time updates on new
Government schemes and incentives
• India’s central bank, RBI has launched measures like steepest
interest rate cut in 11 years, 3-month moratorium on loan
repayments for all term loans and other measures to infuse
liquidity into the system

USA

• Introduction of Coronavirus Aid, Relief and Economic Security
(CARES) Act which will provide loans of USD 371
• bn (AED 1.4 tn) to small businesses. However, interpretation of
benefits to all VC backed startups still unclear
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A Pakistani Perspective
As startups across the world are struggling to sustain themselves during
the pandemic, Pakistan is no less impacted. Many businesses have
come to a grinding halt, some though fewer in number, have shut down
operations, while most are struggling to minimize costs to cover up for
decreasing revenues, or keep cash safe for coming months. Nevertheless,
the pandemic presents a mix bag of gains and losses, with the situation
emerging as an opportunity for many startups, who are thriving during the
COVID.
To understand the impact of the pandemic on the Startup Ecosystem
in Pakistan, the National Incubation Center conducted a survey with 86
startups across the country, followed by focus group interviews with 10
startups. The purpose of research was to understand how the pandemic
has implications for startups in terms of capital and investments,
demand and revenue, jobs and talent, and to gauge how the impact
varies along different sectors. Based on the findings, we put forward a
set of recommendations for policymakers, government, and support
organizations, and advice for startups to help them survive during these
times.
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Descriptive Statistics of Surveyed Startups:
Vertical/Industry

Number of Startups

Agriculture

3

AI/Machine Learning

6

Big Data/Analytics

1

Blockchain

1

E-Commerce

12

Ed-Tech

6

Event Management

2

Fashion

2

FinTech

3

Gaming, AR/VR

2

Healthcare

7

IoT

11

Media and Content

4

Manufacturing and Production

5

Robotics/Wearable/Implantable

4

Social Enterprise

4

Travel and Tourism

6

Other

7

Fig. 1
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Markets served by Surveyed Startups

Markets Served by Startups
Europe
Americas
Southeast Asia
MENA
China
Pakistan
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Fig. 2

Sectors most affected by COVID-19

Manufacturing &
Production

Event
Management

Ecommerce

Health-Tech

Agriculture

Ed-Tech

IoT

Travel and
Tourism

Fig. 3
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Ecommerce
(12 respondents)

Ed-Tech
(6 respondents)

Health-Tech
(7 respondents)

IoT
(11 respondents)

Fashion
(2 respondents)

Event
Management

Reduced
Demand

Temporarily
Temporarily
Halted
Operations
Operations

Business
shut
down

75%

58%

33%

17%

42%

42%

33%

17%

17%

17%

17%

17%

29%

29%

0

57%

29%

42%

82%

55%

18%

9%

73%

55%

100%

100%

0

0

100%

100%

100%

50%

0

0

50%

50%

100%

80%

40%

0

60%

60%

67%

67%

33%

33%

67%

0

83%

50%

17%

0

50%

67%

Increased
demand Reduced
and
Valuation
Revenue

Reduced
Investments

(2 respondents)

Manufacturing
and Production
(5 respondents)

Agriculture
(3 respondents)

Travel and
Tourism
(6 respondents)
Fig. 4
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% of Startups
Experiencing
Reduced Demand

% of Startups to
Halt Operations

32%

50%

68%

No

3 .giF

Yes

50%

Operations Halted

% of Startups
to Shut Down
Operations

Operations Not

% of Startups with
Reduced Valuation

21%
42%
58%

79%

Shut Down

Not Shut
Down

Yes

No
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Investments and Capital

% of Startups
Experiencing
Reduced
Investments
36%

64%

Yes

No

No. of Startups

Fig. 5
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The investment climate for Pakistani
startups was improving, prior to COVID-19.
Over the past five years, (2015-19), there
were a total of 101 deals in Pakistanbased companies, constituting over USD
$165 million, which was raised by 82
companies. While this number is small, in
comparison to similar economies, yet the
trend was positive. Between 2015-19, the
most prevalent source of investment had
been angel investors (both individuals
and syndicates, local and international),
which amounted to 60% in five years and
venture capital funds (both local and
international), which were responsible for
25% from 2015-2019. However, COVID-19
brings along with it, a sense of uncertainty
amongst investors, who are shying away
from investing in startups.

Cash Runway reported by Startups

1-3
months

3-6
months

6-9
months

9-12
12 months
months or more

Months of Cash Runway
Fig. 6
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According to survey results, 28% of startups claim that with term-sheets
about to be signed, investors are backing off, while 22% of startups have
reported delays in transfer of funds (with signed term-sheets). The overall
decline in investments, if continues over the months, would have serious
consequences for many startups, with almost 90% of startups reporting
cash runway for 6 months or less. Only 10% startups report cash runway for
more than 6 months, with only 3% reporting runway for more than a year.
Prior to COVID, sector-wise breakdown of total early stage deals revealed
that E-Commerce, Health-Tech and Ed-Tech were the most popular
sectors to attract investments. The situation is no different post-COVID.
Where there has been an overall decline in investments (with 32%
startups reporting reduced investments), yet local and international
VCs are expressing interest in certain verticals, which are expected to
grow, as the world transitions to the new normal. In a recent Investors
Series Panel Discussion hosted by the National Incubation Center, some
leading national and international VCs discussed their investment plans
in Pakistani startups for the near future. Faisal Aftab, Managing Partner
at Lakson VC, expressed interest in investing in Ed-Tech, Health-Tech and
Fin-Tech startups for the year 2020. Beau Seil, from Patamar Capital, a
Singapore-based VC fund, discussed the company’s plans for investing in
Fin-tech startups. With 57% of surveyed Health-tech startups, and 17% Edtech startups, reporting increased demand and revenues (Refer to Fig.4),
this paints a promising picture for startups in these verticals, to grow amid
the COVID-19.
Markets, Consumer Demand, and Revenues
74% of surveyed startups have reported decline in revenues since the
COVID lockdown. 44% startups have witnessed less than PKR 1 million loss,
23% between PKR 1-5 million, 3% between PKR 5-10 million, and 3% have
reported decline of more than PKR 10 million. 50% of travel and tourism
startups ,100% of event management startups, 75% E-Commerce, 100%
Fashion, 64% IoT based startups, while 100% Manufacturing and Production
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Startups have reported decline in revenues. Few startups (23%) have also
reported increase in demand and revenues. Most of these are operating in
Health-tech, Ed-tech, Agriculture, and E-commerce.

Pak-Agri market, an online marketplace connecting farmers
to input and output markets, is experiencing increase in
demand and revenues. Farmers, with fewer options to sell,
are now registering themselves on the portal. With minimum
permanent staff, the startup has little to worry about, in terms
of cash runway.
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AugmentCare, an online health portal, connecting patients
to doctors, has witnessed spike in demand as COVID forces
people to opt for telemedicine rather than physical visits.
Consultations in the month of March have increased four
times, as compared to February, while app downloads have
increased threefold, and online orders for pharmaceutical
products have gone up by 5x. The startup is enhancing capacity
to cater to increasing demand. It is also supporting the
Government of Pakistan in fight against COVID, by powering a
hotline through its platform, free of cost.
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68% of the surveyed startups reported reduced demand since the dawn
of COVID. Verticals that are worst hit in this regard are Travel and Tourism,
Event Management, E-Commerce, IoT, and Manufacturing and Production.
Number of Startups in most prominent verticals reporting
decline in demand
Manufacturing & Production ( 5 respondents)
IoT (11 respondents)
Event Management (2 respondents)
Travel and Tourism ( 6 respondents)
E-Commerce (12 respondents)
0

1

2

3

4

5

6

7

8

9

10

Number of Startups
Fig. 7

50% of startups have temporarily halted their operations, with most
prominent verticals being E-Commerce, Travel and Tourism, Fashion,
IoT, Agriculture, and Manufacturing and Production. 21% of surveyed
startups have shut down operations, with most prominent sectors being
E-Commerce, Travel and Tourism, and Agriculture.
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Number of Startups to Temporarily Halt
Operations
Manuf.&Prod ( 5 respondents)
Agriculture ( 3 respondents)
IoT ( 11 respondents)
Fashion ( 2 respondents)
Travel and Tourism ( 6…
E-Commerce (12 repondents)
0

1

2

3

4

5

6

7

Number of Startups
Fig. 8

Number of Startups to Shut Down
Operations
Manuf.&Prod (Total 5
respondents)
IoT (Total 11 respondents)
E-Commerce (Total 12
repondents)
0

1

2

3

4

5

Number of Startups
Fig. 9
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A lot of startups are seeing new opportunities emerge in this crisis. For
those who are not, they are innovating to reengineer their business models
or are collaborating with other businesses to help the latter cater to
the current demand. 37% startups have pivoted their business model in
response to changing dynamics of demand and consumer behavior, while
40% startups have expanded portfolio, to provide products/services in
addition to existing offerings.
A high percentage of E-Commerce startups pivoting, combined with
75% of E-Commerce startups reporting reduction in demand, poses a
question, as to what category of E-Commerce businesses are thriving
or expected to thrive in coming times. World-wide there is increase in
number of downloads for grocery delivery apps. Essentially this entails,
that consumers are using E-Commerce platforms for purchasing essential
products, hence startups selling fashion products, , or non-essential /
luxury products, are experiencing reduced demand. Many E-Commerce
startups are hence pivoting, or providing additional products to cater to
changing consumer behavior.

% of Startups to Pivot or Provide Additional
Products/Services

23%

37%

40%

Pivoted

Additional Products/Services

No change in Business Model

Fig. 10
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Number of Startups in most prominent Verticals to
Pivot/Provide Additional Products/Services
Healthcare & Medical ( 7
respondents)
Ed-Tech ( 6 respondents)

E-Commerce ( 12 respondents)
0

1

2

3

4

5

6

Number of Startups
Fig. 11
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AutoX, an E-Commerce startup, selling high quality auto
products to customers, experienced decline in revenues, as
supply of parts reduced by 90%. AutoX, in response, decided
to diversify, and entered into the grocery and perishable
goods market. The startup is now running its new line of
E-Commerce business, FreshX.pk in Lahore.

52% of surveyed startups reported that supply chain disruptions were
adversely affecting their operations. Cross-border as well as domestic
commerce coming to halt due to lockdown has led to unavailability of
materials, which is forcing delays in operations. The most prominent
verticals to be affected in this regard include Manufacturing and
Production, IoT, and Robotics/Wearable/Implantable.
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% of Startups with
Operations affected
due to unavailabilty
of materials
48%

52%

Operations
Not Affected

Operations
Affected

Fig. 12

Number of Startups with Operations
Affected Due to Unavailability of Materials
Robotics (4 respondents)
IoT (11 respondents)
Manufacturing and
Production (5 respondents)
0

2

4

6

8

10

Fig. 13
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Talent and Jobs
As startups are experiencing slash in demand and revenues, reduced
investments and cash runway, resorting to employee layoffs and reduced
salaries seem the only options for survival. 20% of surveyed startups have
laid off employees, 35% have reduced salaries, while 13% have resorted
to doing both. Most prominent sectors to have deployed these strategies
include E-Commerce, Event Management, Fashion, and Travel and Tourism.
Most startups have essentially changed the way they operate, like other
businesses across the globe. This includes introducing and prolonging
Work from Home, Alternate Attendance, and Reduced Staff Hours.

Number of Startups in most prominent Verticals to
Lay-off Employees and/or implement Salary Cuts
Travel & Tourism ( 6 respondents)
Fashion ( 2 respondents)
Event Management ( 2 respondents)
E-Commerce ( 12 respondents)
0

1

2

3

4

5

6

7

8

Number of Startups
Fig. 14

Support Expected from Government, Policy Makers and Incubation Centers
As startups are faced with unprecedented challenges, they are looking up
to the government and incubation centers for support. Startups negatively
impacted by COVID are requesting for special loans on relaxed terms, and
cash injections to sustain operations. Startups positively affected and
experiencing rise in demand, want grant money to build capacity for COVID
32
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response. Some other requirements include tax exemptions, wavering
off custom duties, and connections with relevant partner organizations
(e.g. access to hospitals for healthcare startups).With regards to support
required from Incubation Centers, most startups stated that access to
mentorship and industrial linkages, access to seed money/investors,
assistance in resource hiring, and assistance in outreach and brand
awareness, are the key support areas they are looking for. In addition,
startups are looking up to the NICs for putting forward their concerns to
Ignite, for expediting fund disposal process. Startups are also requesting
for extension in duration of incubation program, equivalent to time of
lockdown, and many alumni startups are also requesting access to coworking space, as they are struggling to minimize costs.
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Way Forward
ADVICE FOR STARTUPS
Extend your runway
Startups need to avoid putting themselves in a position of needing to raise
capital during an extended downturn, and reduce future financing risk.
This can be done by reducing net burn rate, or increasing free cash flow.
Evaluate carefully, the possibility of salary cuts for all employees, rather
than layoffs for some.
Seek possible fundraising opportunities
While there are greater chances of investors shying away from investments,
yet many are considering this an opportunity to get good deals. Be realistic
in terms of expectations regarding valuation, and average ticket size
of investment, as size of an investment round may be limited. Look for
possible referrals for reaching out and connecting to potential investors.
Strategize, and communicate your long-term plans to investors
Be honest in sharing the pandemic effects on your startup, with investors.
Provide a clear picture of company’s liquidity and cash flow position, with
details on how you are managing your liquidity in the short-term. Be clear
on, and communicate your long-term plans for growth, rather than a shortterm COVID response strategy.
Focus on R and D
Startups having 3-12 months of cash runway should shift focus to
product development, improve internal processes, and stay connected to
customers. This will put startups in a better position to respond to
34

Impact of Covid-19 on Pakistani Startups & The Way Forward

increased demand and resumed competition once economic growth
returns.
Diversify and Pivot where possible
Revisit your business model to see how you can pivot to sustain yourself
during this time. Offer alternate products/services where possible. Expand
your portfolio of offerings to respond to COVID-19. Come up with realistic
plans, then seek fundraising opportunities.
It’s time to start selling online
For businesses selling through traditional channels, time has come for
Ecommerce adoption. Use plug and play integrations and focus on building
your brand online. Ensure online presence through use of marketplaces,
social media, and own domain platforms.
Be empathetic
Reach out to employees, customers, and potential investors, at a personal
level. In uncertain situations like this, people work best with people who
they feel connected to. Connect with your employees on a daily basis while
working from home, for the sense of community to prevail.
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What role can
the Government
play?
Set up funds, with private sector
partnerships for expediting the process, to
assist startups contributing towards national
cause under the current situation.
Provide special loans for cash injections to
sustain operations and prevent employee
layoffs. Focus on startups most adversely
affected, such as those operating in
Travel and Tourism, Fashion and Apparel,
Manufacturing and Production, and Sharing
Economy.
A percentage of seed fund to be dedicated to
startup support, enabling cash injection for a
period of 3-6 months.
Connect startups working on COVID
response, specially those in Health-tech
and Ed-tech domain, to relevant partner
organizations.
Provide tax exemptions, and reduced
customs on procurement of materials.
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What role can
Incubation
Centers play?
•
•
•
•
•

Connect startups to potential investors
Provide mentoring on how to pivot, or
diversify for COVID response.
Strengthen marketing for startups.
Consider possibility of extending coworking space facility to graduated
startups, on a rotational basis, to help
them minimize costs.
Increase cloud credits and provide access
to remote working tools

Conclusion
As the COVID-19 pandemic continues and
there is high uncertainty as to what the
future would look like, it is integral for
all ecosystem players to collaborate and
support each other. The startup ecosystem
in Pakistan had been thriving prior to COVID,
and still has a long way to go. Transitioning
smoothly through these difficult times is
crucial for the ecosystem to move in the
forward direction. This calls for various
stakeholders to understand what role they
can play, and how they can actively facilitate
startups in responding to the changing
dynamics of business and demand.
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Appendix
Methodology
This report is based on primary data collected through survey questionnaire
and focus group interviews with startups in Pakistan. The questionnaire was
kept anonymous, while focus group interviews were conducted to provide
examples of how some startups are responding, to the pandemic. Names
of startups interviewed, have been shared in this report with consent of
the founders. Secondary data has also been collected to report the impact
of COVID-19 on startups across the globe (Please refer to the REFERENCES
section for details).
Questionnaire:
1. What industry/sector does your startup fall under?
2. Which market(s) is your startup currently serving? (You can select more
than one option for this question)
• Pakistan
• China
• MENA
• Southeast Asia
• Americas
• Europe
3. Your startup is registered as:
• Sole Proprietorship
• Partnership
• Private Limited Company
• Not Registered
4. What stage is your startup currently at?
• Ideation/ Validation
• MVP
• Growth
• Scale
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Section 2- Impact of COVID-19 on your startups:
5. Have you pivoted your business model due to COVID-19?
• Yes
• No
6. If the answer to the above question is Yes, please describe briefly, how
you have pivoted your business model.
7. Have you offered an alternative service/product to the market (in
addition to your existing products/services, which you have NOT
discontinued due to the current situation) to be part of the COVID-19
solution?
• Yes
• No
8. If the answer to the above question is Yes, please explain briefly, what
kind of additional products/services you are offering.
9. Have you found Work from Home challenging for you or your team,
during lockdown?
• Yes
• No
10.Do you have tools & resources to run your business remotely?
• Yes
• No
11. Which Tool(s) are you and your team using while working from home?
(You can select more than one option for this question)
• Slack
• Trello
• Whatsapp
• Google Hangout
• Microsoft Teams
• Zoom
• Other
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12. Rate the impact of CoVid-19 ,on a scale of 1-5, on the following aspects
of your business/startup
• 1: Strongly Disagree
• 2: Disagree
• 3: Neutral
• 4: Agree
• 5: Strongly Agree
Rate on a Scale from 1-5
• Our business is negatively affected and demand is reduced
• Our business is negatively affected and payments are delayed
• We have temporarily halted our operations
• Our business has shut down
• We are experiencing supply chain disruptions, with inability to
match demand and supply due to unavailability of materials
• Our business is positively affected-there is greater demand
and increased revenue
13. Rate the impact of CoVid-19, on a scale of 1-5, on the following aspects of
investments for your business/startup
• 1: Strongly Disagree
• 2: Disagree
• 3: Neutral
• 4: Agree
• 5: Strongly Agree

Rate on a Scale from 1-5
• There is reduced valuation of our startup
• The amount of investment for our startup has reduced
• Investors are backing off (if term sheet was about to be signed)
• There is delay in transfer of funds (if term sheet has been
signed)
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14. Which of the following strategies has your startup deployed, for its
employees, in response to COVID-19 (You can select more than one
option for this question)
• Employee Layoff
• Reduced Salaries
• Alternate Attendance
• Reduced Staff Hours
• Prolonging WFH
• Hiring New Staff
15. How much revenue have you lost so far due to COVID-19 lockdown?
• Less than a PKR 1 million
• PKR 1 million - 5 million
• PKR 5 million - 10 million
• More than PKR 10 million
• No Loss
16. How many months of cash runway do you have right now?
• 1-3 months
• 3-6 months
• 6-9 months
• 9-12 months
• 12 months or more
15. How much revenue have you lost so far due to COVID-19 lockdown?
• Less than a PKR 1 million
• PKR 1 million - 5 million
• PKR 5 million - 10 million
• More than PKR 10 million
• No Loss
16. How many months of cash runway do you have right now?
• 1-3 months
• 3-6 months
• 6-9 months
• 9-12 months
• 12 months or more
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Section 3- Support required for your startup during covid-19 lockdown:
17. What support would you like from the Government of Pakistan, to help
sustain your startup during COVID-19 lockdown? (You can select more
than one option for this question)
• Grant money to help build capacity for COVID-19 Response (for
startups positively affected by COVID-19)
• Special Loans on relaxed terms to assist startups adversely affected
by COVID-19 Lockdown
• Cash Injections to sustain operations
18.If you require any other support from the government, please specify
19. What support would you like from the National Incubation Center/
your respective incubator, to help sustain your startup during COVID-19
Lockdown? (You can select more than one option for this question)
• Access to mentorship
• Industry Linkages
• Access to seed money/investors
• Resource hiring
• Outreach and creating awareness of your business
20. If you require any other support from the National Incubation
Center/your respective incubator, please specify.
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