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Abstract
Entrepreneurship is often regarded as a critical means which alleviates poverty in rural communities,
since it stimulates employment opportunities, innovation and welfare effects. Entrepreneurial Learning
(EL) theory seeks to explain entrepreneurship from a learning approach, which generally finds its roots
in either the individual or social perspective. Within the academic field of entrepreneurship and EL,
studies conducted on entrepreneurial behaviour and EL in rural communities which are characterised
by poverty are limited. Besides, literature on informal (outside the classroom) EL within these rural
communities is even more limited. To fill this knowledge gap, this study aims to explore the underlying
mechanisms and structures of the informal EL process of entrepreneurs in rural communities. By
carrying out an abductive secondary data analysis on the informal EL processes of 40 smallholder dairy
farmers in two Malawian rural communities, this study provides insights in how informal learning can
benefit EL in rural communities. Through the integration of the individual and social perspective in EL
theory, and adopting the critical realism approach, a framework on informal EL of smallholder dairy
farmers in rural communities emerged. This framework shows that informal EL mainly occurs via social
interaction, experimentation, and experiential learning, which are influenced by personal, socio cultural,
economic and geographical factors within the environment of the entrepreneur and result in different
knowledge acquisition and transformation processes between individuals. The findings suggest that
informal learning should be recognised as a valuable learning processes within EL, and should be
integrated in Entrepreneurial Education and Trainings by governments and organisations which aim to
stimulate entrepreneurial behaviours in rural communities. To conclude, this study not only shows that
informal learning is critical in EL in rural communities, but also shows that entrepreneurship scholars
can gain valuable findings with broad theoretical and practical implications by making use of critical
realism and abductive reasoning within future research.
Keywords: Entrepreneurial learning, informal learning, rural communities, entrepreneurship
development, critical realism approach, abductive reasoning.
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1. INTRODUCTION
Reducing poverty and preventing poverty-related issues in many different parts around the world still
remains a hard fought battle, even though the global average income is increasing (Phillips, 2011). One
perspective often adopted in literature for poverty reduction, is that of stimulating economic
development through entrepreneurship (Acs & Audretsch, 1987; Baumol, 2014; Schumpeter, 1934;
Wennekers & Thurik, 1999). It is through entrepreneurship that employment opportunities, innovation
and welfare effects are stimulated (Kareem, 2015; Baron, 2007). Bruton et al. (2013) also stated in a
special issue of the Journal of Business Venturing that entrepreneurship is a critical means of alleviating
poverty and that research on the topic of entrepreneurship and poverty is growing. Entrepreneurship
could thus be regarded as a means for poverty reduction, which is especially relevant for the developing
continent of Africa, since many of its inhabitants continue to experience problems of extreme poverty
(Sachs, 2005).
Achieving entrepreneurship can be quite a challenging task (Adebayo & Kavoos, 2016). However several
scholars state that entrepreneurial behaviours can be learned (Minniti & Bygrave, 2001; Politis, 2005;
Rae, 2000; Rae, 2005). Especially the role of entrepreneurial education and training on poverty
reduction is often discussed in literature (Baah-Mintah et al., 2018; Ifeoma et al,. 2018; Habib et al.,
2020). Entrepreneurial education and training can stimulate entrepreneurial learning (EL), e.g.
individuals acquiring knowledge, skills and attitudes through which they can start and expand their own
businesses and escape from poverty conditions (Ahmed & Ndedi, 2013). The researcher does
acknowledge the importance of entrepreneurial education and training in EL and poverty reduction, but
does question its overall ability for widespread poverty reduction. Despite the positive effect of
entrepreneurial education and training on poverty reduction, some countries and regions are still
experiencing dramatic conditions of poverty (Ahlstrom et al., 2019).
Whereas many scholars focus on the role of entrepreneurial education and training for stimulating EL,
formal educational access level is not the same all over the world. Especially the Sub-Saharan region of
Africa has the lowest educational indicators in the world (Lewin & Akyeampong, 2009), showing that
entrepreneurial education and training is not equivalently accessible by everyone. Several scholars
focussed on other learning processes which can stimulate EL, besides the formal process of
entrepreneurial education and training. Keith et al. (2016) emphasised on the role of informal learning
in entrepreneurship, stating that in some professions informal learning is even more important than
others, one of which is entrepreneurship. Singh (2009) also discussed the importance of the great
amount of informal learning which occurs in the informal sector in developing countries, and Cousins
(2013) even explicitly stated that informal training is critical at the smallholder level when individuals
are constraint by limited access to extension services. Thus, besides formal entrepreneurial education
and training, informal learning occurring outside of classrooms or trainings could also result in the
acquisition of knowledge, skills and attitudes for business creation or growth. Especially individuals living
in countries and regions characterised by high levels of poverty and low (entrepreneurial) educational
access, could greatly benefit from informal EL in order to escape from their poverty conditions.
The concept of entrepreneurship and EL is widely studied among scholars (Aarstad et al., 2016), but
research on entrepreneurship and EL in the context of a developing country is still less prominent within
leading international journals (Bruton et al., 2013; Jones et al., 2018). Especially related to the continent
of Africa, research focussing on entrepreneurial behaviour and how individuals acquire knowledge and
skills is under-reported (Jones et al., 2018; Akinsooto & Akpomuje, 2018). Current literature on EL by
rural farmers living in poverty conditions is also limited, regardless of the potential of entrepreneurship
4
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alleviating poverty among these communities (Yessoufou et al., 2018). This study is a response to the
call of Sutter et al. (2019) to study the recognition and exploitation of opportunities by entrepreneurs
in poverty conditions. Besides studying opportunity recognition and exploitation by entrepreneurs in
poverty conditions, it also studies how these entrepreneurs learn to manage and organise their
businesses informally, due to the overall importance of informal learning in the entrepreneurial
profession (Keith et al., 2016), in the informal economy (Singh, 2009), and at the smallholder level
(Cousins, 2013). This focus on informal EL aids in understanding how entrepreneurs in poverty
conditions learn to start, manage and expand businesses in their everyday life, besides formal
entrepreneurial education and trainings.
The structure of this study follows largely the same approach by Eraut (2004), who studied informal
learning in the workplace by exploring what is being learned, how it is being learned and what factors
affect informal learning. By exploring the ‘what’, ‘how’, ‘when’, as well as the hampering factors (why
not) on informal EL of smallholder dairy farmers, this study aims to contribute to the academic fields of
EL theory and informal learning theory. By studying the previous four elements of informal EL of
smallholder dairy farmers, this study aims to provide an answer to the overall research question of this
study:
• What are the underlying mechanisms and structures of the informal EL process of Malawian
smallholder dairy farmers located in Magomero and Mchinji?
The four elements of what, how, when and why not factors of informal EL, guide the structure of this
report. In order to address the identified gaps in literature on entrepreneurial behaviour in Africa and
EL by rural farmers living in poverty conditions, the following four research questions are formulated:
(1) What knowledge is learned via informal EL by smallholder dairy farmers?
(2) How does informal EL of smallholder dairy farmers take place?
(3) In which environments does informal EL of smallholder dairy farmers take place?
(4) Which factors hamper informal EL of smallholder dairy farmers?
These four questions are approached from both an individual and social perspective (Hodkinson et al.,
2008). Ultimately, answering these four questions led to the development of an emerging framework
on informal EL of smallholders, which can aid future scholars in studying informal EL of smallholders in
poverty conditions from both an individual and social perspective.
This study focusses on the informal EL process of 40 Malawian smallholder dairy farmers of the CREMPA
dairy collective in Malawi, located in the two areas of Magomero and Mchinji. It explores the informal
EL process by conducting a secondary qualitative data analysis, which is based on abductive reasoning
and adopts a critical realism approach. The next chapter (2) present the theoretical background of this
study, with theories are deemed relevant prior to the secondary data analysis, and that emerged during
the research. The following chapter (3) starts with describing the case study background and continues
to explain the underlying methodology of this study by providing more perspective on why critical
realism and abductive reasoning were deemed relevant approaches to analyse data and interpret the
results of this study. This is followed by chapter (4) which presents the results and emerging framework
on informal EL of smallholder dairy farmers in rural communities. This chapter (4) follows the structure
of the four sub-research questions which lay at the foundation of this study. Chapter 5 beings with a
summary of the findings and discusses the theoretical, methodological and practical implications. In
addition chapter 5 also presents suggestions for future research. The final chapter (6) summarises this
study by presenting its key contributions and end with concrete calls for action, not only for
entrepreneurship scholars but also for organisations and government bodies who aim to stimulate
entrepreneurial development in rural communities.
5
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2. THEORETICAL BACKGROUND
Several theoretical concepts are used in order to gain insights in the informal El process of Malawian
smallholder dairy farmers located in Magomero and Mchinji.
Firstly, in section 2.1. the opportunity-based view of entrepreneurship will be discussed in order to
formulate a definition of an entrepreneur in poverty conditions. It also provides a brief discussion on
how entrepreneurship in poverty conditions can be studied from multiple research perspectives.
Secondly, section 2.2. gives insights in the different entrepreneurial opportunities which might be
present in poverty dominated contexts. A classification of different entrepreneurial opportunities which
can be recognised and exploited by entrepreneurs is provided. This classification of different
entrepreneurial opportunities allows for a possible differentiation between different informal EL
processes.
Thirdly, section 2.3. gives insights in current literature on EL and provides this study with a concrete
definition of EL, which will be adopted to study the informal EL process of the smallholder dairy farmers.
Finally, section 2.4. discusses different perspectives and definitions on informal learning by individuals.
A classification of different types of informal learning based on intention and awareness of the learner
is given. This classification of different informal learning types can be used to explore how opportunities
in poverty can recognised and exploited via different informal learning types. It also briefly discusses
how the two concepts of cognition-based approach (Shane, 2000; Corbett, 2007) and Communities of
Practices (Wenger, 1999) can be adopted to study informal EL from an individual and social perspective.

2.1. Opportunity-based theory and poverty
Within opportunity-based theory of entrepreneurship, the entrepreneurial process is defined by
Stevenson and Jarillo as: “the process by which individuals – either on their own or inside organizations
– pursue opportunities without regard to the resources they currently control” (1990, p. 23). However,
one could also look at the individual entrepreneur, rather than the entrepreneurial process. Within a
poverty related context, a low-income entrepreneur is described by Webb et al. (2013), as someone
who owns an informal business and operates from home or on the street. Thus, whereas Stevenson and
Jarillo (1990) focus more on the process of entrepreneurship, Webb et al. (2013) focus more on the
characteristic of owning an informal business operating from home or on the street, as a low-income
entrepreneur.
Within this study, the definition of an entrepreneur in a poverty related context is based on the
definition of a low-income entrepreneur by Webb et al. (2013), seen from the opportunity-based
perspective of entrepreneurship. Thus, within this study, an entrepreneur in a poverty related context
is defined as: an individual who pursues opportunities by owning an informal business and operating
from home or on the street. Following this definition of an entrepreneur in a poverty related context,
entrepreneurship in poverty conditions will be described as: pursuing opportunities by owning an
informal business and operating from home or on the street. A notion must be made, since this definition
in its current form might also include illegitimate activities, i.e. drug dealing or human trafficking. In
order to exclude these illegitimate activities, the description of the informal economy by Webb et al.
(2009) is followed. They stated that the informal economy consists of economic activities that are
6
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outside of the formal institutional boundaries, making them illegal, but remain inside of the informal
institutional boundaries, making them legitimate (Webb et al., 2009).
Muñoz and Kimmitt (2018) argue to steer away from the dominant reductionist view of
entrepreneurship within non-western contexts. The adopted definition of entrepreneurship in poverty
conditions through the lens of opportunity-based theory, tries to respond tothis call of Muñoz and
Kimmitt (2018). One could give the argument that the adopted definition is still reductionist, since it
assumes that, in order to ‘qualify’ as an entrepreneur, one has to own/start an informal business to
pursue opportunities. However, in order to still have a reasonable steering point in this study on
entrepreneurship in poverty conditions, an individual needs to own an informal business, which engages
in any legitimate economic activity in the informal sector, to qualify as an entrepreneur. This definition
does not define entrepreneurship too narrowly in the researchers view, and constitutes a relatively
‘open’ view of entrepreneurship, especially in the informal sector, applicable in a non-western context.
Besides opening a discussion on the reductionist view of entrepreneurship within non-western contexts,
Muñoz and Kimmitt (2018) also proposed a ‘refreshed agenda’ in order to progress research at the
crossing of entrepreneurship and development. Their refreshed agenda provided five critical areas of
research for the field of entrepreneurship related to development, which are based on the acceptance
that things might occur differently or even in unthinkable ways. The five critical areas of research are:
individual, cultural, political-economic, geographical and cumulative (Muñoz & Kimmitt, 2018). Firstly,
the individual area of research focuses on the individual capacities and traits of the entrepreneur.
Secondly, the cultural area of research focuses on the social norms which are present within the
research context of entrepreneurship. Thirdly, the political-economic area of research focuses on the
formal institutions in place and determine the ‘rules of the game’ for entrepreneurs. Fourthly, the
geographical area of research is about resource distribution, economies of scale and agglomeration
which allow for entrepreneurship. Lastly, the cumulative area of research is about the spirals of poverty
and developing locally embedded entrepreneurial systems (Muñoz & Kimmitt, 2018)
This study finds itself on the intersection of the individual area of research, cultural area of research and
geographical area of research. The individual area of research incorporates not only individual skills,
seen from a western perspective, as a mean of moving away from poverty. It also explores for example
how entrepreneurship in non-western contexts can be explained by knowledge types different than the
western conceptions of human capital. These different knowledge types can consists of indigenous,
spiritual or mystical knowledge (Muñoz & Kimmitt, 2018). The cultural area of research focuses on the
social norms, e.g. informal institutions, in place. As Muñoz and Kimmitt (2018) state, social and cognitive
aspects of entrepreneurship can be culturally embedded. By including the social norms or subcultures
which influence entrepreneurial activity, one can gain valuable insights in the individual drivers and
values concerning the improvement of freedom beyond markets and allows for a better understanding
of entrepreneurial actions in non-western contexts (Sen, 2001). Additionally, this study also tries to
incorporate the geographical area of research by studying how differences in resource distribution
between entrepreneurs allow for different entrepreneurial behaviours. By combining these three areas
of research, this study steers away from the punitive nature of ‘simply’ explaining poverty and
entrepreneurship based on individual deficiencies (Bradshaw, 2007). At the same it allows to take a
position of cultural relativism in order to account for the presence of different forms of knowledge,
embedded in social norms and subcultures and to include for possible differences in resource
distribution between entrepreneurs, which could result in different entrepreneurial behaviours. Hence,
it can be concluded that the combination of these three areas of research allows researchers to study
opportunity-entrepreneurship from both an individual and social perspective.
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2.2. Entrepreneurial opportunities within conditions
of poverty
Central in the opportunity-based theory are entrepreneurial opportunities. Alvarez and Barney (2014)
discussed the concept of entrepreneurial opportunities within the context of abject poverty. They
distinguished between three overall opportunities present within the conditions of abject poverty: selfemployment opportunities, discovery opportunities and creation opportunities.
Firstly, self-employment opportunities consists of replicating small and not scalable businesses by
others. Self-employment opportunities are hardly a source for anyone besides the entrepreneur.
Several examples provided by Alvarez and Barney (2014) of self-employment opportunities are goatmilking in rural Africa or micro retail shops in South America. Secondly, discovery opportunities are
opportunities which are created by exogenous shocks to an environment, such as a change in policy or
demographics. Entrepreneurs discover these opportunities earlier than others and exploit them before
others do. Thirdly, creation opportunities are the result of the entrepreneurial process which
simultaneously changes the environment in which it takes place. Whereas discovery opportunities are
a result of exogenous shocks, creation opportunities are self-created by the entrepreneur.
Within their study, Alvarez and Barney (2014) studied the kinds of human capital, property rights and
financial capital needed in order to exploit these opportunities and their economic growth potential.
They concluded that all three entrepreneurial opportunities are possible in abject poverty settings, yet
the human capital, property rights and financial capital needed to exploit them and the growth potential
of these opportunities differ. The categorisation of the different opportunity types in poverty contexts
is depicted in Table 1.
Table 1: Categorisation of entrepreneurial opportunity types in abject poverty

Note. Adapted from Alvarez and Barney (2014)
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McMullen et al. (2008) also discuss the role of opportunities, though not specifically in a poverty related
context. They differentiated between opportunity-motivated entrepreneurship, initiated when an
individual identifies a business opportunity, and necessity-motivated entrepreneurship, initiated as a
last resort when all other work options are not present or unsatisfactory (McMullen et al., 2008). One
can see similarities between the three overall entrepreneurial opportunities present in abject poverty
as described by Alvarez and Barney (2014) and the two entrepreneurship types as described by
McMullen et al. (2008). Self-employment opportunities would be mostly related to necessity-motivated
entrepreneurship, and discovery and creation opportunities would be mostly related to opportunitymotivated entrepreneurship. As Bruton et al. (2015) stated, most entrepreneurs in developing countries
are often driven by necessity and are often self-employed due to subsistence reasons rather than
growth reasons. However, by purposefully ignoring discovery and creation opportunities, e.g.
opportunity-motivated entrepreneurship, and solely focus on necessity-motivated entrepreneurship in
poverty conditions, one could overlook important insights in entrepreneurial opportunity exploitation,
and entrepreneurship in general, within these developing countries. Therefore this study does not solely
focus on necessity-motivated entrepreneurship in poverty conditions, but makes use of the
categorisation of entrepreneurial opportunities in abject poverty by Alvarez and Barney (2014), in order
to study how different entrepreneurial opportunities are recognised and exploited in developing
economies.

2.3. Entrepreneurial learning
In their discussion, Bruton et al. (2013) call for entrepreneurship scholars to ensure strong theoretical
foundations drawn from management literature within their area of research. One influential
perspective within management literature and the overall academic field of organisational studies, is
that of the Knowledge-Based View (KBV). The KBV views a firm as an entity which combines and
distributes knowledge, in order to make products and services (Grant, 1996), whereas the ResourceBased View (RBV) focuses on the internal availability of tangible and intangible resources as a source of
competitive advantage (Cabrera‐Suárez et al., 2001). One can also adopt the KBV within entrepreneurial
studies and, after a quick literature review, will encounter a theoretical concept which lays at the
intersection of entrepreneurship studies and literature on organisational learning and knowledge:
entrepreneurial learning (EL).
Wang and Chung (2014) conducted a systematic literature research on EL and found that 47 articles
employed the term EL, of which 11 articles defined EL explicitly, but were incongruent in their
definitions. For example, Berglund et al. (2007, p. 178) defined EL as “business learning” and modelled
EL as four processes, consisting of experimentation, evaluation, unreflective actions and unverified
assumptions. However, considering the notion of Sutter et al. (2019) that research on entrepreneurship
in a non-western context should steer away from the dominant reductionist approach, the definition of
Berglund et al. (2007) is not suitable to explore EL in a non-western context.
Another perspective on EL is provided by Rae (2000), who also applied the concept of learning within
entrepreneurship. Rae acknowledged that there are several theoretical underpinnings of the nature of
learning, ranging from cognitive (Bandura, 1986), experiential (Kolb, 1984) and implicit (Marsick &
Watkins, 1990) theories. However, Rae adopted the approach by Mumford (1995) who stated that the
ability to act in a different manner than before is the result of learning. During this process, “ ’knowing’,
‘doing’ and ‘understanding why’ are interdependent” (Rae, 2000, p. 151). Rae emphasised on these
three elements constituting EL: (1) acquiring the actual functional knowledge, (2) actively doing and
understanding what works and (3) recognizing that one can actually do it (Rae, 2000). Rae described
learning within entrepreneurship, as “learning how to recognise and act on opportunities, how to
9
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organise and manage ventures” (Rae, 2000, p. 151). This definition of EL by Rae (2000) has similarities
with the two elements of EL which are described by Cope (2005). Cope described two pertinent ‘stages’
of EL: learning prior to a starting of a business and learning during the entrepreneurial process. Thus,
one the hand, one can study how an entrepreneur learns to recognise and exploit opportunities, e.g.
the EL process prior to starting a business. On the other hand, one can also study how entrepreneurs
eventually learn to manage and organise a business, e.g. learning during the entrepreneurial process.
The two stages of EL prior and during the entrepreneurial process (Cope, 2005), with the underlying
interdependent elements of knowing, doing and making sense by Rae (2000), are depicted in Figure 1.
By making use of the conceptualisation of EL in Figure 1, one can study both the learning process within
the whole entrepreneurial process and can respond to the call of Sutter et al. (2019) that future research
should also study how opportunities are identified by entrepreneurs in poverty conditions and how
these are exploited.

Figure 1: A conceptualisation of EL, derived from the definitions of Rae (2000) and Cope (2005)
Research conducted on EL not only looks at what entrepreneurs should or do learn during their
entrepreneurial activities, but also looks at how and when learning takes place (Wang & Chugh, 2014).
Learning however is complex and can take many forms. In a report by the European Centre for
Development of Vocational Training (CEDEFOP), three overall learning processes are distinguished and
clarified: formal, non-formal and informal learning, based on previous research conducted by scholars
(CEDEFOP, 2009). Many scholars and studies point out that it is often informal learning which
constitutes the majority of work-related knowledge and skills acquisition (Center for WorkforceDevelopment, 1998; Koopmans et al., 2006; Noe et al., 2014; Tannenbaum et al., 2010). Additionally,
Mell et al. (2014) also stated that formal entrepreneurial training programs often do not have a large
effect on poverty in developing countries, since they mostly involve basic business and administrative
skills. Given the overall importance of informal learning in acquiring work-related knowledge and skills,
and the notion by Mel et al. (2014) that formal entrepreneurial training programs often do not have a
large effect on poverty, one should look at other forms of learning when trying to develop and stimulate
entrepreneurial behaviours. Thus, besides focussing on formal learning, one can also focus on informal
learning as a way to develop and stimulate entrepreneurial behaviours.
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2.4. Informal learning
Informal learning can be broadly described as learning which takes place outside of the formal learning
context, i.e. a classroom, and consists of activities such as observing, practicing and asking questions
(Sambrook, 2005). Whereas formal learning is structured, sponsored by an institution in the formal
school system and systematic of nature (Patrick, 2010), informal learning is unstructured, not sponsored
by an institution and experiential in nature (Marsick & Volpe, 1999). A third learning form, non-formal
learning is an in-between form of learning. Non-formal learning and education refers to
educational/training programs which are organised, yet occur outside of the formal educational system,
are often short-term and voluntary (Baumgartner et al., 2007). Within the context of poverty and
development, non-formal training programs are often delivered by development organisations (Alvarez
& Barney, 2014). These development organisations aim to stimulate entrepreneurial capacity and
activity through introducing explicit and replicable business models (Bradley et al., 2012), yet often
these programs actually create an excess of new entries within these specific businesses. The
consequence of this over-entry is imitation and extreme competition, instead of growth and innovation
through the pursuit of other opportunities (Shantz et al., 2018). In Figure 2 the characteristics of the
three different learning types are depicted.

Figure 2: The continuum of learning types from informal learning to formal learning, adapted from
Patrick (2010)
Cerasoli et al. (2018) aimed to provide an integrative definition for informal learning, which builds on
previous work conducted by Tannenbaum et al. (2010). Cerasoli et al. (2018) defined informal learning
as: “non-curricular behaviors and activities pursued in service of knowledge and skill acquisition that
take place outside formally-designated learning contexts. Such activities are predominantly selfdirected, intentional, and field based. Informal learning behaviors are not syllabus based, discrete, or
linear” (2018, p. 204). Whereas Cerasoli et al. (2018) state that the activities constituting informal
learning are mostly self-directed and intentional, Schugurensky (2000) distinguishes between three
different types of informal learning, based on the intentionality of the learner and awareness at the time
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of learning: self-directed, incidental and socialisation. Schugurensky (2000) stated that it is important to
differentiate between these three learning types when studying the phenomenon of informal learning.
Firstly, self-directed informal learning, as specified by Schugurensky (2000), overlaps largely with the
informal learning activities described by Cerasoli et al. (2018), since the learner intentionally undertakes
a learning activity and is aware that he or she learned or is learning from the activity. Secondly, incidental
learning, distinguishes itself from self-directed informal learning, because the learner does not have any
intentions to learn before the experience, but he or she does become aware of having learned
something from (or during) the experience. Lastly, socialisation, which will be referred to as tacit
learning, distinguishes itself from self-directed learning and incidental learning, since it is part of
everyday experience, happens unintentionally and the learner is usually unaware that any learning
occurred or is occurring. However, the learner can become aware of his ‘learning experience’ later on
through, which Marsick and Watkins (1990) describe as, retrospective recognition. It is via retrospective
recognition that one could become aware later on that he or she has learned something from the
experience. Schugurensky (2000) illustrates retrospective recognition as someone who is exposed to a
different social environment, and realizing that he or she has other beliefs and biases, which are the
result of previous experiences. Thus, tacit learning is unintentional and the learner is not aware that he
or she is learning something from an experience, but could become aware of it later on via retrospective
recognition.
Besides self-directed, incidental and tacit learning, Mejiuni et al. (2015) identified a fourth informal
learning type which they referred to as explicit learning. Explicit learning distinguishes itself from tacit
and incidental learning, since it is intentional and the learner is aware at the moment of learning that
he or she is learning. However, the degree of intentionality of the learner is lower than that of selfdirected learning, and therefore forms a fourth type of informal learning. The three different informal
learning types described by Schugurensky (2000) and the fourth informal learning type identified by
Mejiuni et al. (2015) are combined and depicted in Figure 3. This classification and conceptualisation of
informal learning types can be used to explore how entrepreneurial opportunities in poverty conditions
are recognised and exploited via different informal learning types.

Figure 3. Classification of informal learning types based on Schugurensky (2000) and Mejiuni et al. (2015)
Note: Adapted from Mejiuni et al. (2015)
Several scholars state that especially in the informal sector of developing countries, the majority of
knowledge, skills and competences are acquired via informal learning modes (Singh, 2009; Akinsooto &
Akpomuje, 2018; Sodhi & Wessels, 2016). A study conducted by Akinsooto and Akpomuje (2018)
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focussed on the acquisition of knowledge and skills on informal entrepreneurial activities of ten
individuals in a developing country. They made use of the four informal learning types of Schugurensky
(2000) and Mejiuni et al. (2015), and concluded that most knowledge was acquired via observing,
mentoring and trial and error (Akinsooto & Akpomuje, 2018). However, their study did not provide
insights in what is being learned via informal learning or which factors hamper informal learning by
entrepreneurs operating in the informal sector, which still gives room for additional valuable research.
When discussing informal learning, one could think of the concept of Communities of Practice (CoP) by
Wenger (1999). CoP adopts the perspective that learning is not an individual experience, but is instead
a social phenomenon and it is via participation and social interaction that practical competences are
gained. A CoP can be summarised as a group of people who share a concern or affection for what they
do and it is via periodic interaction that they learn how to do this better (Wenger, 1999). This description
of CoP allows for different levels of intentionality among the CoP participants, since learning could be
the reason for the community to interact, but learning could also be an incidental outcome of the
interaction itself.
In order to distinguish between communities, such as neighbourhoods, and CoP, Wenger (1999) came
up with three characteristics of a CoP: (1) domain, (2) community, (3) practice. Firstly, the members of
a CoP have a shared identity, since they share a common domain of interest. It is this common interest
which also separates the members of a CoP from people outside of the CoP. Secondly, the members of
a CoP with a shared interest participate in re-occurring joint interactions with each other, where they
can converse, share information and help others of the CoP. Lastly, the CoP not only includes members
with a common interest who meet and interact on a regular basis, but they also engage in the actual
practice itself. Thus, by sharing a common domain of interest, regularly engaging in social interactions
and actually practicing the shared practice itself, builds up a set of experiences, stories, and means of
solving problems present among the members of the CoP. The concept of CoP could be used to study
EL and the context in which EL takes place from a social perspective.
Whereas the CoP could be used to study EL and its social context, one could also adopt a cognitionbased approach when studying EL. Corbett (2007) builds on earlier research conducted on EL, more
specifically on opportunity recognition and exploitation, and explores the relationship between
opportunity identification and the learning process. Corbett (2007) shows that opportunity recognition
does not only depend on the knowledge of an individual, but also depends on the cognition process
through which knowledge is acquired and transformed.
Within his study, Corbett builds on the experiential learning process by Kolb (1984), who differentiates
between comprehension and apprehension as two process by which individuals can acquire information
(Figure 4). One can view the process of comprehension as a deeper form of understanding of a situation
or experience, through the recreation of experiences, e.g. thinking. Whereas information acquisition
through apprehension occurs via direct experiences, e.g. feeling. According to Kolb (1984), it is via these
two different processes that individuals can acquire information. After the information acquisition
process, the information has to be transformed, and according to Kolb this could occur via the two
processes of intention or extension. Individuals who transform information via intention are less
bothered by the external objective reality and are often oriented to intellectual operations, e.g.
watching (Corbett, 2007). Individuals who transform information via extension are more comfortable
with social relationships and are often oriented to behavioural actions, e.g. doing (Corbett, 2007). One
can see similarities between these two transforming processes and the concepts of introversion and
extraversion (Kolb, 1984).
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Figure 4 : Kolb’s model of Experiential Learning, adapted from Corbett (2005)
The study by Corbett (2007) extends the notion by Shane (2000) that not all individuals recognize the
same opportunity due to knowledge asymmetries, and suggests that these knowledge asymmetries
occur due to the different information acquisition (comprehension and apprehension) and
transformation (intention and extension) processes among individuals. The interaction of the different
information acquisition and transformation processes on opportunity recognition, can be seen in Figure
5. The findings by Corbett (2008) suggest that much of the difference in the ability to identify
opportunities between individuals lies within the two different information acquisition preferences. His
study suggests that individuals with an apprehension information acquisition preference generally
recognise less opportunities compared to individuals with a comprehension information acquisition
preferences. When studying EL from an individual perspective, one could make use the cognition-based
approach and the insights in the different information acquisition and transformation preferences
within the opportunity recognition process by Corbett (2007)

Figure 5: Interaction of information acquisition and transformation on the number of opportunities
recognized, by Corbett (2007)
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3. METHODOLOGY
The next sections provide elaborations on the case background of this study, and the methods adopted
in this study in order to gain insights in the informal EL process of Malawian smallholder dairy farmers.
First, this study used secondary data from research on smallholder dairy farmers located in the areas of
Magomero and Mchinji. Section 3.1 provides a description of the context in which the secondary data
of this study was initially collected by the researchers in Malawi.
Secondly, this study was of qualitative nature and was based on secondary qualitative data from earlier
conducted research in Malawi in two areas. Based on the secondary data available, the researcher
adopted a critical realism approach, due the subjective nature of the data and the subjective
interpretation of the researcher of this data. The researcher used abductive reasoning to formulate
answers on the research questions. The research in the two areas of Malawi differed in their research
background, as a result the researcher had to elaborate, modify and combine different theoretical
concepts through abductive reasoning in order to answer the underlying questions of this study. Section
3.2 elaborates on the consequences of adopting a critical realism approach, and on the consequences
of making use of abductive reasoning on the case study design and data analysis.

3.1. Case study background
Even though the concept of EL has gained interest among scholars in recent years (Aarstad et al., 2016;
Seuneke et al., 2013; Toutain et al., 2017), research on EL and entrepreneurship is mostly conducted in
developed countries and is less prominent in developing countries and continents (Alvarez & Barney,
2014; Jones et al., 2018). Since entrepreneurship may play an important role in alleviating poverty
(Bruton et al., 2013; Landes, 2015), it is paradoxical that precisely in developing countries, which
experience poverty and its effects far more than developed countries, the concepts of entrepreneurship
and more specifically EL are under-researched. One country especially facing challenges of poverty is
Malawi, one of the poorest countries in the world (Charles, 2015). Following the notion that
entrepreneurship facilitates welfare effects (Acs & Audretsch, 1987; Baumol, 2014; Schumpeter, 1934;
Wennekers & Thurik, 1999) and may alleviate poverty (Bruton et al., 2013; Landes, 2015), exploring EL
in Malawi could be beneficial.
Malawi is a country located in East-Central Africa and is one of the world's’ poorest countries. Since its
independence in 1964, agriculture has played an important role for Malawian rural livelihoods (Tchale,
2009). The agricultural sector in Malawi consists mainly of smallholder actors dependent on low-input
systems. These low-input system smallholder actors compromise roughly 90% of the agricultural sector
of Malawi. One such smallholder actor is the dairy farmer. Dairy production only makes up a small
percentage of the overall livestock sector in Malawi, since only 3.27% of the total cattle population are
dairy cattle (Gondwe, 2011), yet contributes significantly to food security, nutritional security and to
income in rural livelihoods (GoM, 2013). Around 2010 there were about 8,000 smallholder dairy farmers
in Malawi (Chimbaza, 2011), which kept around 40,000 dairy cattle (Department of Animal Health and
Livestock Development, Lilongwe, 2010). Many of these smallholder farmers have multiple economic
activities, next to dairy farming, which often take place in the informal economy (Rapsomanikis, 2015).
Most of the dairy farming activities are organised in three Milk Shed Areas (MSA) around the three cities
of Blantyre, Lilongwe and Mzuzu (Tebug et al., 2012). At a local level, these smallholder dairy farming
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activities are grouped into smaller milk bulking groups (MBGs) (Nyekanyeka, 2011). These MBGs can be
regarded as collective dairy enterprises which are embedded in several communities. In order to guide
and supervise the activities of the MBGs, regional associations were set up. The regional association of
the Lilongwe MSA is the Central Region Milk Producers Association (CREMPA). It is CREMPA which
directs and guides the ten operational MBGs within the Lilongwe MSA.
Regardless of the guidance and supervision of the regional associations on the MBGs, the individual
smallholder dairy farmer is still faced with many challenges such as “poor infrastructure, low access to
credit, poorly developed markets and unreliable market outlets” (Odero-Waitituh, 2017, p. 139).
Another major challenge faced by smallholder dairy farmers is climate change. Due to low-input systems
dependent on rainfed irrigation, weather extremes due to climate change pose a large challenge for the
smallholder farmer and agricultural communities in general (Chidanti-Malunga, 2011). This study is part
of the overall project of OSMARE. OSMARE aims to understand and inform how thirteen business
models in five South-East African countries contribute to increasing smallholder resilience to not only
environmental, but also to market and social shocks through Climate-Smart Agriculture (CSA) incentives
(OSMARE, n.d.). This study will focusses on dairy farmers who deliver their milk to the MBGs of
Magomero or Mchinji, which are directed and guided by the regional dairy farmer association of
CREMPA. These backgrounds of the individual dairy farmers located in the areas of Magomero and
Mchinji are provided in Table 1 and Table 2 in the Appendix. Due to missing/unclear data, not all
background characteristics of all 40 dairy farmers could be identified, and more background information
was available on the dairy farmers located in Magomero than on those located in Mchinji. Table 1 and
Table 2 in the Appendix have been constructed as completely as possible given the secondary data.

3.2. Research design
3.2.1. Critical realism approach
This study consisted of qualitative research, but did not follow the traditional scientific research
approach, i.e., induction and deduction. Hlady-Rispal and Jouison-Laffitte (2014) discussed the different
qualitative research methods and epistemological frameworks used in 111 entrepreneurship articles in
leading journals, and concluded that much research on entrepreneurship follows a traditional scientific
research approach. However, recently a shift towards more epistemological and methodological
diversity took place in entrepreneurship research. Hlady-Rispal and Jouison-Laffitte (2014) concluded
that entrepreneurship scholars should make their methodological approach more explicit. They also
provided a framework which aids entrepreneurship researchers in which research design for their
qualitative research could be used.
Following the framework by Hlady-Rispal and Jouison-Laffitte (2014), this study adopted a critical
realism approach, which assumes that there is both an objective and subjective dimension of reality,
and therefore tries to expose several realities of a single reality or single phenomenon. The positivist
views of induction (theory-building) or deduction (theory-verification) assume that the world is driven
by universal laws and that there is only an objective reality (Cuba & Lincoln, 1989), whereas the presence
of different realities are central in the interpretivists/constructivist view, while it makes no assertion
about the existence of a universal reality (Le Moigne, 2007)
This qualitative case study was based on secondary data from conducted research on Malawian
smallholder dairy farmers located in Magomero and Mchinji. It was the researchers view that the data
used in this study consists both of an objective and subjective dimension of reality. For example, a
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phenomenon could have occurred, which was discussed in the conducted interviews. It is the objective
happening of the phenomenon itself, and the subjective dimensions of reality from; (1) the interviewee,
(2) the translator, (3) the interviewer, and (4) the researcher himself, which leads to a final combination
of transitive and intransitive dimension of reality. Especially relevant for a critical realist research design
is retroduction, also called abductive reasoning. Contrary to the formal logic of induction and deduction,
abductive reasoning has the objective to unravel the underlying mechanisms and structures which result
or explain events/phenomena. Through abductive reasoning, researchers can describe and
recontextualise a certain phenomenon within a conceptual framework or set of theories (Hlady-Rispal
& Jouison-Laffitte, 2014). The researcher deemed abductive reasoning suitable for studying informal EL
by Malawian smallholder dairy farmers, since not much research has been conducted on the recognition
and exploitation of opportunities by entrepreneurs in poverty conditions.
Additionally, a critical realism approach allowed for the analytical principle of triangulation and
comparative analysis. According to Bøllingtoft (2007) there are five forms of triangulation: data
triangulation, investigator triangulation, theory triangulation, within-method triangulation and
between-method triangulation. For this study, especially the data and theory triangulation were
deemed relevant, since there were multiple data sources available and multiple theoretical perspectives
which could be adopted to analyse the data. Besides, it is via comparative analysis that a critical realist
can develop the discovery of the explanatory power of structures, causal powers and mechanisms
(Sayer, 1992), while taking into account the contexts in which it takes place, which is especially relevant
for this case study. Researchers can take the context into account by describing and familiarising with
the research context as fully as possible, and remind themself of the fallibility of their research through
self-awareness.
Whereas the theory-verification model through deduction and theory-building model through induction
both assume a linear progression between theory and research, Rule and John (2015) state that often
a dialogic approach between theory and research exists in case studies, which influences the research
in all its aspects. Thus, there is a constant interaction between theory and the practice of research. Rule
and John (2015) suggest to use the dialogical model of the research relation when conducting a multicase study. Such a dialogical model was adopted in this study and the researcher went back and forward
between theory and data, both during the stage of analysing and interpreting the data. The dialogical
approach to theory in case study which was adopted in this study is depicted in Figure 6.

Figure 6: The dialogical approach to theory in case study, derived from Rule and John (2015)
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The researcher analysed and interpreted the data via abductive reasoning, through ‘elaboration,
modification, or combination of pre-existing concepts’ (Kelle, 1995, p. 34). Whereas the traditional
inductive scientific approaches of induction and deduction assume that researchers require an ‘empty
head’, Kelle (1995) states that the theoretical knowledge and pre-conceptions of individual researchers
should be taken into account, and should be used flexible, serving as heuristic tools for the development
of concepts, based on the empirical data. One method which can be used to develop concepts from
empirical data is the constant comparative method, which consists of coding and analysing
simultaneously (Fram, 2013). During this constant comparative analysis method, the researcher moved
back and forward between the different theoretical concepts described in chapter 2 and the available
empirical data.
This study thus adopted a critical realism approach, where subjectivity was taken into account and it
was not aimed to achieve full objectivity. Abductive reasoning was the main mode of inference. Through
theory triangulation, the theories and concepts discussed in chapter 2 functioned as the set of
theoretical lenses, which were used to analyse the data. The specific set of theoretical lenses which was
used during the data analysis, is specified once more in section 3.2.5. Data triangulation was in place,
since different data sources (go-along interviews, participatory observations, interviews in situ) were
analysed. Through constant comparative analysis the underlying structures and mechanisms of informal
EL of smallholder dairy farmers were explored. This study adopted the dialogical approach to theory in
case study as described by Rule and John (2015), to allow for pre-theoretical knowledge of the
researcher to serve as a reference point for learning during the stages of data analysis and formulating
findings. The researcher was aware that even in abductive reasoning, there lied the danger of keeping
a relatively ‘closed view’ in which the researcher is not open to the unique. Through self-criticism and
reflection, the researcher tried to prevent this closed view. The adopted data analysis method of
constant comparative analysis, will be elaborated on in section 3.2.5.

3.2.2. Case study design
This study adopted a qualitative case study research design. According to Yin (2003), a case study can
be adopted if: (1) the research focuses on how and why questions, (2) the researcher cannot influence
the behaviour of the case study participants, (3) the case study context is relevant for the phenomenon
which is being studied, (4) there is no clear boundary between the phenomenon studied and its
contexts. This study aimed to gain insight in the underlying mechanisms and structures of informal EL.
Therefore this study focused both on the how and why question, i.e. how does informal EL of
smallholder dairy farmers look like and why does it look like this? Within this specific study, the
researcher could not influence the behaviour of the case study participants. The context in which the
informal learning phenomenon is studied was especially important, since not much was known about
informal EL by Malawian smallholder dairy farmers in poverty conditions. These elements of this study
made a case study research design suitable for studying informal EL by Malawian smallholder dairy
farmers.
The case/units of analysis within this study were the smallholder dairy farmers located in the two areas
of Magomero and Mchinji. This study explored their informal EL process by studying the content of the
acquired knowledge, the activities which constituted informal EL, the context in which informal EL
occurred and the factors which hampered informal EL by these smallholder dairy farmers.
In order to ensure that studies stay within a reasonable scope, Miles and Huberman (1994) suggested
to bind case studies based on definitions and context. Thus, within this study only entrepreneurs who
satisfied the constructed definition of an entrepreneur in poverty related conditions in section 2.2 were
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considered. The classification of informal learning types by Schugurensky (2000) and Mejiuni et al.
(2015) was adopted to study the different informal learning types. In order to differentiate between the
different types of entrepreneurial opportunities which entrepreneurs in poverty conditions might
pursue, the categorisation of entrepreneurial opportunity types in abject poverty by Alvarez and Barney
(2014) was adopted.
The case study type adopted, found itself on the intersection of a descriptive and explanatory case
study. This study tried to describe the informal EL process of smallholder dairy farmers on the one hand,
and the other hand it tried to explore why these informal EL processes occurred in such a way. It did not
seek to explore a situation in which the outcomes of an intervention were evaluated, as would be the
case with an exploratory case study type. However, in order to describe and explore informal EL within
a poverty related context, a combination of a descriptive and explanatory case study was deemed most
suitable.
The case study design consisted of two cases with multiple units of analysis. The informal EL process of
smallholder dairy farmers was studied in two different contexts, since the dairy farmers were located
around two different villages: Magomero and Mchinji, with Magomero located south-west of Mchinji,
as can be seen in Figure 7.

Figure 7: Villages of Magomero (right) and Mchinji (left) in Malawi
Since the dairy farmers were located in two different areas, the researcher decided to make use of the
multiple-case design with multiple units of analysis (Yin, 2003). Since the researcher became aware that
differences in ethnic groups and cultural values between the two areas were present, the researcher
deemed the multiple-case design with multiple units of analysis as a relevant case study design. This
case-study design allowed the researcher to study the informal EL process of each individual dairy
farmer as an embedded unit of analysis, while accounting for differences in ethnicity and cultural values
between the two areas of Magomero and Mchinji. The possible different types of case designs for this
study are depicted in Figure 8. By making use of a multiple-case design with embedded units, the
informal EL process could be analysed from two different focusses: (1) between the different embedded
units of analysis of a single case (within case analysis), and (2) between the two different cases (across
case analysis) (Baxter & Jack, 2008). In addition, by incorporating smallholder dairy farmers from two
regions, more data on the informal EL process of these farmers became available.
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Figure 8: Possible types of case designs, adapted from Yin (2003)

3.2.3. Data sources
This study made use of multiple secondary data sources, which were the result of earlier conducted
fieldworks within the two different regions. These fieldworks were conducted by several researchers
within the OSMARE project. Due to COVID-19, primary data collection such as conducting interviews or
field observations by the researcher was not feasible. The secondary data used in this study has been
made available by researchers of the OSMARE project and is anonymised.
The secondary data used in this study consisted of audio samples, videos, pictures and transcripts of in
situ interviews, go along interviews and participatory observations. Making use of multiple data sources
(data triangulation), instead of solely using interview transcripts, allowed not only for better insight in
the informal EL processes of smallholder dairy farmers, but it also allowed the researcher to became
more familiarized with the context in which the data was collected.
Since this study was based on secondary data, the initial collection of the data in the field was not
conducted for the purpose of gaining insight in the informal EL process and therefore could not be
optimal for the research problem. It could have been the case that informal learning of smallholder dairy
farmer has taken place, yet it was not discussed/did not clearly come forward in the data. However,
since primary data collection was not possible and secondary data could still function as sufficient
relevant information to answer new research questions (Hox & Boeije, 2005), the researcher decided
to continue the remainder of this study by making use of secondary data. After an initial data
familiarisation by the researcher, the secondary data was deemed sufficient to answer the research
questions of this study in order to gain insights in the informal EL process by the Malawian smallholder
dairy farmers located in Magomero and Mchinji.
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3.2.4. Database
Within the Magomero region, data of 22 smallholder dairy farmers was available. Within the Mchinji
region, data of 18 smallholder dairy farmers was available. Table 2 provides an overview on the number
of farmers per region and which a specific data source (interview in situ, participatory observation,
pictures, etc.) was available for data analysis.
Table 2: Numbers of dairy farmers of which a data source was available

Yin (2003) emphasizes on the importance of having a well-structured database when analysing data
within a case study. Additionally, Baxter & Jack (2008) also emphasise on having a well-structured
database, since organising and tracking of documents, videos and pictures allows for easier retrieval of
the data in a later point of the research, which improves the reliability of the research. In order to meet
up with the requirement of having a well-structured database, all data which was analysed within this
study, was structured in two data sets: (1) Magomero data set and (2) Mchinji data set. In each data set,
all documents, audio fragments, videos and pictures were assigned to the farmer from which it
originates. All data had been given clear document names, to ensure the easy retrieval of data later on
the study and to prevent possible mix-up or confusion around which data belonged to which farmer or
case-area.

3.2.5. Data analysis
The analytical method within this study was a constant comparative analysis, which aimed to explore
the underlying mechanisms and structures of informal EL of smallholder dairy farmers located in
Magomero and Mchinji. It was an abductive secondary data analysis, since no specific theory was tested
and the phenomena within the empirical data determined through which theoretical lens the data was
analysed. It was an iterative process, since the adopted theoretical lens, depended on the empirical data
available. The iterative process of theory triangulation and data triangulation is depicted in Figure 9.
The theoretical lenses which were adopted during the data analysis could broadly be categorised into
two different areas of research, specified by Muñoz and Kimmit (2018) as individual or cultural, or
specified by Hodkinson et al. (2008) as individual or social. Sometimes the empirical data allowed for a
better fit for the individual area of research, which led the researcher to take into account the different
individual cognition processes by Corbet (2007). If the empirical data allowed for a better fit for the
social/cultural area of research, the concept of CoP (Wenger, 1999) and importance of social and
cultural norms (Muñoz & Kimmitt, 2018) were taken into account. Since this study adopted the
dialogical approach to theory in case study, the researcher went back and forward between data and
theory, which led to the inclusion of other relevant entrepreneurship and learning theories later on in
this study.
In order to study the underlying mechanisms and structures of informal EL, this study adopted the
definition of EL by Rae (2000), who described EL as learning how to recognise and exploit on
opportunities, and learning how to manage and organise businesses. Sometimes the empirical data
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allowed for a better focus on either how smallholder dairy farmers learned to recognise and exploit
opportunities (learning prior to starting a business), or on how they managed and organised their
businesses (learning during the entrepreneurial process). In several cases the empirical data allowed for
a focus on both. Where possible, a distinction between the three different opportunity types, as
specified by Alvarez and Barney (2014), was made. If the data allowed for it, a ‘zoom in’ on the different
informal learning types, as specified by Schugurensky (2000) and Mejiuni, et al. (2015), was conducted.

Figure 9: Theory and data triangulation in data analysis
As mentioned, this study adopted a constant comparative analysis. The roots of constant comparison
can be found back to Glaser (1965) who discussed the (back then) general approaches to qualitative
data analysis. He proposed another way of data analysis, constant comparison, which combines open
coding and theory development. According to Glaser (1965) the constant comparative method consists
of four stages: (1) incident comparison and applying it to categories, (2) category and property
integration, (3) theory delimitation, (4) theory writing. Were the data in this study collected by the
researcher, e.g. primary data, the data analysis in this study would have started with the first stage of
the constant comparative method as described by Glaser (1965). However, since the analysed data
consisted of secondary data, familiarisation and immersion in the data was needed, before incident
comparison and applying it to categories could occur. By reviewing the interview in situ transcripts, go
along interview transcripts, listening to audio fragments, viewing videos and pictures from all
smallholder dairy farmers, the researcher became more familiar with the data and the context in which
it was collected. The pre-theoretical knowledge of the researcher served as a reference point along the
process of reviewing the empirical data of each individual dairy farmer.
After familiarisation and immersion in the data, the researcher coded each incident in the data into
categories of analysis. It must be noted that these incidents were related to the four elements of what,
how and when and why not of informal EL. Important within the constant comparative method is the
comparison of coded incidents for a category, with previously coded incidents in the same and different
groups of categories. Through this constant comparison, theoretical properties of the specific categories
will emerge (Glaser, 1965). The researcher reflected on these categories and properties during the open
coding and comparison process. The open coding was conducted by making use of the qualitative data
analysis & research software ATLAS.ti. When the researcher became more familiar with the different
recurring incidents present in the data, he used the GREP search option in ATLAS.ti and made use
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operators to search for specific incidents. Making use of the GREP search option, made the open coding
procedure in the vast amount of secondary data less time consuming.
Whereas in the previous stages, individual incidents were compared with each other, this comparison
evolved in comparing incidents with properties of categories as the analysis continued. Thus, the
category properties became integrated themselves. Through this integration of properties, eventually
the integration of categories occurred, which forced the researcher in making theoretical sense of the
comparisons.
The next stage in the constant comparative method was delimiting theory. Major modifications to the
overall developed theory became less as the analysis continued. The modifications which were made
were mostly on logic, removing non-relevant properties, and reducing the number of categories, by
combining categories which had underlying uniformities.
The final stage consisted of the collection of reflection memo’s, which allowed for the summarisation
of the relevant categories. It was through summarisation, creativity and abductive reasoning by the
researcher that insights and theory on the underlying structures and mechanisms of informal EL of
smallholder dairy farmers were developed.
As mentioned in section 3.2.2, the analytical focus shifted between within case and across case analysis.
Thus, the incidents were compared constantly within their own case (village), and were compared
constantly across all farmers. Both a within and across analytic focus was adopted, to account for the
possibility that the smallholder dairy farmers might learn differently between the two villages. Figure 10
shows the analytic focus, analysis strategy, resulting product and order of the data analysis stages of the
constant comparative method adopted in this study. Since the data analysis method within this study
was an iterative process, forward and backward steps between stages 2-5 (and data and theory)
occurred. Through this systematic, abductive and iterative constant comparative data analysis method
of secondary data, insights in the underlying structures and mechanisms of informal EL of smallholder
dairy farmers were gained.

Figure 10: Data analysis structure
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4. INFORMAL ENTREPRENEURIAL
LEARNING OF SMALLHOLDER DAIRY
FARMERS
The purpose of this study was to study informal EL of smallholder dairy farmers (DF) 1 from the CREMPA
cooperative in Malawi, located in the two areas of Magomero and Mchinji. It aimed to explore the
underlying mechanisms and structures within the informal EL process by Malawian smallholder dairy
farmers located in Magomero and Mchinji.
This study focussed on four elements of the informal EL process. Firstly, it focussed on what knowledge
was learned via informal learning, thus focussing on the what of informal EL. Secondly, it focussed on
the different ways via which this knowledge was acquired and transformed, thus studying the how of
informal EL. Thirdly, it focussed on the environment in which informal El occurred, thus studying the
when of informal EL. Finally, it focused on the factors which hamper informal EL by DFs, thus focussing
on the why not element of informal EL.
Additionally, the researcher also made a distinction between the knowledge which was acquired and
transformed via informal learning, and which knowledge was acquired and transformed via non-formal
learning during the mandatory initial MBG training followed by DFs.
In this chapter, the findings from the secondary data analysis are presented. Due to the critical realism
approach and abductive nature of this study, the findings will and cannot not be presented objectively
since they are the researchers interpretations of the underlying structures and mechanisms of the
informal EL process by Malawian smallholder DFs. In chapter 5 the researcher summarises and discusses
the implications of the findings for theory and practice, and provides recommendations for future
research.

4.1. Findings of this study
The findings of this study are possible explanations of the underlying mechanisms of the informal EL
process of the DFs. The findings are based on the researchers interpretation of the secondary data and
are supported by making use of the narrative approach.
After initial familiarisation with the secondary data it was concluded that out of the 40 DFs, all data on
the 40 DFs could be considered relevant and provided insights in the informal EL process occurring
within the two areas of Magomero and Mchinji. Out of all the different data sources available, the
researcher found the most valuable insights for answering the research questions, through analysing
the interviews in situ, go-along interviews, and participatory observations. The videos and pictures in
the database provided the researcher with a sound understanding of the context in which the data was
collected.

1

Within this chapter the abbreviation DF is used to refer to a dairy farmer
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It must be noted that the research backgrounds of the two studies in Magomero and Mchinji not only
differed from the research background of this study, but also differed from each other. As a
consequence, the secondary data from Magomero provided more in-depth insights in the individual
motivations of DFs, whereas the secondary data from Mchinji provided more in-depth insights in how
DF engage in daily practices.
Based on the findings, an emerging framework has been constructed, which shows the interpretation
of the researcher of the underlying mechanisms and structures of informal EL by smallholder DFs within
the two areas of Magomero and Mchinji. The resulting framework is depicted in Figure 11 and shows
the what, how and when elements of informal EL by the smallholder DF. At the bottom of the framework
the why not factors which hampered informal EL of smallholders are incorporated and at the top of the
framework the (non-) formal aspects of EL among smallholder are incorporated.
Sections 4.2 – 4.5 elaborate on each specific element of the what, how, when and why not factors of
informal EL by the smallholder DFs. Each section of 4.2 – 4.5 consists of two sub-sections, which
elaborate on the two stages of EL: (1) opportunity recognition and exploitation (prior to starting a
business), and (2) managing and organising businesses (during the entrepreneurial process) (Rae, 2000;
Cope, 2005).
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Figure 11: Emerging framework depicting the underlying mechanisms and structures of the informal EL
process of Malawian smallholder DFs in Magomero and Mchinji
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4.2. What knowledge is acquired via informal
entrepreneurial learning by smallholder dairy
farmers?
The next two sections provide insights in the identified knowledge themes and forms which have been
acquired and transformed via informal learning by the smallholder DFs within the CREMPA collective.
These knowledge themes and forms constitute the what element of informal EL within this study.
While the DFs varied in their characteristics of gender, age, ethnicity, schooling, family size (Table 1 & 2
in Appendix), the researcher discovered three overall knowledge themes which arose when the DFs
discussed the reasons which led them to engage in dairy farming or why they started pursuing other
opportunities. The three knowledge themes which led them to engage in dairy farming or exploit other
opportunities were: opportunity benefits, economic security, and market attractiveness. Firstly, it was
observed that learning about the personal benefits of certain entrepreneurial opportunities was often
the main reason why DFs started to exploit them. Secondly, opportunity recognition and exploitation
among DFs was stimulated by learning about one’s economic security. Finally, it was observed that
learning about the attractiveness of markets and market gaps, also influenced the opportunity
recognition and exploitation process among DFs.
During the data anlysis the researcher also discovered four different knowledge forms which were
learned informally by the DFs in Magomero and Mchinji, which influenced how they managed and
organised their businesses: practical knowledge, tacit knowledge, knowledge on formal rules, and
cultural knowledge. Firstly, practical knowledge consisted of knowledge and skills, which could be
applied in the dairy farming activities undertaken by DFs and influenced how they managed and
organised their businesses. Practical knowledge included knowledge on feeding practices, corral
maintenance, sour milk prevention, sour milk sharing, milk vending and loaning. Secondly, it was
observed that DFs also acquired and transformed tacit knowledge, since they learned about time
management, budgeting and inter-business capital flows. Learning tacit knowledge also influenced how
DFs manged and organised their businesses. Thirdly, it was observed that many DFs were aware of the
formal community rules which they had to take into account during their dairy farming activities. Finally,
it was observed that DFs acquired and transformed cultural knowledge via informal learning. DFs
acquired cultural knowledge, since they learned about cultural beliefs on witchcraft and informal norms
on supporting one’s relatives. It was observed that especially in Magomero, cultural knowledge on
witchcraft played a major role in how DFs managed and organised their businesses. Figure 12 visually
displays the different identified knowledge themes and forms which were acquired by the smallholder
DFs via informal learning. Table 3 in the Appendix provides a total overview of the knowledge themes
and forms, including exemplary quotes by DFs.
Even though the researcher identified several knowledge themes and forms which have been acquired
and transformed via informal learning, the researcher was aware that the initial MBG training also
accounted for a lot acquisition of practical knowledge by the DFs. The knowledge themes acquired and
transformed through the MBG trainings are also included in Table 3 in the Appendix.
An elaboration on the knowledge themes/forms and their role within informal EL by DFs is provided in
the next two section. Section 4.3 gives a brief elaboration on the practical knowledge which is acquired
and transformed by the DFs, by participating in the initial MBG training in Magomero or Mchinji.
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Figure 12: Identified knowledge forms and themes acquired via informal learning by smallholder dairy
farmers located in Magomero and Mchinji
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4.2.1. Informally acquired knowledge themes influencing
opportunity recognition and exploitation
The researcher identified three knowledge themes which were acquired and transformed, and
influenced the opportunity recognition and exploitation process of DFs: opportunity benefits, economic
security, and market attractiveness. The following sub-sections elaborate on these three knowledge
themes and how they impact the opportunity recognition and exploitation process by DFs.
4.2.1.1. Opportunity benefits
Learning about the benefits of dairy farming was for most DFs, both in Magomero and Mchinji, the main
reason to engage in dairy farming. One of the main benefits of dairy farming mentioned was the
economic benefit of receiving a stable monthly income. By delivering milk at the MBG, dairy farmers
received a monthly income from the MBG, instead of relying on the seasonal income through arable
farming. Many DFs also realised that receiving a monthly income supports them to pay the school fees
for their children.
We try to be in dairy because it helps us to get school fees. We thought that if we start dairy we could be able
to pay school fee
Besides the economic benefit of a stable monthly income, learning about the possibility to consume milk
and using the cow manure as fertiliser in arable farming were also reasons for DFs in both areas to start
engaging in dairy farming.
There are a lot of benefits in dairy farming, like having a cow, you can drink milk, you receive manure, and
money
Another benefit, which DFs in Magomero learned about, was that of using the cow as a collateral when
asking for a loan to get products. This specific benefit was only mentioned by DFs in Magomero and was
not mentioned by DFs located in Mchinji. For several DFs this benefit was one of main their reasons to
join dairy farming, whereas other DFs learned about this benefit only after joining dairy farming.
4.2.1.2. Economic security
Another concept which DFs learned about informally was that of economic security. The researcher
observed that the DFs who learned about the impact of climate change, seasonality and price variability
on their economic security were overall more active in searching and recognising entrepreneurial
opportunities, in order to strengthen their economic security.
Several DFs in Magomero became aware of the impact of climate change on their activities, which
mostly consisted of arable farming. Learning about the impact of climate change on arable farming led
to some DFs actively searching for other opportunities to exploit, next to arable farming. As a result,
these DFs recognised and exploited the entrepreneurial opportunity of dairy farming.
Besides learning about climate change, several DFs in Magomero also became aware of the impact of
seasonality on their income activities. As a result, several DFs started to engage in dairy farming since
they learned that dairy farming is less affected by seasonality compared to arable farming. One DF from
Magomero explicitly stated that he based his business activities on seasonality. Additionaly, DFs who
were less aware of the impact of seasonality on their businesses, were more focussed on mainting their
current businesses of arable farming and dairy farming, and were not as active in searching for other
opportunities to exploit. Thus, it shows that knowledge about seasonality influences the opportunity
recognition ability of DFs.
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Arable farming is having difficulties based on the season... Dairy farming provides money every month, it is like
a salary
We do small businesses depending on seasonality. The season demand to come up with the businesses
Most DFs in both Magomero and Mchinji also became aware of high price variability of arable farming
produces, due to high seasonal demand. Learning about high price variability resulted in some DFs
searching for and exploiting other income activities besides arable farming. Besides the high price
variability of arable farming products, another reason why DFs engaged in dairy farming was the low
price of tobacco. Tobacco was often grown by the DFs as a cash crop, but several DFs stated that the
price of tobacco dropped dramatically over the past years. This price decrease stimulated DFs to search
for other opportunities which they could exploit, not only to compensate for the loss of income, but
also to strengthen their overall economic security. Thus, knowledge about price variability influenced
opportunity recognition of DFs and led to several DFs exploiting new opportunities.
The earnings from arable farming are higher in the rainy season, while when the food is really available the
price is lower
The biggest reason why I joined dairy farming is when I found out that the tobacco business was not going well
4.2.1.3. Market attractiveness
Most DFs in Magomero and Mchinji engaged in dairy farming or other income activities. They engaged
in dairy farming, since they became aware of its benefits, and of the impact of climate change and price
variability on their economic security. However, there were also some DFs who recognised and
exploited opportunities since they perceived a market gap or learned about the industry competition
level of their current business.
One DF started his own retail shop and another DF wanted to start a retail shop in the future, not
because they were forced to engage in other activities due to a decrease in their economic security, but
because they perceived a market gap in their local community market. They perceived the problems
that people in their community had when it comes to buying products from far away. They recognised
an entrepreneurial opportunity, since they learned that they could start a local retail shop in order to
fulfil this market gap.
I want to come up with a retail shop …. because here there little businesses of such kind
Besides these two DFs who learned about a possible market gap, another DF in Magomero also had a
noteworthy reason to pursue a new entrepreneurial opportunity. This DF became aware of the
increasing competition level in his business of seed selling. As a resulted, he started looking for another
industry to engage in. This DF recognised the importance of knowledge and power needed to survive in
the dairy farming business, and decided to join. This is an interesting individual case, since this DF took
into account the threat of new entries and their ability to survive in the industry, during his process of
opportunity recognition and exploitation. Thus, knowledge on competition intensity could also influence
the opportunity recognition process of DFs.
After seeing that a lot of people were joining the industry (seed selling), I started doing something different.
And when someone would want to join, it would be difficult for them, so that’s when I started dairy farming…
Dairy farming takes knowledge and power to maintain the business. You need tot hink poperly to succeed.
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Overall, the researcher observed three knowledge themes which influenced the opportuntiy
recognition and exploitation process of DFs. On the one hand, several DFs were pushed towards the
dairy farming industry due to high price variability in arable farming, low tobacco price and climate
change. As a result, these DFs were forced to search for other opportunities to exploit in order to
compensate their income loss. On the other hand, several DFs were pulled towards dairy farming since
they learned about the benefits of dairy farming. Additionally, several DFs exploited other opportunities
besides dairy farming, like opening a retail shop, since they learned about market attractiveness of an
industry or perceived unfilled market gaps.
Overall, it shows that the opportunity recognition and exploitation processes differ between these
smallholder DFs, due to knowledge asymmetry on opportunity benefits, economic security and market
attractiveness. Besides, it also shows that both necessity-driven entrepreneurship and opportunitydriven entrepreneurship are present in developing countries.

4.2.2. Informally acquired knowledge forms influencing managing
and organising businesses
The researcher identified four different knowledge forms which influenced the process of how DFs
managed and organised their businesses: practical knowledge, tacit knowledge, knowledge on formal
rules and cultural knowledge. The following sub-sections elaborate on these four knowledge forms and
their impact on how DFs manage and organise their businesses.
4.2.2.1. Practical knowledge
The first knowledge form which influenced how DFs managed and organised their businesses, was
practical knowledge. Within this study, the term practical knowledge is used to refer to knowledge
which is needed by DFs to execute their dairy farming activities. Different literature can be found
debating the epistemological nature of practical knowledge (Guzman, 2009; Setiya, 2008; Jarvis, 1997).
However, this study does not focus on this epistemological debate, but instead refers to practical
knowledge, as knowledge which allows a DF to perform a certain dairy farming task in a certain way.
Overall, the practical knowledge most relevant for DFs was practical knowledge related to dairy farming
practices. The differences between how DFs managed and organised their dairy farming activities, could
often be brought back to differences in their practical knowledge. The practical knowledge was often
related to different feeding practices, maintenance of the corral, milking of the cow, sour milk
prevention, sour milk sharing, milk vending, and loaning practices.
Practical knowledge: Feeding practices
It was observed that several DFs in Magomero and Mchinji changed their feeding practices after they
became aware of the influence of different grasses on milk yield via experience. Additionaly, several
cases were observed where DFs learned about the importance of a broad feeding diet, and how to make
their own dairy mash through non-formal training. In Mchinji there was one case in which the DF learned
to make his own dairy mash through his mother, who folowed a course in Lilongwe. This individual case
shows that the knowledge gained by one individual in a non-formal training, can also reach others
through informal learning, e.g. learning from one’s mother.
There is no productivity only with kahkahbu. When you feed with kahkahbu it starts refusing the feed
The compisition of dairymash is what he has learned from his mother who went to Lilongwe for a course
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DFs also learned that their feeding practices influenced the quality of the milk, e.g. water and sourness
level. A high water and sourness level of milk, resulted in the MBG not accepting the milk. As a result,
some DFs became aware that good feeding practices could decrease the possibility of being send back
from the MBG.
If the cow does not receive enough gaga, can experience sour or watery milk, therefore I have the risk of being
sent back
Having the cows eating fresh grass results in less fat milk, still good milk though. In the rainy seasons, the cows
will get a mix of green grasses and dry food. This to make sure that the water content does not become
problematically high
DFs in Magomero and Mchinji also learned about different locations where they could collect or
purchase relative cheap feed for their cows. Several DF prefered to buy the feed as cheap as possible,
regardless of the time and distance, whereas others were not willing to spend a lot of time on feed
collection or purchasing. Besides, several DFs learned about the importance of having a good feed
supply of Senjere (specific grass feed type). As a result these DFs often kept a garden of Senjere of their
own, to ensure feed availability. The DFs who kept their own garden of Senjere did not have to spend a
lot of time or money to collect or buy feed for their cow.
It is noteworthy to mention that most DFs knew that they should keep a garden of Senjere, since it was
a requirement in order to apply for a cow from the MBG. However, most DFs destroyed their Senjere
garden after they had received the cow and quickly started to plant crops for own consumption. DFs
who learned about the importance of the feed availability nearby kept their Senjere garden and
therefore did not have to travel large distances to collect or purchase feed. This allowed them to spend
more time on other income activities.
DF11 and his relative are used to cycle together to Mozambique to get gaga at a cheaper price. It is a long
distance, almost 2 hr
Most of the food is already being found nearby. The time that they save in the rain season, since food for the
cow is closeby, they use to produce other crops
Practical knowledge: Corral maintenance practices
The researcher observed that several DFs were more keen on having a strong and clean corral,
compared to other DFs. Whereas some DFs were not concerned with having a strong corral, generally
the DFs who learned about the costs and efforts of (re)building a corral made sure that their corral was
strong enough to survive stronger winds. The DFs who were limited in their resources, but were aware
of the costs and efforts of (re)building a corral, made use of alternatives and planted trees around the
corral to protect it against winds. Besides the costs and efforts of (re)building a corral, it was also
observed that the DFs who learned about the effects of a dirty corral on the health of their cow,
generally put more effort in keeping their own corral clean. They kept their corral clean by removing
manure and feed residues crops from the ground.
When the cow came back, the corral where the cow was was very muddy and not clean. The cow came back
skinny and dirty from the bull
Another notable knowledge difference between DFs, was that some DFs were aware of the benefit of
having and using the attic above the corral. Some DFs simply build an attic, because it was required in
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order to apply for a cow from the MBG. The DFs who actually learned about the benefit of having and
using an attic, were able to store feed for a longer period of time and it allowed them to let other people
feed the cow when the DF was away from the corral. Making use of the attic thus allows DFs to engage
in other activities, since other people could also feed the cow when they are not able to.
Mr. DF4 has an attic, which is necessary to receive a pass on calf from the milk bulking group. Moreover, now
can someone feed the cow in case he is not able to
Overall, it was observed that the DFs who did not possess knowledge on good corral maintenance spend
more time on corral rebuilding and feed collection, compared to the DFs who knew about the
importance of having a strong corral with a functioning attic. This shows that knowledge asymmetries
in corral maintenance knowledge between DFs resulted in differences in how DFs manage and organise
their businesses.
Practical knowledge: Cow milking practices
The data suggested that DFs also learned about cow milking practices outside of the MBG training.
Through experience DFs learned how many people should milk the cow, what milking tempo results in
the most milk and how many times a day the cow should be milked. Another common practice among
DFs, which would stimulate milk production of the cow, consisted of letting the calf drink from the udder
in between or at the end of the milking practice. Knowledge on this cow milk practices allowed the DFs
to milk for a second round and increase their milk yield, since the milk was ‘sucked down’ in the udder
by the calf.
They milk together in order to avoid that the cow keeps the milk in the udder. They believe that being faster
increases the milk production
The calf gets close to suck on the milk from the exotic cow. This is done to allow another milking process
It was also observed that there were knowledge asymmetries between DFs on washing the udder of the
cow before the milking practice, regardless of the DFs being advised during their training at the MBG to
clean the udder before they start to milk. During this training they were also advised to apply certain
vaselines or oils on the udder to prevents cuts or stinking udders. However, most DFs in Magomero and
Mchinji used alternatives for the advised vaselines and oils due to a lack of money. Thus, a lack of
resources forced them to acquire knowledge via informal ways about alternative vaselines and oils, so
they could still prevent cuts or stinking udders. Overall, it was observed that both knowledge
asymmetries on cow milking practices and lack of resources, resulted in different cow milking and udder
cleaning approaches between DFs.
He explains that he does not use oil because is expensive. He uses oil only when the cow’s udder has cuts
Practical knowledge: Sour milk prevention practices
Overall, most of the DFs acquired their knowledge on sour milk prevention through the MBG training.
Several of these sour milk prevention practices included: filtration of the milk to reduce solid residues,
cooling of the milk, cleaning milk buckets, and having a metal churn to bring milk to the mbg. However,
it was observed that not all DFs engaged in the sour milk prevention practices. Some DFs mixed their
milk buckets of two days, eventhough this increased the chance that milk of both days could become
sour. Besides, several DFs did not see the added value of filtering the milk and brought their milk to the
MBG without filtration. Regardless of most DFs learning about these prevention practices at the MBG
training, some DFs were still reluctant to engage in these practices. Additionally, there were also DFs
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who were not able to explain why their cow was producing sour milk or why their milk was rejected by
the MBG multiple times. Several DFs stated that they shared their knowledge on sour milk prevention
practices to others DF who could not explain why they were experiencing sour milk. This shows not only
shows the importance of engaging, but also the importance of knowing about sour milk prevention
practices in order to reduce the possibility of sour milk. Thus, knowledge asymmetries between dairy
farmers on sour milk prevention resulted in differences in how DFs managed and organised their
businesses.
She already has sour milk for a couple of days, but has no clue about the root of the problem
Practical knowledge: Sour milk sharing practices
It was observed that most DFs in Magomero shared their sour milk with their community. The main
reason for these sour milk sharing practices, were to ensure good relationships with others in the
community. Many DFs in Magomero shared their sour milk as a strategy to prevent people from harming
their business because of jealousy. These DFs stated that it were often the relatives of the DF who
become most jealous of them, and therefore try to destroy their business. As a result, many DFs in
Magomero engaged in sour milk sharing practices with their relatives to ensure good relationships,
instead of throwing it away or selling it to the community.
According to the training we are supposed to throw it (sour milk) away. Because of the behavior and the culture,
we share it to the people
Besides, several DFs stated that they did not only share sour milk to ensure good relationships between
them and the community, but they also learned that they could share sour milk as a strategy to ensure
feed availability from family or friends. By engaging in sour milk sharing, several DFs stated that they
received free crop residues which they could feed to the cow. Via these experiences DFs learned about
the strategy to share sour milk in order to strengthen their feed supply. Knowledge on this alternative
use of sour milk increased the feed availability of DFs. It is the researchers interpretation that
knowledge on the two strategies of decreasing jealousy and increasing feed availability through sour
milk sharing is learned informally by the DFs in Magomero. Therefore, the informal knowledge
acuiqision on sour milk sharing practices considerably influenced how DFs managed and organised their
businesses.
Another alternative usage of the sour milk was observed in Mchinji, where several DFs explained that
they directly exchanged sour milk for feed or used it to pay for hired labour. Whereas DFs in Magomero
often engaged in sour milk sharing practices to decrease jealousy or increase feed availability, the DFs
in Mchinji shared their sour milk mostly to ensure feed availability and not for jealousy reduction. One
explanation why the DFs in Magomero were sharing sour milk to reduce jealousy, whereas the DFs in
Mchinji were not much concerned with jealousy reduction, could be found in the different cultural
beliefs between the two areas. As will be explained further in section 4.2.2.4, two different ethnic groups
were present in Magomero and Mchinji. It was the researchers interpretation that the different cultural
beliefs between these two ethnic groups were the reason why the DFs in Magomero were more
concerned with jealousy reduction, compared to the DFs in Mchinji.
They (hired labour) don’t get money, they just get milk. They exchange milk with grasses, that is the salary
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Practical knowledge: Milk vending practices
The data suggested that several DFs in the two areas did not deliver their milk at the MBG, but engaged
in vending, e.g. selling the milk for a generally higher price within their own community. After comparing
the vending activities between the 22 DFs in Magomero and the 18 DFs in Mchinji, it was observed that
the DFs in Mchinji generally engaged more in vending compared to the DFs in Magomero. Based on the
data, the most logical explanation by the researcher why DFs engaged in vending at all, was the ability
to receive a higher price per litre of milk than the DFs would receive at the MBG.
Higher price, the weighting scale at BUA MBG was not working well. It indicated less milk than what you were
actually delivering and measuring at home …. People stop giving at BUA because of that reason
In Mchinji, 44 out of 60 DFs (73%) did not deliver milk to the MBG, and in Magomero, 236 out of 342
DFs (69%) did not deliver milk to the MBG. These are high percentages, and one could assume that the
DFs who did not go to the MBG, engaged in vending. However, due to the nature of the data this
assumption could not be concretely confirmed, since other factors might be of influence. One possible
factor which arose from the data, could be that the cows of these DFs were not producing any milk at
all at that moment. Another factor might have been that some DFs occasionally need money to buy feed
for their cow and resort to occasional vending, since they cannot wait until they receive their monthly
income from the MBG. Nonetheless, several DFs in Mchinji confirmed that they did not go to the MBG,
but engaged in vending, so they could receive a higher milk price. Thus, learning about the possibility to
receive a higher price through milk vending, influenced how several DFs managed and organised their
businesses.
Practical knowledge: Loaning practices
It was also observed that there were knowledge asymmetries between the DFs of Magomero and
Mchinji, related to the usage of loans in dairy farming. Two DFs in Mchinji spoke about having used a
loan during their dairy farming activities, since they needed to pay for medicines or vaccinations for
their cow. Whereas the two DFs in Mchinji used their loans to pay for the medicines for their cow, the
usage of loans among the DFs in Magomero was not only more common, but was also more diverse.
The usage of loans among the DFs in Magomero ranged from using loans to buy feed for their cow,
using it to pay for their children’s school fees, and receiving products on loan from retail shops. The
ability to receive products on loan from retail shops was generally perceived as a good thing among the
DFs in Magomero. It allowed the DFs to get necessary products into their homes and allowed them loan
feed for their cow between the monthly payments of the MBG. Most of these DFs in Magomero did not
learn about the ability to borrow products from retail shops at the MBG training or in schools, but
learned about the usage of loans via informal ways. It might be the case that DFs in Mchinji also engaged
in such usage of loans, however this did not came forward in the data.
Q: Do you take goods on loans?
A: Yes, a lot of goods. But there are rules. The rule is that when I got money before going home I have to go
back and pay back the loan
Especially in Magomero, knowledge on the ability to receive goods or money on loan as a DF, allowed
several DFs in Magomero to continue their dairy farming activities between their monthly income from
the MBG. Thus, learning about the usage of loans to continue the dairy farming activities in between
monthly incomes of the MBG, influenced how DFs managed and organised their businesses.
One could not only look from the debtor perspective on the usage of loans among DFs, but can also take
the perspective of the creditor. Within Magomero, two DFs who owned a retail shop learned that they
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could increase their shop revenues by providing products on loan to DFs, since this resulted in more DFs
coming to their shop. Besides, these two DFs also learned through experiences to assess a debtors payback capacity. The ability to assess one’s pay-back capacity greatly influenced how these two DFs
managed their businesses, since they could decrease the possibilty that they would not get their money
back. Thus, these two DFs acquired the knowledge to assess debtors pay-back capacity through
experiences, which influenced how these two DFs managed and organised their businesses.
The benefits (of lending goods) are that you tell people to tell others so that there are more customers to your
business
I consider those who are working and who has money, I do not just give loan without that consideration. I
consider that this one is doing something
4.2.2.2. Tacit knowledge
The second knowledge form which influenced how DF managed and organised their businesses, was
tacit knowledge. Contrary to explicit knowledge, which can be easily articulated, written down and is
often impersonal, tacit knowledge is personal, difficult to write down and is rooted in experiences and
values (Nonaka& Konno, 1998). Tacit knowledge on time management, inter-business capital flows and
budgeting was perceived as most relevant for the DFs, and differences in how DFs managed and
organised their businesses could sometimes be brought back to tacit knowledge asymmetries.
Tacit knowledge: Time management
As mentioned in the previous section, some DFs were more aware than others on how they divide their
time between certain activities. Both in Magomero and Mchinji most DFs engaged in dairy farming and
arable farming. Arable farming often provided the household with food for personal consumption, and
the excess of crops could be sold for additional income. Some DFs limited their time spend on feed
collection by ensuring feed availability in their own garden, buying it from nearby places, or hire
employees (ganju) which could collect the feed for them, whereas other DFs spend most time of their
time to collect or buy feed as cheap as possible by themselves. Overall, the DFs who had more
knowledge on time management spend less time of feed collection, which allowed them to spend more
time on other activities during their day, which increased their overall income. Several DFs even explictly
stated that time management is crucial and that bad time management results in people not surviving
in the dairy farming industry. Besides daily time management, there were also DFs who were more
aware of long-term time management than others. These DFs made sure to collect enough feed for a
longer period of time so they did not have to spend time on feed collection every day. Besides, the
yearly arable crop planning of these DFs was also more refined, compared to DFs who were less
knowledgable on long-term time management.
Maize and other activity make me earn money in April, May and June. Tomatoes are harvested three times a
year. We plant October-November December. Irsh potatoes and sweet potatoes gets mature early, January
February. April, May June we got money from Maize groundnuts and soya bean
Thus, the data suggested that knowledge asymmetries between DFs on time management, both shortterm and long-term, led to differences in how DFs managed and organised their businesses.
Tacit knowledge: Inter-business capital flows
It was also observed that DFs learned about the capital flows between the different businesses which
they engaged in. Most DFs engaged in several business activities, such as: dairy farming, arable farming,
retail shops, fertiliser selling, firewood collection or renting out houses. All these business acitivities
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combined, often constituted their total household income. The researcher observed that several DFs
were highly aware of how these income streams of their business could support each other. Overall,
these DFs who learned about these inter-business capital flows were more resilient against income
losses due to seasonality or problems with their cows. Through using income streams of other
businesses activities, these DFs could somewhat compensate for income losses, and thus had better
economic security compared to DFs who had less knowledge on inter-business capital flows.
There is a relationship, the cow generates money and are used to pay ganyu. The produces from arable farming
support the dairy. I used the money to pay injections when the cow is sick
Additionally, it was observed that most DFs kept other livestock besides their dairy cow. Several DFs had
experiences of selling this livestock when they were facing financial problems. Thus, knowledge that one
could use other forms of livestock as a savings account, allowed DFs to be more resilient in time when
there is a sudden need of money.
I bought one local cow last year to pull the oxcart and at the same time it functions as a kind of savings
account
Overall, it was the researchers interpretation that knowledge asymmetries on inter-business capital
flows resulted in different levels of reflection between DFs, on how their current activities could support
each in times of stress, such as market, social or environmental shocks. Therefore, in the eyes of the
researcher, tacit knowledge of inter-business capital flows influenced how DFs managed and organised
their businesses.
Tacit knowledge: Budgeting
The third tacit knowledge theme which was identified was that of budgeting. It was observed that most
DFs in Magomero and Mchinji who brought their milk to the MBG, were better in prioritising their
monthly expenses. The data suggested that DFs who received a monthly income via the MBG, learned
how they should budget their monthly expenses in order to have enough money to get the products
needed for their household, while also having enough money to buy inputs for their businesses.
Especially the DFs in Mchinji who did not bring their milk to the MBG, experienced more problems with
buying necessary household products and buying inputs for their businesses. Since vending resulted in
a daily income, the vending DFs could not plan their monthly expenses correctly and spent their money
quicker compared to DFs who received a monthly income. Even though the several DFs who brought
their milk to the MBG did not learn about budgeting during school or trainings, they did learn about it
informally through their experiences with their monthly income from the MBG.
When you are getting your milk to the bulking group it is like you are banking, you are putting your money in
the bank. You get it later on, and you use some so you can do something beneficial with it. But when you are
vending, you just get the money and use it directly
Overall, the data suggested that DFs with a high level of tacit knowledge on budgeting and prioritising
monthly expenses, managed and organised their businesses in a different manner compared to DFs who
did not have this high level of budgeting knowledge.
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4.2.2.3. Formal rules
The third knowledge form which was observed among DFs in Magomero and Mchinji, was the
awareness of formal community rules. It was observed that the DFs both in Magomero and Mchinji were
subject to formal rules within their communities. One formal rules which was especially relevant for the
DFs, was the rule which stated that they had to pay a fine if their cows destroyed a field or garden of
someone else. Knowledge of the existince of this formal rule, resulted in some DFs making sure that
their corral is strong in order to prevent their cow from breaking free and destroying a field of someone
else. Additionally, DFs in Magomero stated that they were aware that engaging in the practice of sharing
sour milk, often resulted in other people bringing the cow back to the corral in case it broke out. Thus
knowledge on the presence of formal rules, influenced how dairy farmers eventually managed and
organised their businesses.
The cow was used to escape during the night and was a big problem. The cow can damage other gardens, and
this is considered a bad crime. The owner of the garden can claim a payment from them
4.2.2.4. Cultural knowledge
The fourth and final knowledge form which influenced how DF managed and organised their businesses
was cultural knowledge. Cultural knowledge which was acquired informally by DFs consisted of two
major themes: cultural believes in witchcraft and informal norms of supporting relatives. Especially
differences in cultural knowledge and beliefs between the DFs in Magomero and Mchinji resulted in
different strategies in how these DFs managed and organised their businesses.
Cultural knowledge: Witchcraft
The first cultural knowledge theme which DFs in Magomero learned about via informal ways, was the
presence of witchcraft in communities. Most of the DFs in Magomero did not learn about the presence
of witchcraft through formal learning or non-formal learning settings, such as schools or the MBG
training. Nevertheless, the influence of cultural beliefs on how DFs managed and organised their
businesses cannot be underestimated. Especially the DFs who learned and believed in traditional
protection for their cow against witchcraft, were significantly influenced in how they managed and
organised their businesses. The data suggested that the DFs in Magomero with strong beliefs in
witchcraft and traditional protection, were willing to spend a large amount of their money on traditional
protection. This large amount of money could not be used anymore for other business or personal uses.
Yes, they spend a lot of money because when you are paying the traditional healer, the traditional healer
charges the moneys upon the exchange the medicine …. If the business is so big, you are going to be charged a
lot
However, it must be noted that there were different beliefs between the DFs on the actual effect of
witchcraft. The data suggested that several DFs believed that witchcraft could affect both livestock and
humands, whereas other DFs believed that witchcraft could only affect humans. These different beliefs
on the effect of witchcraft on humans and livestock influenced the willigness to pay for traditional
protection for livestock between the DFs. The DFs who believed that witchcraft could affect both
humans and livestock, were found more willing to pay a higher amount for traditional protection of
livestock, compared to a DF who believed that witchcraft could not affect livestock.
Witches can’t be busy with the cow, this is livestock, but that time we were not knowledgeable enough. The
cow can’t be witched by witches, They were cheating us. The people can be witching the person not the cow
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Contrary to the DFs who believed in witchcraft and its effect, there were also DFs who were aware that
there was talk of witchcraft, but did not believe in its effects. One common characteristic among these
latter group of DFs was that they were strong believers in God. The DFs who believed in God, spend
little to no amount of money traditional protection, since they relied on the protection of God.
Witchcraft is there, but I do not believe in it. It is not something healthy to me believe in witchcraft because I
trust in God … The culture say so that you have to protect, but believing in God requires an opposite thing ….
But other do this, their belief on god is so low that they are forced to protect
Many of the DFs who were aware of the presence of witchcraft, knew that the main reason for
witchcraft was jealousy by others in the community. Learning that witchcraft is often the result of
jealousy in the community, influenced the way how these DFs managed their businesses. Especially the
DFs in Magomero who were very concerned about witchcraft and knew that it was the result of jealousy,
shared their sour milk or sometimes even good milk to maintain good relationships with others in the
community.
Q: Do you think that farmers share sour milk to reduce the jealousy?
A: Yes, they do so, even sometimes they take the good milk and give to other
As can be seen in Table 3, 20 out the 22 DFs in Magomero associated themselves as Chewa (ethnic
group), whereas only 2 DFs in Mchinji were associated as Chewa. However, as mentioned in section 3.1,
the secondary data was not always clear whether an individual DF was Chewa or Ngoni (other ethnic
group). One DF explained the overall differences between these two ethnic groups and stated that the
Chewa culture was more concerned with witchcraft than the Ngoni culture. This difference was also
observed by the researcher during the data analysis, and led the researcher to assume that these
differences in cultural knowledge and beliefs in witchcraft, were the general causes for different
business management and organisation strategies between DFs in Magomero and Mchinji.
The difference is that here the life is Ngoni life where there is the Chewa life. Chewas are more jealous than
Ngoni…. Ngoni like beers, woman and meat … Chewas like Gule Wankulu, witchcraft. Is what the chewas do,
they do witchcraft.
Table 3: Division of ethnic groups between the case study areas
Chewa
Ngoni
Unclear
Magomero 20
2
0
Mchinji
2
4
12
Cultural knowledge: Supporting relatives
Within the area of Magomero, the data brought forward the importance of taking care of one’s relatives
as a DF. 13 out of the 21 DFs explicitly mentioned the importance of taking care of their relatives. These
DFs supported their relatives through sharing resources, such as sour milk or money. Several of these
13 DFs in Magomero stated that their relatives provided them with free feed in exchange. Sharing sour
milk also resulted in assistance by the relatives in feeding the cow, if the DF was not able to do it
him/herself. However, it was the researchers interpretation that for most of these 13 DFs, receiving
feed or assistance from relatives was not their main reason to assist. Instead, most of these 13 DFs
stated that they were obliged to help, or that it was their responsibility to assist their relatives. This
could mean the main reason to support one’s relatives is not because DFs could receive assistance or
free feed from relatives, but it could actually be due to the presence of the informal norm to assist one’s
relatives.
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A lot of people come and ask money from me, especially family members. People come to me because they
have the assumption that they are going to be helped. In the village we assist each other. How they are going
to take care of me if I do not assist them
Giving money and support the family is a positive thing. When I am sick the people take part in the business
and feed the cow and it does not starve, would not be possible otherwise
The informal norm of supporting one’s relatives did not only have an effect on how these DFs managed
their current businesses, but it also influenced their ability to exploit entrepreneurial opportunities.
Several DFs explicitly stated that they could not engage or start certain activities, because they had to
support their relatives. Due to their support towards relatives, they were lacking the financial resources
to exploit new opportunities. Thus, the presence of informal norms in the area of Magomero not only
influenced how DFs manage and organise their businesses, but also influences their ability to exploit
entrepreneurial opportunities.
These things (giving money to relatives) influence the business negatively because I take money to give
somebody that will pay back the money later. If I could use that money I can support the business to grow
If I do not support the family members I would be able to do other activities
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4.2.3. Formally acquired knowledge themes through the MBG
training
As mentioned, not all practical knowledge of DFs was acquired via informal learning. It was observed
that DFs also acquired their practical knowledge through their initial MBG training. Below, a brief
elaboration on the practical knowledge themes which were acquired during the MBG training is
provided.
Overall, the practical knowledge themes which the DFs learned about during the MBG training, could
be categorised in four different themes: sour milk prevention practices, feeding practices, corral
maintenance practices, and cow health.
Firstly, DFs acquired practical knowledge on sour milk prevention practices, since the data suggested
that many DFs engaged in milk filtration, milk cooling and milk bucket cleaning, which were
recommended or mandatory by the MBG.
Dairy farmers are compelled by the MBG to undertake the filter phase.
Secondly, DFs acquired practical knowledge on feeding practices, e.g. what to feed to cow, need for
having an own feed garden and how to make own dairy mash for feed.
The feed which is recommended is the dairy mash. Farmers have been trained about how to come up with
dairy mash.
Thirdly, DFs also acquired practical knowledge on corral maintenance practices, e.g. how to keep the
corral clean, using an attic for feed storing, and how to build a strong corral.
She was trained on how to build a corral.
Finally, the data suggested that several DFs learned about the cows health during the MBG training,
e.g. possible sicknesses and preventing cuts on the udder by applying Vaseline/oil.
We have been told by the MBG to use this oil
It can be observed that much of this practical knowledge overlaps with the practical knowledge which
was learned informally by the DFs. However, given the assumption that all these aspects of practical
knowledge were discussed during the MBG training, it is curious that still many DFs stated that they
learned a significant amount of their practical knowledge outside of the MBG training. One possible
explanation for this curious observation could be traced back to one DF in Mchinji, who stated that they
only received a short 2-3 day training at the MBG. In the researchers view, this is indeed a relatively
short time to learn about almost all occupational activities of being a DF. The researcher could also not
find any statements that the DFs received follow-up trainings after the initial MBG training. Thus,
perhaps the DFs did not comprehend all the practical knowledge shared during the MBG training and
therefore learned much of their practical knowledge via informal learning.
I got time to build the quarrel, then received 2-3 days training which is too short. We had to continue learning
by doing
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Besides the mandatory MBG training, several other training moments were observed in the data. These
trainings were not provided by the MBG, but by external organisations such as VUNA or Land O’ Lakes.
Several DFs stated that they learned about time management, arable farming practices and budgeting
during these trainings. However, after comparing the overall accessibility of these trainings compared
to the mandatory MBG training, the researcher concluded that it is harder for DFs to participate in the
trainings of the external organisations than it is to participate in the MBG training. Thus, regardless of
several DFs improving their practical or tacit knowledge through these external organisations, this was
certainly not the case for all DFs within Magomero or Mchinji.
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4.3. How does informal entrepreneurial learning of
smallholder dairy farmers take place?
The two next sections provide insights in the different informal learning processes, which constituted
informal EL of the smallholder DFs in Magomero and Mchinji.
Two main processes through which the DFs learned to recognise and exploit new opportunities were
identified by the researcher. The first process consisted of social interactions with other industry peers,
e.g. other DFs, through observation or conversation. Two different types of conversations were
identified, based on the intentionality to learn: passive conversations and active conversations. The
second informal learning processes consisted of reflection on personal experiences, and was identified
since several DFs stated that it was due to reflection on personal experiences, that they started
searching for new opportunities to exploit. Thus, the two main informal learning processes which
influenced the opportunity recognition and exploitation process by the DFs were: social interaction, and
experiential learning (reflection on experiences). One could argue that social interaction with others are
experiences by themselves. The researcher does not reject this argument, but still differentiated
between the two concepts of learning through social interaction and learning through reflection on
experience within this study. As Reed et al. (2010) mentioned, learning through social interaction often
occurs via the information transmission of ideas or knowledge between individuals. In the experiential
learning concept by Kolb (1984), learning is also described as a social process by which the
transformation of experiences results in knowledge. However, within the social process of experiential
learning, the information transmission of ideas or knowledge between individuals does not take a
central place, but the personal reflection on experiences leads to the acquisition and transformation of
new knowledge (Corbett, 2005). Thus, when using the term social interaction in this study as a mode of
informal learning, the information transmission of ideas or knowledge between individuals takes a
central place, whereas this does not necessarily take lies at the core of the informal learning process of
experiential learning. Given the notion that information transmission of ideas or knowledge between
individuals constitutes learning via social interaction, one could give the follow-up argument that
learning through observation does not fall under this conceptualisation of learning through social
interaction. However, in order to limit the scope of this research, the researcher decided to integrate
the informal learning process of observation into the overall informal learning process of learning
through social interactions. Thus, the two main processes through which DFs learned how to recognise
and exploit entrepreneurial opportunities were: learning through social interaction, and experiential
learning.
The researcher discovered that the two processes of learning through social interaction and experiential
learning were also influencing how DFs managed and organised their businesses. Different social
interactions with industry peers, community members, family and religion were found to be of influence.
The data also suggested that experiential learning by DFs led to changes in how they managed their
businesses. Another process which influenced the way how DFs managed and organised their
businesses was the informal learning process of experimentation. One could give an argument that the
informal learning process of experimentation by DFs is part of their experiential learning process. Once
again, the researcher does not reject this argument, but did wanted to highlight that several DFs were
more active in experimentation compared to others. Therefore, the three main processes through
which DFs learned how to manage and organise their businesses were: learning through social
interaction, experiential learning, and experimentation.

43

.

The specific role of the informal learning processes within the overall informal EL process by DFs is
elaborated on in the next sections. These informal learning processes are also classified based on the
informal learning classification by Schugurensky (2000) and Mejiuni et al. (2015) in Figure 13 and Figure
14. Elaborations of the classifications of these informal learning processes can be found in section 4.3.2
and section 4.3.4.
A complete overview on which informal learning process resulted in the acquisition of specific which
knowledge themes/forms, is provided in Table 4 below. Within this overview the informal learning
process which resulted in DFs learning about the formal community rules are absent, since the data did
not provide enough insights in how the DFs learned about these formal community rules.
Table 4: Overview of informal learning processes resulting in knowledge acquisition by smallholder
dairy farmers in Magomero and Mchinji
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4.3.1. Informal learning process stimulating opportunity recognition
and exploitation
The researcher identified two informal learning processes through which DFs learned to recognise and
exploit opportunities: learning through social interaction and experiential learning. The following subsections elaborate on these two informal learning processes and their impact on the opportunity
recognition and exploitation process by DFs.
4.3.1.1. Social interaction
Social interaction: Observation
Both in Magomero and Mchinji, several DFs stated that they learned about the benefits of dairy farming
by observing friends, neighbours or others in the community who engaged in DF at that time. Nine DFs
in Magomero and two DFs in Mchinji, explicitly stated that observing the benefits of dairy farming,
motivated them to also engage in dairy farming. Additionally, it was also the researchers interpretation
that DFs who did not explicitly stated that they wanted to start dairy farming after observing the
benefits, were still somehow influenced by the observation of these benefits.
I was influenced by others, the way they were getting loans there at Magomero. Because those who were
having a dairy cow before me, were able to get loans from different people without problems. Then I thought:
“if I could also get a dairy cow, I will be like them, getting the loan without a problem”
After seeing how they enjoyed the life at the end of the month I saw that it was quite good for me also to
register in dairy farmer. I registered on dairy and then I got the cow
Overall, the data suggested that many DFs copied activities of others, after observing the benefits of
these activities. Several DFs were aware of this copying behaviour among community members, and
explicitly stated that people copied businesses from others after seeing the benefits. These statements
corresponded with the overall interpretation of the researcher that several DFs only recognise and
exploit entrepreneurial opportunities after seeing their benefits, e.g. learning about opportunity
benefits.
They do not know how is, which is which, the good and the badness of being a farmer. They just do it because
my friend is doing this, let me do this. That is the only problem here in Malawi. If you start selling tomatoes,
you are getting that all farmers start selling tomatoes
Ofcourse people try to do this, by doing the same activity as I am doing … Not on purpose, but to change their
life
Taking into consideration the different types of entrepreneurial opportunities by Alvarez and Barney
(2014), the researcher concluded that most DFs recognised and exploited dairy farming as a selfemployment opportunity. Overall, the benefits of dairy farming could be observed by many actors in
the economy (communities) and alertness of the individual to recognise the opportunity was not
necessarily required. Also, one did not need to have deep experience in the dairy farming
industry/market in order to recognise the opportunity. Finally the opportunity of dairy farming itself is
not inimitable, since the activity of dairy farming could be copied relatively easily by others. However, it
must be noted that this was mostly the case for DFs who were already located in an area or community
in which DFs were already present. For the DFs who started dairy farming in an area or community in
which no DFs were active yet, it could be stated that they exploited a discovery opportunity since they
were the first individual who observed this opportunity. Besides, the barriers to entry at that time were
45

.

transitory, since several dairy farmers stated the competition increased and barriers to entry became
lower, as the more individuals joined the dairy farming businesses. Thus, the DFs who engaged in dairy
farming after observing the benefits through others, therefore exploited neither a discovery or creation
opportunity, but they exploited a self-employment opportunity instead. However, DFs who exploited
the opportunity of dairy farming earlier in time might have been exploiting a discovery opportunity.
Social interaction: Conversation
Not only did DFs became aware of the dairy farming opportunity through observing its benefits, but
several DFs also learned about it through conversation with others. Most DFs who became aware of the
opportunity of dairy farming through discussion, actively asked questions to other DFs on how these
DFs organised their dairy farming businesses. Within this study, this type of conversation is labeled as
active conversations. These active conversations resulted not only in individuals learning about the
benefits of dairy farming, but also resulted in acquiring knowledge on the procedures of dairy farming
via the MBG.
What happened is that we decided to join dairy because we heard that in dairy there was an earning and we
saw others
Besides people actively asking DFs about the dairy farming opportunity, several DFs stated that DFs also
started telling other people about the benefits of dairy farming. These listeners did not actively started
asking questions about dairy farming, but did learn about it through conversation. Within this study, this
type of conversation is labeled as passive conversations. Thus, individuals learned about the opportunity
of dairy farming via two ways of conversation: they actively asked for information about dairy farming
or the information was brought to them incidentally by others.
They are aware of it. They heard it from the one who had a cow. They heard it from a friend who told them
“you know, that when you got a dairy cow you can get goods on loan and they do not refuse, because a dairy
cow act as a collateral”
You have to call them, like a church, and telling them how can they be in the industry, the moment you are
behaving like that is good and welcoming, and they have less jealousy in you, if you shed more light on dairy
farming
4.3.1.2. Reflection on experience
Reflection on experience: Climate change
Five DFs in Magomero stated that they engaged in dairy farming or other activities, because of their
experiences with low crop yields due to a lack of rain. It was the researchers interpretation that these
DFs reflected on these low crop yield experiences, and consequently made the decision to search for
other opportunities to exploit. Thus, the experiential learning process of experiencing and reflecting on
low crop yields due to a lack of rain, stimulated the opportunity recognition and exploitation process of
five DFs in Magomero.
When I grow products in the garden the expectation might be high, but the actual produce might be low …
Ofcourse I come up with a counter measure to climate change. When I see that we harvested less produce from
the garden, we go pack to the dambo to do other activities to connect the loss of the upper garden. Usually we
do not both
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The problems that are there is the rain, when the rain do not com the produces will be so low. If the produces
are so low we will have problem to sell the surplus. In the dairy cow is not the case because the dairy cow is
throughout the year
Reflection on experience: Price variability
A second experience which stimulated DFs to search for new income opportunities, was the experience
with high seasonal price differences (price variability) of arable farming products. A total of nine DFs in
Magomero and Mchinji explicitly stated they were relying only on arable farming before they engaged
in dairy farming. Several of these DFs became aware of the high differences between harvest-season
prices and off-season prices. Due to their experiences with these high price differences, they learned
that they should change their income activities in order to strengthen their economic security. Thus, the
experiential learning process of experiencing and reflecting on high price variability of arable crops,
stimulated a total of nine DFs to search for other opportunities to exploit.
The earnings from arable farming are higher in the rainy season, while when the food is really available the
price is lower
Like arable farming activities, trying to do very good arable farming and it rains nicely, harvesting nicely, while
the market is poor
That time when we produced groundnuts from arable, 15 bags, when we wanted to sell, we found that the
price was so low that we were not able to pay school fees … We thought that with dairy things would have
been different
Besides high price variability of arable crops in general, one specific crop stood out among the DFs. 13
DFs cultivated tobacco before they engaged in dairy farming, and only three DFs continued to cultivate
tobacco after they engaged in dairy farming. Tobacco was mainly cultivated as a cash crop, which many
farmers cultivated not for their own consumption (like maize), but for commercial purposes. However,
experiences with low tobacco prices and high fertiliser prices, resulted in ten DFs searching for
alternative opportunities to exploit. One of the three DFs who still continued to cultivate tobacco, stated
that he would not continue the cultivation of tobacco due to low market prices. Overall, the experiential
learning process of experiencing and reflecting on low tobacco prices and high fertiliser pricess,
stimulated 11 DFs in Magomero and Mchinji to search other opportunities to exploit.
He said that the biggest reason why he joined dairy farming is when he found out that the tobacco business
was not going well, that was the reason
It is my last time that I try to grow tobacco because it is not possible to make a profit from it anymore. People
still grow tobacco because it is just a habit
When they were struggling with tobacco, they have sat together and discussed about what alternatives there
could be. That is when they’ve heard about BUA milk bulking group, to whom they have asked how they could
join and become dairy farmers
The future of tobacco was not bright, and the tobacco required a license. So many things made me leave the
tobacco industry. The activities for dairy are only to feed the cow. That’s the reason who made me join dairy
farming
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Reflection on experience: Income loss
A third common experience among DFs which stimulated them to search for other opportunities to
exploit, was an experience with income losses. Overall there were two broad ‘levels’ of income losses:
income loss at the individual level of the DF, and at the aggregate level of the whole MBG in Mchinji.
At the individual DF level, sudden loss of income occurred due to the cow being on dry (not giving milk)
or being sick. Several DFs became aware through concrete experiences (Kolb, 1984) that a sudden loss
of income severely damaged their ability to get necessary household products. There were also DFs who
learned about their economic security through abstract conceptualisation (Kolb, 1984). Overall, it can
be said that the DFs who learned about the strength of their economic security through a concrete
experience with income losses were more reactive, e.g. reacting after an income loss, whereas the DFs
who learned about the strength of their economic security via abstract conceptualisation were more
anticipative, e.g. anticipating an income loss. Additionally, the DFs who learned about their economic
security through reflection on income losses, also acquired new knowledge on inter-business capital
flows. However, one DF was aware of that an income loss would do severe damage to his ability to get
necessary household products, but did not engage or search for other activities in order to strengthen
his economic security. This hints that some DFs might transform their concrete experience or abstract
conceptualisation via extension, e.g. active handling or doing, whereas other DFs could be more reliant
on the transformation process of intention, e.g. watching.
They sell firewood when the cow is in dry period. When the husband goes to get the firewood, I go to the garden
Now the cow is dry, he is doing a lot of crop rotation in the garden, which is to make sure that he has a lot of
income from the garden
If the cow is on dry what happens it that we need to find something that support the cow, like the business of
chako
Q: When you face a problem with dairy how do you deal with that problem, for instance the cow is on dry
A: If the cow is on dry I am in real problems
Another level of income loss ocurred at the aggregate collective MBG level of Mchinji. The DFs in Mchinji
collectively experienced a closure of three months of the MBG, since the milk buyer of the MBG did not
buy their milk anymore. This closure resulted in the DFs not being able to sell their milk at the MBG. A
new buyer was found, but the impact on the income stream of the MBG was severe. From the data, the
researcher observed that several DFs stated that they were searching for alternative income activities
for the MBG and were considering opening a maize mill, butchery, or a chicken farm. The collective
reflection among DFs led to the recognition of new opportunities, which would support the income
stream of the MBG and allow it to continue its operation. However, one DF stated that the MBG is
currently in a ‘bad situation’, which might prevent the actual exploitation of these opportunities. Thus,
the knowledge might be there to recognise new opportunities, but other factors might limit the actual
exploitation of the opportunities. Unfortunately, the specific factors preventing the collective
opportunity exploitation process, did not became clear from the data. However, it does provide insights
that the concrete experience of income loss at the aggregate MBG level of Mchinji facilitated reflection
among DFs on how they could strengthen the economic resilience of the MBG against market shocks.
We have plans to have a maize mill close to the bulking group, a plan to have a butchery close to the bulking
group and also starting a chicken farming company or business to support the bulking group. But, the way
things are going, it is even, it is hard to see those things happening
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4.3.2. Classification of informal learning processes stimulating
opportunity recognition and exploitation
Making use of the classification of Schugurensky (2000) and Mejiuni et al. (2015), the informal learning
processes which stimulated opportunity recognition and exploitation by DFs are classified, based on the
intention and awareness of the learner. The classification of the informal learning processes is displayed
in Figure 13.

Figure 13: Classification of Informal learning activities which influenced how DFs in Magomero and
Mchinji recognised and exploited opportunities
The processses of learning through observations and conversations consisted of two different levels of
informal learning. Firstly, incidental observation of the benefits of dairy farming led to individuals
recognising the self-employment opportunity of dairy farming. The observation of the benefits of dairy
farming was often not intentional, but the observers did became aware of the dairy farming opportunity
during or after the observation. Thus, incidental learning through observation led to opportunity
recognition and actual exploitation for several DFs. Additionally, it was also through passive
conversations, which were not intentional from the learners side, that individuals acquired knowledge
of the opportunity benefits of the self-employment opportunity of dairy farming. Thus, incidental
learning also took place through passive conversation. Secondly, explicit learning about the selfemployment opportunity of dairy farming occurred via active conversations. Through active
conversation from the learners side, the learner had the intention to learn more about dairy farming
and was aware that he or she was learning at the moment. It must be noted that the researcher did not
classify active conversations as self-direct learning moments, since the researcher did not observe any
statements that people were coming to DFs intentionally to ask them about dairy farming. Most active
conversations were the result of random social interaction moments between DFs and non-DFs, in
which the learner sometimes actively asked about dairy farming. Thus the learner had the intention to
learn, but the researcher did not believe that the intention was high enough to classify this as selfdirected learning. Therefore, not only incidental learning through observation and passive conversations
took place, but explicit learning through active conversations was identified as an informal learning
process.
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Overall, experiential learning through experiencing and reflecting on climate change, price variability
and income loss stimulated opportunity recognition and exploitation among several DFs. The informal
learning process through experiential learning can generally be characterised as incidental learning. The
DFs did not have any intention to learn before they lived through or reflected on these experiences, but
were aware during or after these experiences that they should search for other opportunities to exploit.

4.3.3. Informal learning processes of managing and organising
businesses
The researcher identified three informal learning processes which influenced how DFs learned to
manage and organise their businesses: learning through social interaction, experimentation, and
experiential learning. The following sub-sections elaborate on these three informal learning processes
and their impact on how DFs learn to manage and organise their businesses.
4.3.3.1. Social interaction
Social interaction: Observation of industry peers
Both in Magomero and Mchinji several DFs stated that it was through observation of other DFs, that
they changed their own feeding, milking and vending practices. Thus, copying behaviour of others
through observation did not only play a role in opportunity recognition, but it also influenced how DFs
managed and organised their businesses. Several DFs also learned about the usage of loans, since they
observed other DFs receiving products on loan. Therefore, DFs did not only learn about dairy farming
related practices through observation of peers (feeding, milking, vending), but also learned about other
practices, e.g. loaning. The data also suggested that DFs in Magomero observed the social consequences
if they did not share their sour milk with the rest of the community. Through these observations, several
DFs learned about the social norm to share milk with their community, which reduces jealousy and the
possibility of witchcraft.
That one (neighbour DF) is facing so many bad things in the village because she does not even share the milk
with the villagers
Especially relevant in the area of Mchinji were the observations of executive committee members of the
MBG. There are formal rules which should prevent individual DFs from vending their milk. However,
several DFs in Mchinji stated that they observed executive committee members of the MBG engaging
in milk vending practices. DFs observed that even executive members did not follow the formal rules
and as a result were also tempted to break the formal rules and start vending. Thus, observing executive
members at the MBG engaging in vending practices, resulted in other DFs also engaging in vending
practices.
They (executive members of MBG) give you the rules and regulations for BUA. If you do this, you have braking
the rule.Then, starting from the executive, the executive members, they are the ones who started breaking the
rules
Social interaction: Location specific conversation with industry peers
Besides observing industry peers, the data also suggested that direct social interaction via conversation
was a large contributor to the informal knowledge acquisition process of DFs. Within the data, two
specific locations were found where re-occurring conversations with other DFs took place: at the waiting
queue of the MBG and during monthly meetings.
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The first location where a lot of social interaction between de DFs took place was in the waiting queue
at the MBG of Magomero. Since DFs had to wait for their turn to sell the milk, several DFs started
conversations with each other. Overall, two main types of knowledge forms were shared during these
conversation in the waiting queue: practical knowledge and cultural knowledge.
The data suggested that the practical knowledge which was shared between the DFs at the MBG queue
mainly consisted of knowledge on different feeding practices and sour milk prevention practices. It was
observed that some DFs changed their feeding practices or started to engage in sour milk prevention
practices, after they engaged in conversations with other DFs in the queue.
When someone see that the other brought more milk, they ask him and chat among the queue about how he
got that result
Maybe some milk has found with water and he maybe did not added water and he is wondering why they found
water. Then we advise them, we tell them that maybe the milk in the morning has not been cooled down
It was also observed that several DFs learned about witchcraft and witchcraft protection through
conversation at the MBG. This shows that the conversations between DFs in the MBG queue can be
perceived as an informal learning moment in which both practical knowledge and cultural knowledge is
shared.
I heard it while I was waiting the payment at dairy. Because for instance in one case the cow was pregnant, but
he has not produced the calf because it died inside. Upon discussing those issue, we talk, and people ask: “did
you protect your corral?”. There is where we hear: “I have protected it”
It is important to mention that not all DFs have direct conversations with each other in the waiting
queue. Especially at the MBG in Magomero it was perceived that women and men stand apart in the
waiting queue. The researcher which conducted the research on site in Malawi, was aware of this menwomen separation in the queue and informed about this separation in three interviews with female
DFs. From these three interviews it was explained that men and women stand apart in the waiting queue
because of cultural beliefs. One female DF stated that they do share knowledge between men and
women, whereas the two other female DFs stated that they had the feeling that they were missing out
on information sometimes, because of this men-women separation. Nevertheless, women also shared
practical knowledge among each other about feeding practices and sour milk prevention.
It’s the behavior of Malawians, they do not stay together at the same place, man with women. We respect each
other’s… We can’t miss any information. When things have to be known by everybody, the information is
distributed
Q: Do you feel that you cannot access information because in the queue men stay with men and women stay
with women?
A: Yeah, I feel like that. We can say that we stay together but they maybe do not reveal the place where they
get the feed, they can maybe hide the place. I think we have always to be together and if they found senjere
somewhere they have to share information, we have to stay together and chat together…. Ofcourse I always
have a desire to join this, but because of our culture is difficult to stay and participate together
The second location where social interaction between DFs took place was during monthly zone
meetings. Two DFs in Mchinji mentioned the presence of monthly meetings of DFs in the area. One DF
in Magomero also mentioned that DFs meet when there are functions at the MBG. DFs in Mchinji
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mentioned briefly that they discussed about why certain DFs are not able to maintain their dairy farming
businesses or about ways to improve their dairy farming businesses, during the monthly meetings.
Another important insight in these monthly meetings was that messages of the MBG in Mchinji were
shared there. The specific knowledge forms or themes shared during these monthly meetings did not
came forward from the data. However, it is the researchers interpretation that these monthly meetings
could be a large contributor to stimulate informal learning and knowledge sharing practices between
DFs in Magomero and Mchinji.
In the monthly meetings with the zone, which take place every 15th of the month, we discuss among each other
about the farmers who are not able to keep up, and how to help them… We also talk about ways we can
improve during the meetings
Social interactions: General conversations between industry peers
Besides the location specific conversations, the data also suggested that DFs have conversations with
each other outside of the MBG queue and monthly meetings. Sometimes DFs are neighbours, or they
happen to meet with each other incidentally on the streets or in the fields. It was during these moments
that they start a conversation or aid each other in their current activities. During these conversations
both practical and cultural knowledge are acquired and shared between the DFs.
The data suggested that the practical knowledge themes which are shared between DFs during these
conversations, consisted of knowledge on different feeding practices to increase milk production, and
knowledge on the ability to use the cow as collateral for loaning practices.
We ask other farmers what their local breeds eat
The cultural knowledge themes which were shared between DFs during these general conversations,
consisted of the presence of witchcraft, the costs of witchcraft protection, and how a DF should behave
within the village in order to reduce jealousy and avoid witchcraft. It must be noted that the cultural
knowledge of witchcraft is a private sensitive theme among DFs. Some DFs were relatively open in
sharing whether they acquired protection and how they got it, whereas others were relatively cautious
to share this information to other DFs or the researcher who conducted the field-work.
Because I have been advised from people in the industry that the things that you have to do is not being
arrogant and be humble in everything
Social interaction: Conversations with peers outside of DF industry
During the data analysis, the researcher discovered that DFs did not only learn through social interaction
with industry peers, but social interaction with peers outside of the dairy farming industry also led to
informal learning moments. Several moments in the data were identified where conversations with
community members led to a change in how DFs managed and organised their dairy farming activities.
From the data it was observed that conversations with advisors from the MBG, neighbouring community
members and the traditional healer constituted informal learning moments, which influenced how DFs
managed and organised their businesses.
Firstly, it was observed that in Magomero conversations between DFs and advisors from the MBG led
to behavioural changes for some DFs. Besides, it was also observed that several DFs were aware that
they could call the advisor from the MBG if they experienced any problems with their cows. During these
conversations with the advisors, DFs acquired mostly practical knowledge at their own home. The data
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suggested that this practical knowledge often consisted of knowledge on how to increasing milk
production, sour milk prevention and cow health.
There are advisor at the MBG that can advise you how to came up with more milk
Secondly, conversations with community neighbours also led to DFs acquiring new knowledge. The data
suggested that the knowledge which was acquired through conversations with community members
mostly consisted of cultural knowledge. It was mentioned that often the experience of community
members coming to the corral and having conversations with the DFs, led to DFs learning about the
presence of witchcraft. Several DFs in Magomero explicitly stated that they were not aware of witchcraft
before they started dairy farming, but learned about witchcraft through conversations with community
members.
When there is the delivery, many people come around. Many people come and suggested that my cow has
been witched
And finally, it was observed that conversations with local traditional healers often led to the acquisition
of cultural knowledge by the DF. Several DFs stated that they learned about the role of witchcraft and
traditional protection in dairy farming, through conversations with traditional healers. Learning about
the role of witchcraft through the traditional healer, led some DFs to buy relatively expensive traditional
protection for their cow. Thus, conversations with the traditional healer can be perceived as informal
learning moments of DFs, which influenced the way how DFs managed and organised their businesses.
What we do is to be sure that we have gone to the traditional healer and protect the corral through traditional
medicine
Social interaction: Collective activities
It was also observed that DFs engaged in collective activities, such as collective feed collection or
collective corral building. During these collective activities DFs engaged in practical knowledge sharing.
The DFs shared knowledge on different feed collection places and feed types of which they though
would increase milk productivity. However, in several cases DFs learned about new feed diets which
deviated from the diet advised by the MBG. This shows that the practical knowledge learned informally
was not always the same practical knowledge which DFs learned through the MBG training. However,
one cannot overlook the fact that practical knowledge sharing and acquisition through collective
activities did occur and influenced how DFs managed and organised their businesses.
Usually I go to Lifidzi (feed collection place) together with few friends, from 2 to 3 people
Social interaction: Family learning
Most DFs in Magomero and Mchinji who also engaged in arable farming, stated that they learned the
activities of arable farming through their parents. Just like in arable farming, several DFs stated that they
learned dairy farming by learning from their parents. The data suggested that both in arable farming
and dairy farming, knowledge acquisition through informal learning via one’s parents played a major
role.
I never went to school, so I learned it from my father
The dad was the one who introduced me to dairy farming. I practiced with the Malawian zebu of my dad and
he nurtured his passion on dairy farming on to me
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During my childhood, I was assisting them with farming. That’s why I can do what I do now, because I learned
from them
A DF in Magomero mentioned a drawback of learning the dairy farming activities via one’s parents. He
explicitly stated that he saw many young DFs who received a cow from their parents and did not
participate in the MBG training, since they learned the basic practices of dairy farming through their
parents. As a result, they missed out on acquiring valuable practical knowledge which could aid them in
their dairy farming activities.
To those that have just received the cow from the parents or bought the cow, they don’t see the need to have
training
Additionally, it was also observed that a lot of cultural knowledge of the DFs was learned via their
parents. As mentioned before, the different cultural knowledge and beliefs between DFs had a large
impact on how DFs managed and organised their businesses. One DF in Magomero explicitly stated that
the beliefs and cultural knowledge of DFs depends on the beliefs of their parents. This suggests that the
beliefs of the parents are of influence on the cultural knowledge of the DF, which ultimately affects how
DFs manage and organise their businesses.
Q: Other farmers did the protection?
A: Yeah people do that
Q: Why they do so?
A: It depends from the believes from their parents
Social interaction: Religious interaction
Another social interaction which led to different behaviours between DFs, was the interaction with
religion. Whereas some DFs in Magomero believed in traditional protection against witchcraft, there
were also DFs who believed that God was their protection. Overall, the DFs who believed in God were
much less willing to spend large amounts of money on traditional protection. There were also DFs whose
belief in God resulted in them not believing in witchcraft at all. Often these DFs were much less
concerned with preventing witchcraft, compared to DFs who did believe in witchcraft.
The culture say so that you have to protect, but believing in God requires an opposite thing
Nevertheless, the DFs who believed in God were also much concerned with assisting others. However,
they did not assist others in order to prevent witchcraft, but they assisted others because of their belief
in God. The outcome might have been the same, e.g. DFs assisting others through sharing resources
(money or milk), but the underlying reason for these actions differed between individual DFs. Thus, on
the one hand sharing resources to assist others was the result of acquiring and transforming cultural
knowledge on witchcraft, and on the other hand it was also the result of interaction with religion.
The bible say: “blessed is the hand that gives because god bless those they give”. If you assist other, god is
there, and you receive blessings
4.3.3.2. Experimentation
The second informal learning process which influenced how DFs managed and organised their
businesses, was active experimentation. Both in Magomero and Mchinji, DFs experimented through trial
and error with different types of feed practices, to increase their milk productivity and decrease the
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sourness of their milk. The data suggested that several DFs experimented with different feeding
practices directly on the cow, whereas others first experimented with different pig feed before they
gave this to their cow. DFs in Magomero and Mchinji were also experimenting with different oils to
soften the udder of the cows. One notable example of experimentation was one DF in Mchinji who
wanted to experiment with breeding a cross-breed cow to increase his milk productivity. Even though
he was not sure what the outcome of the breeding practice would be, he was still willing to experiment
and take a risk in order to increase to productivity of his business. The researcher suspected that the
DFs who were very pro-active in experimenting, had an overall preference for the ‘converger’ learning
style by Kolb (1984). This learning style consists of abstract conceptualisation as knowledge acquisition,
and active experimentation as knowledge transformation. Since the data did not suggest that the
experimentations of these DFs were the result of earlier concrete experiences, the researcher suspected
that these DFs mostly relied on knowledge acquisition through abstract conceptualisation, followed by
knowledge transformation through active experimentation. However, the statement that pro-active
experimenting DFs have an overall preference for the converger learning style, could not be confirmed
due to a lack of data.
We had to continue learning by doing. What do the local pigs eat, and try it with the cows. When cows fight
for the food, it is a sign that it is good for the cows
Sometimes we use what has been taught, sometimes we give the food and we can see by ourselves what is
happening
4.3.3.3. Reflection on experience
Reflection on experience: Witchcraft/jealousy
It was observed that several DFs in Magomero changed how they managed and organised their business
due to direct experiences with witchcraft or community jealousy. Concrete experiences with witchcraft
resulted in one DF engaging in stock and record checking of his retail shop. Several other DFs stated that
they learned about community jealousy through poisoned feed. The concrete experiences of poisoned
feed resulted in them building a fence around their property or making sure that there is always
someone who has an eye on the cow. By reflecting on these experiences, several DFs changed how they
protected their businesses. Thus, the experiential learning process of experiencing and reflecting on
episodes of witchcraft or community jealousy, influenced how these DFs managed and organised their
businesses.
I was seeing just the money going down like that… I do not understand why it was like that. The moment I
engaged that one to be doing stock taking and check the records, still the issue was happening
Someone fed the cow and the cow produced a lot of saliva and died ... With that bad experience, we are
conscious to get gaga from different people. We also make sure that there is someone when we are away
Reflection on experience: Lack of resources
Another common experiences between the DFs, was the experience of lack of resources. Several DFs
stated that they have experienced feed shortages. For two DFs in Magomero, reflection on the
experiences of feed shortage resulted in them altering the way how they could ensure feed availability.
One DF in Magomero stated that he started to pay for feed in advance to ensure feed availability.
Another DF stated that he learned about the importance of having an own garden for feed supply, as
was advised by the MBG, due to reflection on the experience of feed shortage. For these two DFs, the
experiential learning process of experiencing and reflecting on episodes of feed shortage, influenced
how they managed and organised their businesses.
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He experienced a time when he had no gaga ... After that experience, he thought that it was better to pay in
advance
Reflection on experience: Loaning
The data also suggested that DFs learned about the ability to get products on loan as a DF, through
experiential learning. One DF explicitly stated that she learned about the ability to use the cow as
collateral to receive products on loan through experience. Thus, DFs do not only acquire knowledge on
loaning practices through social interactions with others, but also acquire knowledge on loan practices
via experiential learning.
Upon reaching to the guy in Magomero and when he asked “when are you going to give me the money?” I told
him that “I am going to give to you this month” I realized that having a dairy cow is very good
Reflection on experience: Monthly income
It was also observed that the common experience of receiving a monthly income from the MBG,
resulted in DFs acquiring tacit knowledge of budgeting, since they became more aware of their monthly
expenses. Additionally, it was observed that the DFs who engaged in vending and did not experience a
monthly income, generally acquired less tacit knowledge of budgeting. Thus, the experiential learning
process of experiencing and reflecting on a monthly income influenced how DFs managed and organised
their businesses.
With the money from the MBG you can plan, do something. I will do this, I will do this and I will do this, for the
whole month. But when you vend. You don’t have plan. They will get a small amount, and tomorrow you will
get a small amount
Reflection on experience: Closing of Mchinji MBG
The researcher identified a final common experience between the DFs of Mchinji, which influenced how
they managed and organised their businesses. As mentioned before, the MBG of Mchinji experienced a
three month closure. During these three months the DFs could not sell their milk anymore at the MBG
and had to look for other alternatives to maintain their income. Eventually, the closure of the Mchinji
MBG resulted in many DFs engaging in vending or being forced to stop dairy farming, since they did not
have enough capital anymore to buy necessary medicines for sick cows. Several DFs stated that this
experience changed the way of how they purchased their medicines. Before the experience of the MBG
closure, they bought medicines when it was necessary. After the experience, they used a portion of their
income to buy medicines each month, which they could use when their cows were in need of medicines.
The researcher suspected that these DFs reflected on the concrete experience of a sudden loss of
income, which resulted in them being more anticipative for a sudden loss of income in the future.
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4.3.4. Classification of informal learning processes of managing and
organising of businesses
Making use of the classification of Schugurensky (2000) and Mejiuni et al. (2015), the informal learning
processes which influenced how DFs managed and organised their businesses are classified based on
the intention and awareness of the learner. The classification of informal learning processes is displayed
in Figure 14.

Figure 14: Classification of Informal learning activities which influenced how DFs in Magomero and
Mchinji managed and organised their businesses
Overall, the acquisition of cultural knowledge through family learning, monthly income experience and
interaction with religion could be classified as tacit informal learning processes. Firstly, the data
suggested that the cultural knowledge of the DFs on witchcraft and witchcraft protection largely
depended on the cultural beliefs on the parents. The researcher believed that often the DF who believed
in witchcraft, were not highly aware that much of their cultural knowledge was the result of their
upbringing, or were intentionally acquiring this knowledge via their parents. Therefore, the acquisition
of cultural knowledge through family learning could be classified as tacit informal learning. Secondly,
DFs who received a monthly income from the MBG did not intentionally experience this in order to
acquire tacit knowledge on budgeting skills. Additionally, the researcher suspected that most DFs were
not highly aware that they were learning how to budget, because of their experiences of receiving a
monthly income. Therefore, the acquisition of budgeting skills through experiencing a monthly income
could be classified as tacit learning. Thirdly, the researcher believed that the interaction with religion
facilitated the acquisition of cultural knowledge that one has to support his/her relatives or friends.
From the data, the researcher could not identify the underlying level of learning intention for the
interaction with relgion. Nevertheless, the researcher suspected that the informal learning moments of
interaction with religion mostly correspond with tacit learning, e.g. low level of awareness and intention
from the learners perspective.
The five informal learning processes of: observation of industry peers, general conversations with
industry peers, conversations with community members, practical knowledge acquisition through family
learning and reflection on personal experiences could be classified as incidental learning processes.
Firstly, the data suggested that observation of peers generally led to an increase of practical knowledge.
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DFs especially stated that they learned new feeding practices through observation of other DFs. It was
observed that most DFs did not actively observe other DFs with the intention to learn from their
practices, but did became aware that they learned something during or after the observation. As
mentioned in the previous section, DFs also became aware of jealousy and witchcraft by observing other
DFs. Thus, the observation of industry peers could be classified as incidental learning, which resulted in
the acquisition of both practical and cultural knowledge. Secondly, the general conversations between
DFs facilitate acquisition and sharing of practical and cultural knowledge. These general conversations
could be classified as incidental informal learning moments, since the DFs met coincidentally but did
became aware that they learned from each other during their conversation. Thirdly, conversations with
community members facilitated cultural knowledge acquisition. Most DF did not have the intention to
learn from these conversations, but became aware that they acquired new cultural knowledge as a
result of these social interactions. Therefore, the informal learning moments of conversations with
community members could be characterised as incidental learning moments. Fourthly, one could argue
that the practical knowledge acquisition through family learning could be classified both as tacit and
incidental informal learning. It could be argued that children assisted with the dairy farming activities in
their every-day life and were unaware at the time of assistance that they were actually learning, which
could be characterised as tacit learning. However, the researcher believed that the DFs who learned
dairy farming practices via their parents, were aware at the time of assistance that they acquired
practical knowledge. Therefore, the researcher classified the informal learning process of acquiring
practical knowledge via one’s parents as incidental learning. Finally, experiential learning facilitated the
acquisition of cultural knowledge on witchcraft, and the acquisition of practical knowledge on feeding
practices, loaning and milk vending. The informal learning process of experiential learning through
reflection on experiences, could largely be classified as incidental informal learning, since the DFs had
no intentions to learn from these experiences, but did became aware through reflection that they
learned from these experiences.
The three informal learning processes of conversations in the MBG queue, conversations with the MBG
advisor and participating in collective activities could be classified as explicit informal learning processes.
Firstly, the data suggested that conversations between DFs in the MBG waiting queue resulted in
practical and cultural knowledge acquisition processes. The conversations between DFs in the waiting
queue could be classified both as explicit and incidental informal learning processes. One the one hand,
several DFs stated that they actively had conversations with other DFs in the queue, in which they shared
and acquired practical or cultural knowledge. On the other hand, there were also DFs who went to the
MBG with the sole purpose of selling the milk, but left after having acquired new practical or cultural
knowledge via conversations. Thus, both explicit and incidental informal learning occured among the
DFs in the MBG waiting queue. Secondly, the data suggested that conversations between DFs and MBG
also facilitated practical knowledge acquisition. It was the researchers interpretation that DFs did have
the intention to learn from interactions with MBG advisors, but compared to the interactions with the
traditional healer, the level of learning intention was generally a bit lower. Thus, conversations with the
MBG advisors could be classified as explicit informal learning moments. Thirdly, collective activities were
often undertaken to assist each other during the feed collection practices, and at the same time to learn
about new feed (collection) practices. However, it was the researchers interpretation that the level of
learning intention of DFs who participated in collective activities was not high enough to characterise
the collective activities as self-directed informal learning moments. This was due to the twofold purpose
of the collective activities: aid each other in feed collection practices (main reason), and additionally
acquire and share practical knowledge (often ‘by-product’). Thus, collective activities could be classified
as explicit informal learning moments.
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The final three informal learning processes of conversations with the traditional healer, experimentation
and monthly meetings could be classified as self-directed informal learning processes. Firstly, DFs had
intentional conversations with traditional healers, with the purpose to acquire new cultural knowledge
on witchraft or witchcraft protection. Several DFs stated that they actively went to the traditional healer
to learn why they experienced witchcraft and how they could protect their cow against witchcraft. Thus,
these conversations with the traditional healer were highly intentional and DFs were aware that they
were learning at the time of social interaction. Therefore, conversations with the traditional healer could
be classified as self-directed informal learning moments. Secondly, the data suggested that
experimentation with new feeding practices, Vaseline/oils or new cow breeds took place among the
DFs. It was observed that these experimenting DFs did not simply stick with their routines, or solely
acquired practical knowledge through social interactions. These DFs actively experimented in order to
acquire new practical knowledge which could aid them in their dairy farming business. Since the
intention level and awareness level was high during these experiments, experimentation can be
classified as self-directed informal learning. Finally, the monthly zone meetings of DFs were also
considered important informal learning moments. The researcher assumed that mostly practical
knowledge was shared and acquired during these meetings, since it was stated that they talked about
ways to improve their businesses. Given the high intention and awareness to learn during these monthly
meetings, these meetings could be classified as self-directed informal learning moments.
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4.4. In which environments does informal
entrepreneurial learning of smallholder dairy
farmers take place?
The two next sections provide insights in the different environments in which informal EL of Malawian
smallholder DFs located in Magomero and Mchinji took place.
Within this study, the researcher differentiated between three different dimensions of environment:
Physical environment, socio cultural environment, and economic environment. The differentiation
between these three different dimensions of environment was due to the different research
backgrounds of the secondary data between the areas of Magomero and Mchinji. Sometimes the
secondary data allowed the researcher to get a better picture of the socio cultural environment in which
the DFs operated, whereas other secondary data sources allowed for better insights in the physical or
economic environment of the DF.
The researcher is aware that the terms: physical, socio cultural and economic environment can be
broadly interpreted, and can be studied from a wide variety of perspectives, theories and approaches.
Therefore, a short clarification on the interpretation of the researcher of these terms is needed. Within
this study, the term physical environment of informal EL is related to the actual physical locations were
DFs experience informal learning processes. The findings of the socio cultural environment are mostly
related to the social networks of DFs, which influence their informal EL process. This perspective of the
socio cultural environment of DFs finds its roots in social network theory, which among other things
investigates how social networks can provide entrepreneurs with tangible ( Zimmer & Aldrich, 1987)
and intangible resources, such as knowledge (Birley, 1985; Shane & Cable, 2002). Especially relevant for
the economic environment is the notion by several scholars that both formal and informal institutions
have an influence on entrepreneurial activities (Bruton et al., 2010; Acs et al., 2014). However, it must
be noted that this paper does not focus on the presence of formal institutions, which determine the
‘rules of the game’ and determine the political, economic and enforcement system (Pejovich, 1999),
since this paper does not adopt the institutional theory perspective on informal EL (Bruton et al., 2010).
Instead, this study focussed on the resource distribution (Muñoz & Kimmitt, 2018) and industry
competition. Additionally it also studied how a change in the economic environment due to market
shocks affected informal EL by the DFs located in Mchinji.
The data allowed the researcher gain insights in the socio cultural and economic environment in which
the DFs learned to recognise and exploit opportunities. It was observed that the social network of friends
was a large contributor for DFs to recognise self-employment opportunities. Also one’s family
stimulated the recognition process of self-employment opportunities. Whereas friends and family were
social networks which stimulated the recognition of the self-employment opportunities, it was observed
that differences in the opportunity recognition and exploitation processes between DFs, could also be
brought back to differences in upbringing. Additionally, the researcher also found that differences in the
opportunity recognition and exploitation processes between DFs occurred due to different economic
environments in which the DFs were located. Several cases were found where a high level of industry
competition stimulated opportunity recognition and exploitation among DFs. Also the experience of
sudden market shocks, such as the closure of the MBG in Mchinji was perceived as a large change in the
economic environment of DFs. This change in the economic environment stimulated collective
opportunity recognition among DFs.
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The researcher also gained insights in the physical, socio cultural and economic environment, which
influenced the way how DFs managed and organised their businesses. Several physical locations were
identified where most of the informal learning processes took place. These informal learning moments
occurred at the: MBG, fields/gardens, church, marketplace, and homes of the DFs. Besides the physical
informal learning environment, the researcher also observed that interactions with the village
community, family and CoP of DFs influenced how DFs managed and organised their businesses. The
researcher perceived these different social groups as elements of the social network of DFs, within their
overall socio cultural environment. Finally, the researcher observed that differences in the economic
environment also accounted for different management and organisation strategies of businesses.
Within the economic environment, it was observed that there were DFs who operated in an
environment with high resource availability, an DFs who operated in an environment with low resource
availability. The level of resource availability within one’s economic environment influenced how DFs
managed and organised their businesses.
Both for the opportunity recognition and exploitation process, and managing and organisation of
businesses, two other physical learning locations were found to be of importance: schools and training
facilities. Whereas, the learning opportunities at schools or trainings are not informal in nature, the
researcher observed that these learning environments did influence the informal EL process among DFs.
A brief elaboration on the formal learning environments of schools and trainings can be found in section
4.4.3.
Figure 15 shows the different elements constituting the different environments in which informal EL by
DFs took place. A more detailed elaboration on the three informal learning environments can be found
in the next two sections.

Figure 15: Three dimensions of the informal environment in which informal EL of Malawian smallholder
DFs takes place
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4.4.1. Informal learning environments for opportunity recognition
and exploitation
4.4.1.1 Socio cultural environment
Socio cultural environment: Friends
Especially the secondary data of Magomero suggested that social interactions with friends influenced
the opportunity recognition process of DFs, since many DFs within Magomero stated that they observed
the benefits of self-employment opportunities through friends. Observing friends receive a monthly
income, being able to pay their children’s school fees and having cow manure, was often mentioned as
the reasons for DFs to exploit the dairy farming opportunity. It was also through conversation with
friends that DF became aware of the dairy farming opportunity. Several DFs stated that it was through
these conversations, that they also learned about the benefit of having a cow as collateral.
In section 4.3.1. it was discussed that people often engaged in certain activities, because they saw the
benefits through their friends. The data suggested that seeing or hearing friends benefitting from
activities, generally resulted in two things: people became jealous and possibly made use of witchcraft
to prevent others from benefiting, or people became envious of their friends which resulted in them
being motivated to also exploit the opportunity. Thus, opportunity recognition and exploitation was
influenced via one’s social network of friends.
My friend was doing great in dairy farming and I asked how does it go
I was envying the other dairy farmers, some of them my friends. I also wanted to get money at the end of the
month, just like my friends. They were able to receive enough to create a sustainable livelihood in the village
Socio cultural environment: Family
Not only the social network of friends resulted in DFs recognising and exploiting opportunities, but also
the social network of family members influenced this process. Several DFs stated that they observed
and heard about the benefits of dairy farming through relatives who were already engaged in dairy
farming. Additionally, the researcher also observed that individuals saw the benefits of other
opportunities besides dairy farming, such as a retail store, through their family social network. Besides,
the data also suggested that several DFs engaged in dairy farming, because their parents were also DFs.
Thus, copy behaviour leading to opportunity recognition and exploitation does not only occur via the
social network of friends, but can also occur via the interaction with one’s family social network.
Q: But also your brother has a retail shop?
A: That is also a reason to stop, not only the brother has a shop but others also have shops. So everybody was
doing the same business
Q: How did you start dairy farming?
A: My parents were dairy Farmers
My dad was the one who introduced me to dairy farming
Socio cultural environment: Upbringing
Besides the social networks of the DFs, the data also suggested that upbringing played an important
role in the opportunity recognition and exploitation process of DFs. It was observed that some DFs were
highly aware that they had a hard youth, which was characterised by poverty and lack of schooling. In
several cases, DFs stated that they did not want their children to experience such a hard, poverty
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dominated youth. As a result these DFs were always engaging and searching for other opportunities to
exploit, in order to provide for their families. Based on the data, it was the researchers interpretation
that the socio cultural environment of one’s upbringing influenced the opportunity recognition and
exploitation process later on in the life of the DF. Thus, differences in the socio cultural environment of
the upbringing of DFs could have been the reason why some DFs were more active in searching for other
opportunities to exploit.
I thought ok I have to come with this because they have not to experienced what I had experienced in my
childhood. I came with this decision because I was experienced difficult times
4.4.1.2. Economic environment
Economic environment: Industry competition level
Another dimension of the environment in which the DFs operated is the economic environment. It was
observed by the researcher that a high level of industry intensity influenced the opportunity recognition
and exploitation process of several DFs. DFs who became aware that the competition level of their
industry was increasing, were more active in searching for other opportunities to exploit, compared to
DFs who were less aware of this increasing competition level. On the one hand, extreme competition in
certain industries resulted in some DFs quitting their and searching for other income activities. On the
other hand, low competition in certain industries, such as retail or hardware shops in certain
communities, resulted in DFs exploiting opportunities within these industries.
I opened the shop … There was nobody who was doing it then … I stopped because there was to much
competition in the village
The data suggested that the high competition level within a certain industry also resulted in low market
prices. Especially within the arable farming business, high competition and high seasonal price variability
were reasons for DFs to search for alternative opportunities. The Milk Controller of the Mchinji MBG
observed the same process of increasing competition and lower market prices took place in the dairy
farming industry. He observed that more people joined the dairy farming industry, which resulted in a
relatively low milk price. This relatively low milk price was the reason for some DFs to engage in support
activities such as firewood collection. Thus, differences in industry competition level influenced the
opportunity recognition and exploitation processes among DFs.
We thought that with dairy things would have been different. Now the problems are quite similar though (like
arable farming), at least in terms of the price. We opted to join dairy, hoping that things were better, in terms
of money
Economic environment: Sudden market shock
As discussed in section 4.3.1., the MBG in Mchinji experienced three month closure which led to income
losses for many DFs in this area. Whereas the economic environment of the DFs was first characterised
by a stable monthly income from the MBG, the researcher believed that his sudden market shock and
loss of monthly income had a large influence on the opportunity recognition and exploitation process
of DFs. Especially at the collective MBG level, an increase of willingnes to recognise and exploit other
opportunities was perceived. As one DF mentioned, the MBG searched not only for a new milk buyer,
but was also searching for other income support activities in order to compensate for their income loss.
Thus, the market shock of a loss of income led to a change in the economic environment. This change
in the economic environment stimulated the opportunity recognition process at the collective MBG
level.
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4.4.2. Informal learning environments for managing and organising
businesses
4.4.2.1. Physical environments
Physical environments: MBG queue
As discussed in section 4.3.3., one location where many social interactions with other DFs took place
was the MBG. The waiting queue at the MBG provided room for DFs to interact with each other and
share and acquire practical knowledge on sour milk prevention, increasing milk production and feeding
practices. The interaction among DFs in the queue was also an informal learning moment for DFs to
share and acquire cultural knowledge on witchcraft, witchcraft protection and informal norms of how
to behave as a DF. Additionally, the data suggested that it was also at the MBG in Mchinji where different
DFs learned about the relatively low milk price they received via the MBG. Learning about the relatively
low milk price influenced how DFs managed their dairy farming business, since several did not bring
their milk anymore to the MBG, but started to engage in vending. Thus, DFs experienced several
informal learning moments when they went to the MBG to deliver their milk, and the practical and
cultural knowledge acquired at the MBG influenced how several DFs eventually managed and organised
their businesses.
Physical environments: Fields/gardens
Another physical environment which provided space for informal learning were the fields/gardens
where the DFs collected their feed. Collective feed collection moments in fields/gardens provided DFs
with the possibility to engage in informal knowledge sharing and acquisition. It was observed that DFs
had conversations about dairy farming related issues during these collective activities. It was also in the
fields/gardens where some DFs experimented with growing or collecting different types of feed which
they would feed to their cow. Thus, DFs experienced several informal learning processes when they
went on collective feed collection in the fields, or when they tried to collect or grow different grasses
for feed.
Usually I go to Lifidzi (feed collection place) together with few friends, from 2 to 3 people
We would like to do new farming activities, such as trying to plant new grass from a different field. This grass
may be good and continues growing at their place
Physical environment: Church
Based on the data, the researcher suspected that a third physical location were informal learning among
DFs occurred, was at the church. Several DFs stated that they did not belief in witchcraft or witchcraft
protection due to their belief in God. The data suggest that these attitudes towards witchcraft and
traditional protection were the result of interaction with religion. The researcher suspected that most
of these interactions with religion took place within a physical church. As the DFs who believed in God
were much less willing to spend money on traditional protection, the researcher assumed that the
informal learning processes via churches influenced the cultural knowledge and values of DFs, and
hence influenced how they managed and organised their businesses.
Physical environment: Marketplace
The fourth physical environment where informal learning by DFs took place, was the market place. Many
DFs who became aware of high price variability of arable crops, learned about it through experiences at
the marketplace. Due to reflection on these experiences, several DFs starting selling their arable
products in different places in order to receive better/higher prices for their products. Thus, the
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experiences of DFs with low arable product prices at the marketplace, influenced how these DFs
managed and organised their businesses.
Like Irish potatoes at Mitundu, while soya and groundnuts here in Magomero … We see the situation, the
demand that is there. Like Irish potatoes no one will pass and buy it
Physical environment: House of DF
The final physical environment where informal learning by DFs took place, was within their own
households. The data suggested that several DFs acquired and transformed practical knowledge
through learning by doing. Several DFs experimented with different vaselines for the cows udder,
whereas other DFs experimented with different feeding practices in the corral. Several DFs also stated
that they learned about witchcraft protection, since community members approached them at the
corral, which was often nearby the house of the DF. Additionally, the data suggested that often the
family members (husband/wife) of the DF assisted in the dairy farming activities, and they sometimes
discussed future actions related to dairy farming and income activities together. Thus, DFs do not only
learn informally outside of their house, but a lot of practical and cultural informal learning may actually
take place within the boundaries of their own household.
We help each other with learning in the dairy, with the husband
4.4.2.1. Socio cultural environment
Socio cultural environment: Village community
One social network which influenced how DFs managed and organised their businesses, was the social
network of the village community. The data suggested that cultural differences between village
communities influenced how DFs managed and organised their businesses. As discussed in section 4.2.2,
the cultural differences between the villages in Magomero and Mchinji could largely be explained due
to the presence of two different ethnic groups: Chewa and Ngoni. A DF who lived in a community which
mostly consisted of Chewa, often spent more resources on dealing with jealousy and witchcraft
compared to a DF who lived in a community mostly consisting of Ngoni. Additionally, it was also
observed that remote communities were often characterised by a collective lifestyle, compared to the
relatively individual lifestyle present at the trading centre of Magomero. The collective lifestyle of
remote communities was characterised by providing products on loans to many people of the
community with a high risk of not being paid back. Besides, DFs in these remote communities
characterised by a collective lifestyle, were generally more concerned with assisting community
members where possible, by handing out loans which have a high chance of not being paid back.
Whereas, the loans at Magomero were often paid back and initially only given to people who were able
to pay back the loan. It was the researchers interpretation that the differences in social networks of
village communities, highly influenced how DFs eventually managed and organised their businesses.
Socio cultural environment: Family
Another social network which influenced how DFs managed and organised businesses was the social
network of family. Between the two areas of Magomero and Mchinji, the role of family in dairy farming
differed. The role of family in Magomero was characterised by both assistance and jealousy, whereas
the role of family in Mchinji was only characterised by assistance. In both areas the DFs were aware that
they should assist their relatives, but it was observed that DFs in Magomero generally spend more
resources (milk, money) on their relatives compared to the DFs in Mchinji. As mentioned before, one
possible explanation can be found in the different cultural beliefs between the Chewa and the Ngoni
ethnic group. Thus, the different roles of family social networks in the Chewa and Ngoni culture
influenced how DFs managed and organised their businesses.
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Socio cultural environment: Practice of DFs
Another important social network within the socio cultural environment of DFs, was the presence of
CoPs. It was observed that the social interactions among DFs resulted in the acquisition of practical and
cultural knowledge which influenced how DFs managed and organised their businesses. Via periodic
interactions at monthly meetings or the MBG queue, DFs acquired new knowledge which they could
apply within their businesses. Whereas the monthly meetings are characterised by a relatively high level
of intentionality, the acquisition of knowledge at the MBG queue is characterised by a lower
intentionality to learn. Consequently, informal learning via CoPs can be the result of self-directed
learning (monthly meetings) or it can be the result of explicit/incidental learning (MBG queue). Thus,
the presence and participation in social networks of CoPs, resulted in acquiring practical and cultural
knowledge, which influenced how DFs managed and organised their businesses.
4.4.2.3. Economic environment
Economic environment: Resource availability
Within the economic environment of the DFs, resource distribution played a major role in how DFs
managed and organised their businesses. It was observed that differences in the distribution of feed
availability largely impacted how DFs managed and organised their businesses. Feed availability of the
individual DFs was largely impacted due to their geographical placement. DFs who were located closer
to a river experienced less problems with feed availability. Due to their close location to feed sources,
they did not have to spend much time feed collection, which enabled them to spend more time on other
income activities compared to DFs who lived further away from the river. Besides, the presence of high
competition influenced the resource availability of DFs. DFs who lived in a highly competitive dairy
farming area, often had less access to feed due to high demand, or had to travel large distance in order
to collect it themselves. Due to low feed availability, it was observed that some DFs fed their cow only
with dry feed and were experiencing underfed cows with low milk productivity. Low feed availability
also resulted in some DFs experiencing with other available feed grasses in the area, which can be
regarded as a form of informal learning.
Being close to the dambo facilitates me to get feed for the cow. When the upper area is dry, the dambo is not,
so we get the feed from there
In Magomero there is too much competition and he need to be sure to get gaga (feed)
Besides resource availability of feed, the level of monetary capital in one’s economic environment also
influenced how DFs managed and organised their businesses. It was observed that DFs who owned a
retail shop in Magomero only lent products to DFs or other people with a monthly income, so they could
reduce the chance of not receiving back the loan. The DFs with a retail shop in relatively remote villages
often had to lent products to community members and experienced a high risk of not receiving back
the loan. Therefore, not only the level of monetary capital of the individual DF, but also the level of
monetary capital of their community members influenced how DFs managed and organised their
businesses. Thus, difference in the economic environment in terms of resource distribution, influenced
how DFs managed and organised their businesses.
That is the life of the village, they search this and that, but because of the culture we need to assist others in
terms of loan
The benefits to be at the trading, customers come with cash and buy products, you do not experience so many
loans there
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4.4.3. Formal learning environment
As mentioned in section 4.4.1., two other physical learning environments were identified which
eventually influenced the informal EL process by DFs. These two learning environments were formal
schools and non-formal trainings.
Several DFs stated that their formal school education was important in how they managed their
businesses. The data suggested that the DFs with a higher education often recognised opportunities
through comprehension, e.g. thinking about one’s economic security, whereas DFs with a lower
education often recognised opportunities through apprehension, e.g. seeing opportunity benefits and
start to copy the opportunity. The role of education in the process of opportunity recognition via
apprehension or comprehension was also perceived by the MBG controller in Mchinji.
Most of the farmers, they do not know. They did not go to school. So they do not know how is, which is which,
the good and the badness of being a farmer. They just do it because my friend is doing this, let me do this
Besides the influence of education on the opportunity recognition and exploitation processes, it was
also observed that education level influenced the way how DFs managed and organised their
businesses. DFs with a higher education level were often more concerned with growing and expanding
their businesses, whereas DFs with a lower education level were generally more concerned with making
ends meet in their daily lives. One DF in Mchinji stated that not only educational background, but also
the personality of the DF influence how they manage their businesses. However, it was observed by the
researcher that differences between formal educational levels of DFs generally did lead to differences
in how DFs managed their businesses, e.g. expanding businesses vs making ends meet.
In secondary school I studied commercial study. With the activity at home and my knowledge I come up with
this business … I got the knowledge from my parents and from my studies in commerce at school
Then I have another level of education. School have contributed a lot to me
Besides the formal learning environment of school, it was also perceived that the non-formal trainings
influenced the informal EL process by DFs. Differences in the informal EL process between DFs could
sometimes be brought back to different experiences of non-formal trainings. According to the MBG in
Magomero and Mchinji it was mandatory for the DFs to follow the initial DF training at the MBG.
However, it was observed that not all DFs followed this training. The data suggested that DFs who did
not follow these trainings in Magomero, generally had stronger beliefs in witchcraft and its effects. DFs
who did follow the training of the MBG or other external organisations, were more knowledgable on
cow health and had more knowledge on what to do when the cow was experiencing sickness. DFs who
did not have this knowledge were more inclined to blame sick or dying cows on witchcraft instead of
following the procedures advised by the MBG. Thus, non-formal trainings do not only provide DFs with
practical knowledge, but it also has the potential to influence cultural beliefs on witchcraft and its effects
among DFs.
I did not think about witchcraft because the moment the cow was sick I just come from the training. I knew that
when the Friesian is doing this is sick from calcium
People who haven’t been trained they find a lot of problems, looking to what has happened to the cow and
seen what it has been done, witchcraft. Somebody who has been trained he knows the life of the cow and check
the cow, what is supposed to be done
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4.5. Which factors hamper informal entrepreneurial
learning of smallholder dairy farmers?
So far, this study provided insights in the what, how and when elements of informal EL by Malawian
smallholder DFs located in Magomero and Mchinji. Additionally, several factors were identified which
hampered the Malawian smallholder DFs both in their informal EL process. Besides, the researcher also
identified several factors which hampered informal EL by other individuals in the rural communities,
next to the 40 smallholder DFs. The two next sections provide insights in which social and environmental
factors hampered the informal EL process of Malawian smallholder DFs.
The researcher identified three main factors which hampered the opportunity recognition and
exploitation process of the smallholder DFs: personal factors, socio cultural factors, and economic
factors. Firstly, it was observed that personal factors of gender, small family size and low level of
entrepreneurial drive influenced one’s ability and willingness to recognise and exploit entrepreneurial
opportunities. Secondly, socio cultural factors of cultural beliefs in witchcraft, informal norms of
supporting one’s relatives, and social exclusion hampered the informal learning process of opportunity
recognition and exploitation. Finally, it was observed that especially a lack of resources hampered the
ability to exploit new opportunities.
The researcher also identified three main factors which hampered the informal EL process of learning
how to manage and organise businesses: personal factors, socio cultural factors, economic factors, and
geographic factors. Firstly, personal factors of gender, age, lack of motivation and risk aversity
hampered the informal learning process of managing and organising businesses. Secondly, socio cultural
factors of cultural beliefs in witchcraft, and a lack of MBG leadership also hampered the informal learning
process of managing and organising businesses. Thirdly, it was observed that the economic factors of
lack of resources and an alternative higher selling price through vending hampered the informal learning
process of managing and organising businesses. Finally, DFs were hampered in their informal learning
process due to the geographical factor of distance to the MBG.
Figure 16 shows the identified factors which hampered the informal EL process by DFs. A more detailed
elaboration on the personal, socio cultural, economic and geographic factors hampering the informal
EL process by DFs can be found in the next two sections.
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Figure 16: Factors hampering the informal EL process of Malawi smallholder DFs
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4.5.1. Factors hampering informal learning of opportunity
recognition and exploitation
4.5.1.1. Personal factors
Personal factor: Gender
It was observed by the researcher that the personal factor of gender could hamper the informal learning
process of opportunity recognition and exploitation in rural communities. One male DF explicitly stated
that women quit their education and get children on a young age, which influenced their planning of
future. Even though the role of gender on opportunity recognition and exploitation was only explicitly
mentioned once in the data, it was perceived by the researcher that many female DFs also fulfilled the
household tasks. These household tasks were often time and energy consuming. This led the researcher
to suspect that the combination of household tasks and time consuming activities of dairy farming
limited the available time of female DFs, and prevented them from exploiting other opportunities due
to time shortage.
They get children at a young age and they marry too soon. They stop with their education, especially the
women, which makes it hard to maintain a plan for the future
Personal factor: Small family size
A second identified personal factor which hampered the informal learning process of opportunity
recognition and exploitation was a small family size. The data suggested that many DFs had family
members (children or husband/wife) which assisted them in their dairy farming activities. Overall, the
assistance of family members allowed the DF to have more time available to engage in other income
activities. It was also observed that the DFs who were not assisted by family members, often did not
engage in other income activities besides arable farming and dairy farming due to a lack of time
It helps our mom, she will not be tired all the time. She has more hands, she will not be always tired
My family is too small so I cannot manage
Personal factor: Low level of entrepreneurial drive
Several scholars studied and discussed the role of entrepreneurial drive in poverty conditions (Cele &
Wale, 2020; Ligthelm, 2013). Cele & Wale (2020) stated that the difference between an individual with
entrepreneurial potential and an individual who exploits this potential can be traced back to their
entrepreneurial drive. Shane et al. (2003) differentiated between four aspects of entrepreneurial drive:
ambition, goals, energy/stamina, and persistence. According to Shane et al. (2003) entrepreneurial
ambition leads to high goal setting, which can be achieved through energy/stamina and persistence.
During the data analysis, the researcher observed that entrepreneurial potential (ambition and goals)
were present, but a lack of energy/stamina and persistence to act on the entrepreneurial potential
might have prevented individuals from exploiting opportunities. Several DFs stated that some
community members were aware of the benefits of dairy farming and wanted to experience these
benefits. However, it was also stated that many communities members were not willing to do the hard
work in order to gain these benefits. Thus, the lack of energy/stamina to exploit this opportunity was
could be perceived as a large factor which prevented opportunity exploitation in the rural communities.
Therefore, the researcher suspected that a low level of entrepreneurial drive due to a lack of energy,
stamina and persistence hampered the informal learning process of opportunity exploitation by
individuals living in rural communities.
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In the village everybody wants to have a dairy cow. Looking at the work that is in dairy farming, people they do
not admire because there is too much work
4.5.1.2. Socio cultural factors
Socio cultural factor: Cultural beliefs in witchcraft
Besides personal factors, several socio cultural factors were identified which also hampered the informal
learning process of opportunity recognition and exploitation. Several DFs explicitly stated that cultural
beliefs in witchcraft, especially among the Chewa group in Magomero, was the reason for not starting
a new business. It was generally known by the DFs in Magomero that witchcraft was the result of
jealousy. Several DFs stated that they did not wanted to increase the jealousy level in their community
and therefore did not start with new businesses, even though they did have the ambition to do so.
Besides, cultural beliefs in witchcraft also occasionally resulted in individuals moving away from villages
to start a business elsewhere.
The reason that has made me not to come up with the shop is because all those things that are happening.
When I will came up with the business they can think that I m going to kill that person
Many people are leaving the village to the trading center, in order to run away from these episodes. I’m also
affected at the moment, and I am no longer thinking to open that garage
Not only did cultural beliefs in witchcraft resulted in individuals not exploiting an opportunity, or moving
away from communities with strong beliefs in witchcraft, the data suggested that strong cultural beliefs
in witchcraft can also result in the closure of businesses. Thus, strong cultural beliefs in witchcraft in
rural communities, hampered the informal learning process of opportunity recognition and exploitation
of individuals within these communities.
It is chitaka (witchcraft) that made me close the shop
Socio cultural factor: Informal norm of supporting relatives
A second socio cultural factor which hampered the informal learning process of opportunity recognition
and exploitation was the informal norm of supporting one’s relatives. It was observed by the researcher
that several DFs were not able to start new businesses due to a lack of capital. Several DFs stated
explicitly that it was the obligation of supporting their relatives which prevented them from starting new
businesses. Thus, the informal norm of supporting one’s relatives by handing out money hampered the
ability of DFs to actually exploit new entrepreneurial opportunities, due to a lack of capital.
Those family members are milking me instead of making me fat and opening other businesses
I have the desire to sell mandazi outside the school, but I have not enough capital to start the business ….
Without the expenses from my family I could have started the business
Socio cultural factor: Social exclusion
A third socio cultural factor which hampered the informal learning process of opportunity recognition
and exploitation was social exclusion. The researcher identified several cases where social exclusion
resulted in people not exploiting opportunities after recognition. Having a different village origin
compared to the rest of the community, or being extremely poor, can result in social exclusion and
prevent opportunity exploitation. Curiously, the data did not suggest that social exclusion based on
ethnicity took place within the two research areas of Magomero and Mchinji.
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I am new in the village and might have problems like that
A small group of farmers did not allow me to join because I was very poor and they said that I would not be
able to take care of cows
4.5.1.3. Economic factors
Economic factors: Lack of resources
Besides personal and socio cultural factors, it was also identified that a lack of resources hampered the
informal learning process of opportunity recognition and exploitation. Especially a lack of time
prevented DFs from engaging in other income opportunities. The data suggested that the DFs who
collected their feed from far away, or had to cycle a long way to the MBG, were very limited in their
time, whereas DFs who could afford employees for feed collection or for bringing the milk to the MBG,
generally experienced less problems with time management. The researcher observed that the DFs who
could afford employees, generally had more time to focus on arable farming or other income activities,
such as a retail shop. Thus, a lack of capital prevented several DFs from hiring an employee. As a resulted
these DFs were limited in their time which they could spend on exploiting other opportunities.
I feel good because I can do other activities, while the cow is fed, I can do gardening. Although, if I can have
no employee, the cow could be in problem
The employee is important, because I leave him. He can also do other activities, so employing is important, so
I can concentrate on dairy farming
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4.5.2. Factors hampering informal learning of managing and
organising businesses
4.5.2.1. Personal factors
Personal factor: Gender
Not only did gender hamper the informal learning process of opportunity recognition and exploitation,
but it was also identified as a factor which hampered the informal learning process of managing and
organising businesses. As mentioned in section 4.4.2, the waiting queue at the MBG is generally a place
for knowledge acquisition and sharing between DFs. However a male-female separation in the queue
was observed. Two female DFs stated that they were missing out on the information which was shared
among the male DFs in the queue. The researcher interpreted this as a knowledge asymmetry, due to
the male-female separation. Thus, gender could be regarded as a hampering factor on how female DFs
learn to manage and organise their businesses, since they could miss out on knowledge which was
shared between male DFs, e.g. knowledge asymmetry (Kolb; 1984).
We can say that we stay together but they (male DFs) maybe do not reveal the place where they get the feed,
they can maybe hide the place
It was also observed that several female DFs used their husband or employee to bring the milk to the
MBG. By letting others bring the milk to the MBG, these female DFs might have missed out on the
knowledge sharing practices which occurred between the female DFs in the MBG waiting queue.
Additionally, they relied on the knowledge acquisition process of their husband or employee in the
waiting queue, since the female DFs were not participating in the knowledge sharing practice
themselves.
A boy comes back on the bike with the milk churn
He never chats with people. He does not have the desire to chat them. He just feels that he has to do there to
sell the milk
It was also observed that the DFs who participated in the collective activity of feed collection were only
male DFs. As stated by several male and female DFs, feed collection is hard work and could sometimes
be too hard for female DFs. It was the researchers interpretation that female DFs who did not participate
in collective activity of feed collection with the male DFs, missed out on informal learning moments
which took place during these collective activities.
I have never gone to lifidzi because I can’t manage to get tchezi from there, only man goes there
The feed collection practices of 8 female DFs were distinguished by the researcher. Out of these 8
female DFs, 4 female DFs did not engage in the feed collection practice themselves and used employees
or their husband to do the feed collection for them. It must be noted that the 4 identified female DFs
who did engage in the feed collection practices themselves, had better access to nearby feed sources
compared to the other 4 female DFs. Besides, it was the researchers interpretation that the female DFs
who did not collect the feed themselves, generally experimented less with different types of feed, since
they were reliant on the feed which was brought back by the husband or employee.
When the cow eats different feeds is better, however my husband is not aware of it. I can’t collect the feed by
myself for the hard work. My husband does not know how to feed the cow

73

.

Personal factor: Age
Besides gender, age also hampered the informal learning process of managing and organising
businesses by DFs. It was observed that relatively older DFs, which were located in an area with low feed
accessibility, had trouble to collect the right feed for their cow. Due to their age, they often could not
endure the long bicycle trips to collect feed from a remote location. As a result, these DFs depended on
the feed which was available in their nearby environment. Due to their age, older DFs could also not
endure the long distances of the collective feed collection trips, thus also missing out on these informal
learning moments.
Many people owning the cow are old. The feed from the cow is taken from different areas far away and is
difficult for them to get it
It was also observed that large age differences between DFs was sometimes the reason why several DFs
did not interact with each other in the MBG queue. As a result, especially younger DFs did not fully
participate in the knowledge sharing practices in the MBG queue.
I find difficult interact with someone older than me in a way that is childish
Personal factor: Lack of motivation
A third personal factor which hampered the informal learning process of managing and organising
businesses was a lack of motivation. As mentioned in the previous sub-section, having a low
entrepreneurial drive prevented individuals in rural communities to exploit opportunities (Cele & Wale,
2020). Additionally, the data suggested that differences in energy/stamina and persistency (Shane et
al., 2003) between DFs also hampered the informal learning process of how DFs learned to managed
and organise their businesses.
It was observed that several DFs knew about certain feeding practices or sour milk prevention practices,
but did not put this knowledge to practice. Besides, several DFs stated that other DFs are lazy and
therefor do not actually put this engage in these practices. Based on the insights by Shane et al. (2003)
on entrepreneurial drive, it was the interpretations of the researcher that several DFs lacked the
motivation to actually transform this information into knowledge. One possible explanation for this lack
of motivation to engage in these practices, could be found in the different energy/stamina and
persistency levels of DFs. It might be the case that some DFs do have sufficient energy and stamina to
exploit the opportunity of dairy farming, but do not have the persistency to maintain these energy levels
in order to actually engage in these feeding or sour milk prevention practices. Additionally, it was
observed that several DFs did not see the added value of spending time on sour milk prevention
practices such as milk filtration, or collecting different kinds of feed in order to ensure a diverse feeding
diet. Thus, the lack of motivation by DFs to engage in these practices could have been the result of a
lack persistency, which hampered the informal learning process of managing and organising businesses.
The milk is checked for the second time in the MBG. To him it makes no sense to filter the milk for two times
Advisors advise them [other DFs], but because of negligence they do not feed the cow with other feeds
I was lazy to get the feed for the cow
Personal factor: Risk aversity
A fourth personal factor which hampered the informal learning process of managing and organising
businesses was the presence of risk averse behaviour. It was observed that several DFs did not want to
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experiment since they were sticking to their routines. Overall, the DFs who were more risk taking were
more willing to experiment with different feeding practices or cow-breeds in order to increase their
productivity.
I do not use soap, since I don’t know which is the proper one and I am afraid that it might give infections or
sour mil
Cele & Wale (2020) discuss the presence of business mind-sets among smallholders and stated that a
business mind-set is needed in order to grow from smallholder to commercial farmer. During the data
analysis, it was observed that DFs who stated that they have a business mind-set, were more willing to
take risk in order to increase their productivity and income. These DFs often stated that they wanted to
grow their businesses via (1) intensification of their current activities, e.g. increase milk production by
having more cows, or (2) diversify their income activities. The Milk Buyers of the MBG in Magomero also
observed that the DFs who identified themselves as businessmen were more productive and undertook
more activities and risk in order to support dairy farming. Thus, the data suggested that the personal
factor of not having a business mind-set and being risk averse hampered the informal learning process
of managing and organising one’s businesses.
The ones who think farming as a business do more activities in supporting dairy farming
A lot of farmers harvest their crops and they use the money for the harvest to woman alcohol and other
expensive budgets. I think that the harvest now should help me next season
4.5.2.2. Socio cultural factors
Socio cultural factors: Cultural beliefs in witchcraft
The researcher observed that strong cultural beliefs in witchcraft did not only hamper opportunity
recognition and exploitation, but also hampered the informal learning process of managing and
organising businesses. Several cases were identified where DFs relied on their cultural beliefs in
witchcraft to explain bad events. Generally these bad events involved sickness or sudden death of the
cow, which these DFs could not explain. Whereas DFs with strong cultural beliefs blamed these events
on witchcraft, DFs who had less strong beliefs in witchcraft called the MBG advisor when their cow was
sick or dying. The strong cultural belief in witchcraft prevented several DFs from calling the MBG advisor
and learning about the ‘scientific reason’ why their cow was sick or dying. Especially DFs who received
the cow from their parents or bought it themselves, often did not follow the MBG training and were
more prone to explaining bad events through the use witchcraft.
When somebody, is having the believes that the cow can bewitched by someone, that one fails to call the
advisor and consult the advisor about what he can do. The believes are influencing the dairy farmer not to be
a good farmer in the industry
Additionally, the data suggested that more time, money and energy was spend to deal with witchcraft
by DFs who had strong cultural beliefs, compared to DFs who had less strong cultural beliefs in
witchcraft. Relatively expensive traditional medicines were bought by several DFs in order to protect
their cow against witchcraft. Besides, it was often stated that witchcraft was generally the result of
jealousy. DFs in Magomero generally spent more time, money and energy to reduce this jealousy (milk
sharing and money giving), compared to the DFs in Mchinji. As a result, these resources could not be
invested in the business of the DFs anymore, which prevented possible growth of their businesses.
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I make sure to follow what I’ve been trained. But because of the culture, I’m here also to take part on the
cultural aspect and do the protection. That’s why I did it, to prevent from the cultural factors that might affect
the cow
Socio cultural factor: Lack of MBG leadership
A second socio cultural factor which hampered the informal learning process of managing and
organising businesses, was a lack of leadership by executive members of the MBG. Several cases in
Mchinji were identified, where DFs did not comply with the formal rules of the MBG of vending. These
formal rules stated that DFs could not engage in vending, otherwise their cow would be taken away.
However, several DFs stated that they observed executive members of the MBG engaging in vending,
and started to engage in vending themselves as a result.
Then, starting from the executive, the executive members, they are the ones who started breaking the rules
Besides, it was stated that the chairs of different zones did not report vending DFs to the MBG. The data
suggested that these zone chairs did not report on cases of vending, since they did not wanted to make
people angry. As a result, the formal rule of the MBG in Mchinji that the cow of a vending DF should be
taken away, was not enforced strongly. The informal tolerance of vending activities due to a lack of
leadership, resulted in many vending DFs receiving a daily income instead of a monthly income. As
mentioned in section 4.2.2 receiving a daily income instead of a monthly income due to vending
practices, affects the informal learning of budgeting skills which aids DFs in managing and organising
their businesses.
But if the leaders of the zone, if they start reporting people who are vending, maybe the rule will be enforced.
But a lot of zone leaders they don’t report vending case. Maybe the zone chair is afraid of making enemies
4.5.2.3. Economic factors
Economic factors: Lack of resources
One economic factor which hampered the informal learning process of managing and organising
businesses was the lack of resources. Lack of money prevented several DFs from buying the proper feed
for the cow, and therefore had to resort to alternative feeding practices. It was also observed that lack
of land was often the reason why DFs did not maintain a garden for feed, and thus had to travel large
distances to collect feed. In order to ensure own food security, many DFs destroyed the feed garden so
they could cultivate maize or other crops for own consumption. Nearby feed accessibility could result
in DFs not having to travel large distances for feed collection, which would improve their time
management and allows for time spending on other income activities. However, due to lack of land,
several DFs were forced to engage in distant feed collection practices.
Economic factors: Alternative higher selling price
A second economic factor which hampered the informal learning process of managing and organising
businesses was the alternative higher milk selling price which DFs could receive via vending. The data
suggested that especially in Mchinji a large share of the 60 active DFs engaged in vending activities due
to the higher milk price. Since it was suspected that many DFs in Mchinji engaged in vending practices,
these DFs also missed out on social interaction moments at the MBG queue and the informal knowledge
sharing practices taking place there. Besides, as mentioned before, engaging in vending hampered the
informal learning process of developing budgeting skills and prioritising expenses.
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4.5.2.4. Geographic factors
Geographic factors: Distance to the MBG
A final factor which hampered the informal learning process of managing and organising businesses was
the geographical factor of distance towards the MBG. It was observed that the DFs which lived in
relatively distant communities from the MBG generally did not deliver their milk to the MBG. The data
suggested that these DFs had an increased chance that their milk would become sour during the trip
due to heat. Besides, several DFs stated that the trip itself took a lot of energy and time from the DFs.
These DFs did not experience the same level of social interaction with other DFs in the MBG waiting
queue, and thus did not experience the informal learning processes taking place at the MBG.
Additionally, the remote distance to the MBG also stimulated vending practices. Since DFs could not sell
their milk at the MBG, but still needed an income, they had to resort to vending practices.
Mchinji MBG has a lot of dairy farmers. But the problem is they are far away. The farmers are far away. It is
only those who have good, reliable, transport good or strong transport that maybe, and maybe physically they
are also strong, who are able to take the milk to the bulking group… So it is easier for them to choose vending
Contrary, it was observed that the DFs who lived nearby a river, generally had better feed accessibility.
These DFs had to spend less time on feed collection and were more able to spend time on other income
activities, whereas the DFs in or around the MBG of Magomero often had to travel large distance to
collect feed.
To be at Magomero is better but you are restricted when you have a cow, because it requires feed. When
someone is at Masola is better, and would be able to get the feed because is close to the river
It is noteworthy to mention that one DF in Mchinji stated that Heifer International led the MBG in
Mchinji at a certain period. The DF stated that farm visits by employees of Heifer occurred at that time,
which assisted the DFs in learning new dairy farming practices. The DFs acquired farm-specific practical
knowledge via interactions with the Heifer employees. However, after Heifer left the MBG, advisors of
the MBG experienced a lack of transportation and where not able to visit remote DFs anymore. As a
result, especially the DFs who lived in remote locations did not have the opportunity anymore to ask
questions to MBG advisors and where hampered in their informal learning process of managing and
organising businesses.
When the Heifer people came, I would get the chance to ask questions. Sometimes Heifer people would see
what I was doing and would tell me that this was wrong, do it this way. And I would understand. I thought that
the visits were really helpful
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5. DISCUSSION OF FINDINGS
The purpose of this study was to explore the informal EL processes of Malawian smallholder dairy
farmers from the CREMPA cooperative, located in the two areas of Magomero and Mchinji. By making
use of abductive analysis of secondary data from a critical realis perspective, different knowledge
themes and forms, informal learning processes, informal learning environments, and factors hampering
the informal EL process have been identified. Although this study was not based on qualitative fieldwork
by the researcher, the secondary data analysis did provide interesting insights in the underlying
mechanisms and structures of the informal EL process of Malawi smallholder dairy farmers.
First, the secondary data analysis showed that the learning process of recognising and exploiting
entrepreneurial opportunities of the dairy farmers was largely depended on informal learning. The dairy
farmers in informally acquired knowledge about their economic security, market attractiveness and
opportunity benefits, which stimulated their opportunity recognition and exploitation. Besides, it was
observed that much of the acquired knowledge which dairy farmers put to use in their daily business
activities, was learned informally. The knowledge which was acquired via informal learning could also
be classified as different knowledge forms. Not only did dairy farmers acquire practical knowledge on
how they can engage in certain dairy farming practices, but it was also observed that much of their
cultural knowledge was acquired via informal learning. Besides practical and cultural knowledge,
informal learning also led to the acquisition of tacit knowledge which assisted the dairy farmers in
managing and organising their businesses.
Secondly, the findings suggest that informal EL of dairy farmers took place social interaction with
industry peers, community members, family and interaction with religion. These social interactions
allowed for knowledge acquisition and sharing practices between dairy farmers, which eventually
influenced how they recognised and exploited opportunities or how the managed and organised their
businesses. Besides social interactions, it was also via experiential learning that dairy farmers recognised
new entrepreneurial opportunities, which they could exploit to increase their household income. It was
also via experiential learning that dairy farmers learned about new ways to manage and organise their
businesses. Finally, it was observed that active experimentation among dairy farmers sometimes led to
changes in how dairy farmers managed and organised their businesses. The informal learning processes
of learning via social interaction, experiential learning, and experimentation differed in levels of
intention and awareness by the learner. Learning through social interaction consisted of tacit, incidental,
explicit and self-direct informal learning processes, whereas experiential learning was often incidental
and experimentation was often self-directed (Schugurensky, 2000; Mejiuni et al., 2015). Thus, the
findings show that there are not only several informal processes through which informal EL takes place,
but the intention and awareness during these informal learning process also differed between dairy
farmers.
Thirdly, the findings suggest that informal EL was largely determined by the informal learning
environment of the individual dairy farmer. The socio-cultural environment of the dairy farmers which
was compromised of social networks of friends, family, village community and CoPs of dairy farmers and
influenced both informal EL processes of recognising and exploiting opportunities, and managing and
organising businesses. Besides, differences in upbringing also influenced how dairy farmers recognised
and exploit opportunities. Next to the socio cultural environment, it was also observed that the
economic environment of the dairy farmers influenced their informal EL process, since differences in
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resource distribution and industry competition level resulted in different entrepreneurial behaviours
between dairy farmers. The data also suggested that changes in the economic environment of dairy
farmers by market shocks influenced their opportunity recognition and exploitation process. The
researcher also identified several specific physical locations, such as the MBG queue, own house or the
marketplace, where informal EL of the dairy farmers took place.
Finally, the findings suggest that several factors hampered informal EL of the smallholder dairy farmers.
It was observed that personal traits such as gender, age, family size, entrepreneurial drive, level of
motivation and risk aversity not only influenced the capability, but also the intention of dairy farmers to
learn from social interactions or experiences. Besides personal traits, it was also observed that economic
factors such as lack of resources or alternative higher selling price hampered informal EL of dairy
farmers. Next to personal and economic factors, several socio cultural factors were identified which
hampered the informal EL process of the dairy farmers. These socio cultural factors consisted of strong
cultural beliefs, informal norms, social exclusion and lack of leadership. Finally, the geographic factor of
distance to the MBG also hampered informal EL of smallholder dairy farmers.
Overall, based on the findings of this study, it can be concluded that informal EL of smallholder dairy
farmers can be perceived as a continuous life-long process with no clear start or ending point, and is
influenced by a wide variety of factors. These characteristics and aspects of informal EL, make it hard to
study it from an academic point of view, but does shows its importance within overall EL.
Due to the broad scope of this study, the researcher argues that this study and its resulting emerging
framework contributes to literature on opportunity-based entrepreneurship, knowledge sharing
practices in rural communities, experiential entrepreneurial learning, and informal entrepreneurial
learning. The theoretical implications for these academic fields are discussed in section 5.1-5.4. Section
5.5 discusses the methodological contribution of this study within the field of entrepreneurial studies.
Additionally, this study also has practical implications for Agricultural Extension Services (AES),
governments and organisations providing Entrepreneurial Education and Trainings (EET), and finally for
rural agricultural cooperatives, such as the CREMPA dairy cooperative. These practical implications are
discussed in section 5.6.
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5.1. Theoretical implications for opportunity-based
entrepreneurship
5.1.1. Necessity versus opportunity-based entrepreneurship
Sutter et al. (2019) encouraged scholars to research the opportunity recognition and exploitation
process of entrepreneurs in poverty settings, since critical theoretical and practical guidance for
policymakers, organisations and entrepreneurs could be gained. This study is a response to the call by
Sutter et al. (2019), since it gained insights in the underlying mechanisms and structures of the
opportunity recognition and exploitation process of smallholder dairy farmers of the CREMPA dairy
collective.
As often stated in literature, entrepreneurial activities in the form of small businesses in settings of
poverty can be regarded as subsistance or necessity based entrepreneurship, which has limited
potential to significally increase the standard of living by the entrepreneur or the entrepreneur’s family
(Bruton et al., 2015; McMullen et al., 2008; Fischer, 2013). Whereas subsistence entrepreneurs are
normally pushed into self-employment due to a lack of alternatives, opportunity entrepreneurs are
pulled into entrepreneurship due to the attractiveness of the opportunity (McMullen et al., 2008).
Especially the GEM (Global Entrepreneurship Monitor) views the entrepreneurial activities by
individuals in abject poverty as necessity driven, and treats push and pull entrepreneurs as two separate
groups (Namatovu et al., 2010).
The findings of this study show that the entrepreneurial activities in rural communities in developing
countries are not necessarily either necessity or opportunity based. The findings show that the
underlying motivations to exploit the self-employment opportunity of dairy farming, are indeed
influenced by push factors. On the one hand, dairy farmers stated that they were forced to search for
alternative income opportunities due to high price variability in arable farming, low prices of tobacco
crops and increasing yield variability in arable farming due to climate change. One the other hand, dairy
farmer stated that they exploited the self-employment opportunitiy of dairy farming, because they were
attracted by the benefits of receiving a monthly income, being able to consume milk, receiving cow
manure for arable farming and using the cow as collateral to receive products on loan. These findings
suggest that the motivations to pursue self-employment opportunities are not solely based on either
push or pull factors. This implies that the concepts of push (necessity) and pull (opportunity) factors for
entrepreneurship therefore should be not seen as two mutually exclusive concepts. The view of not
considering push and pull factors as two separate concepts contradicts the view of the GEM (Reynolds
et al., 2005), and supports the group of researchers who belief that push and pull factors for
entrepreneurship might coexist (Williams & Williams, 2014; Aidis et al. 2006; Eijdenberg, 2016).

5.1.2. Influencing factors on entrepreneurial opportunity recognition
The findings of this study provide insights in the factors which influence opportunity recognition and
exploitation in rural communities. A systematic literature review by George et al. (2016) on
entrepreneurial opportunity recognition provides a good overview of the current literature on
opportunity recognition and its influencing factors. They classified six influential factors on the
opportunity recognition process: prior knowledge, social capital, cognition/personality traits,
environmental conditions, alertness, and systematic search (George et al., 2016, p. 309). However, as
stated by Alvarez & Barney (2014) and Jones et al. (2018), research on EL and entrepreneurship is mostly
conducted in developed countries and is less prominent in developing countries and continents. The
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systematic literature analysis by George et al. (2016) supports the statements by Alvarez & Barney (2014
and Jones et al. (2018), since many of the studies reviewed in their systemic literature analysis occurred
within developed countries. Therefore, this study complements the few studies on opportunity
recognition of entrepreneurs located in rural communities or the informal economy within developing
countries (Ozgen & Minsky, 2007; Bhagavatula et al. 2010). The findings of this study suggest that the
factors which influence the opportunity recognition and exploitation process of smallholder dairy
farmers in rural communities, can roughly be classified as social capital, cognitive/personality traits and
environmental conditions (George et al. 2016).
Firstly, it was identified that many dairy farmers learned about the self-employment opportunity of dairy
farming through social interaction. Besides, dairy farmers could make use of their social networks of
friends and family, which could provide them access to scare resources in order to exploit opportunities
(Fuentes et al., 2010). Many dairy farmers stated that relatives assisted them in their dairy farming
business, since they could collect scarce feed from their gardens or fields, which allowed them to
continue their dairy farming business.
Secondly, several scholars focussed on the cognitive/personal traits of entrepreneurs to explain why
entrepreneurs act on opportunities when others do not (Baron, 2008; Shane & Venkataraman, 2000;
Baker et al., 2005). This study enriches the perspective of entrepreneurship based on cognitive/personal
traits, since it was identified that the entrepreneurial drive of individuals in rural communities largely
determine their opportunity exploitation process. It was observed that entrepreneurial potential was
present among several individuals in the rural communities, since they had the desire to have a cow and
experience the additional benefits. However, low energy and stamina levels could prevent these
individuals from actually exploiting the opportunity (Shane et al., 2003), since several dairy farmers
stated that laziness was the main reason why others were not engaging in dairy farming regardless of
their desire to have a cow. Besides, it was not only observed that dairy farmers were willing to work
hard, but they were also willing to work through apparent risks. It was identified that the dairy farmers
were confronted with many risks, ranging from sick cows, feed shortages, sudden loss of income and
sour milk. Thus, this supports the notion by George et al. (2016) that the personal trait of risk taking
behaviour explains why certain individuals exploit opportunities when others do not.
Thirdly, research showed that environmental conditions can influence the opportunity recognition and
exploitation process both positively and negatively (George et al., 2016). Several scholars studied the
influence of environmental conditions on opportunity recognition and exploitation (Tang, 2010; Webb
et al. 2011), but did so from an institutional perspective. This study provides insights in the physical,
socio cultural and economic environment in order to grasp a holistic view of the environment in which
opportunity recognition and exploitation by dairy farmers in rural communities took place. Especially
the role of witchcraft within the socio cultural environment was identified as an important factor which
not only influenced the opportunity recognition and exploitation process, but also had an impact on
how entrepreneurs in rural communities managed and organised their businesses. Several scholars
studied the role of spirituals beliefs within entrepreneurship in Sub-Sahara Africa (Mgumia, 2020;
Ajekwe, 2017; Zivkovic, 2017; April, 2010). These studies suggest that entrepreneurs are influenced in
how they manage their businesses, since they have to cope with the risk of experiencing witchcraft by
community members due to envy (April, 2010). This study supports the notion that witchcraft in rural
communities is generally the result of envy/jealousy by community members. It also enriches the study
of April (2010), since it provides insights in: (1) the specific strategies through which dairy farmers cope
with witchcraft in their community, e.g. buying of traditional medicine and sharing of resources, and (2)
the impact on their business performance, e.g. less resources for business diversification or growth. The
findings also suggest that cultural beliefs in witchcraft negatively influence opportunity exploitation,
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since it was observed that several dairy farmers did not exploit opportunities due to the fear of
witchcraft. Current literature on the influencing role of witchcraft on opportunity recognition and
exploitation in rural communities in Sub-Sahara Africa is extremely limited. Therefore the researcher
encourages other scholars to study the impact of cultural beliefs on the opportunity recognition and
exploitation process in rural communities in Sub-Sahara Africa, since this may yield new and interesting
insights in the entrepreneurial activities taking place in poverty dominated conditions.
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5.2. Theoretical implications for knowledge sharing
practices in rural communities
5.2.1. Informal versus formal knowledge acquisition and sharing
practices
Several studies have been conducted on the knowledge sharing practices which take place in rural
communities and the informal economy, characterised by a high employment rate in the agricultural
sector and dominated by poverty (Akinsooto & Akpomuje, 2018; Mtega et al., 2013; Karamagi & Nakirya,
2009; Magni, 2017). The findings of this study enriches current literature on the knowledge acquisition
and sharing practices which take place in rural communities.
A meta-analysis of 10 studies on knowledge sharing processes in rural communities in Tanzania by
Mtega et al. (2013) found that the one main process through which individuals in rural communities
acquired knowledge was via observation of others. The study on adult informal learning in rural
communities by Akinsooto & Akpomuje (2018) was conducted after the meta-analysis of Mtega et al.
(2013), but also showed that the majority of their study participants learned about informal economic
activities through observation, mentoring relationship and trial and error. The findings of this study also
suggest that smallholder dairy farmers in rural communities acquired much of their knowledge through
observation. However, whereas the studies by Mtega et al. (2013) and Akinsooto & Akpomuje (2018)
suggest that knowledge acquisition through observation in rural communities is mainly intentional: “It
involves keen noticing, viewing and having careful attention paid to details in order to acquire skills”
(Akinsooto & Akpomuje, 2018, p.439), the findings of this study suggest that much of the practical
knowledge acquired by dairy farmers through observation was incidental and not intentional (explicit
or self-directed). Besides, this study shows that informal incidental learning through observation not
only plays an important role in the acquisition process of practical knowledge, but is also of importance
in the acquisition process of cultural knowledge.
This study also provides insights in the specific locations/activities where informal knowledge sharing
between dairy farmers took place. Lwoga (2009) identified the presence of formal and informal groups
within rural communities. Knowledge sharing in formal groups is highly intentionally and the reason for
interaction is to share or solve problems. Members of informal groups share knowledge during their
interaction, however knowledge sharing is not the underlying reason for their interaction. The findings
of this study suggest that participation in formal (monthly zone meetings) and informal (MBG queue
and collective feed collection) groups facilitates knowledge acquisition and sharing practices in rural
communities. Lwoga (2009) and Chilimo (2008) stated that most indigenous (cultural) knowledge was
acquired via informal groups. This study supports this notion, since it showed that most cultural
knowledge was acquired and shared through informal social interactions with industry peers,
community members and family. Besides, this study supports the notion by Mtega (2012), Lwoga (2010)
and Mtega & Malekani (2009) that individuals in rural communities consult knowledge sources nearby
in their living area more often than knowledge sources at a distant. Whereas several scholars focussed
on the presence of informal groups in knowledge sharing practices (Lwoga, 2009; Chilimo, 2008),
Katungi et al. (2008) identified six social institutions where individuals in rural communities in Uganda
meet and interact: “places of worship, marketplace, weddings, school open days, village meetings,
drinking places” (Katungi et al., 2008, p. 44). This study extends the findings by Katungi et al. (2008),
since five physical locations were identified where informal learning by Malawi smallholder dairy
farmers took place: place of worship (church), fields/gardens, marketplace, MBG queue and own house.
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The findings of this study highlight the role of knowledge acquisition and sharing practices via informal
groups within rural communities. Additionally, it also provides insights in how these practices eventually
influence the management and organisation of businesses by smallholder dairy farmers in rural
communities. These insights enrich current literature on knowledge sharing practices and informal
learning groups, but the researcher still encourages other scholars study the informal knowledge
sharing practices taking place within rural communities. Important insights in how these knowledge
sharing practices eventually influence entrepreneurial activity and business performance in rural
communities can still be gained.

5.2.2. Barriers to knowledge sharing practices
The findings of this study also provide insights in the barriers which prevents rural people in Sub-Sahara
Africa from engaging in knowledge sharing practices. The findings suggested that personal traits, sociocultural factors, economic factors and geographic factors influenced knowledge sharing practices
among individuals in rural communities.
As mentioned, several scholars found that knowledge sources nearby in one’s living area are consulted
more often than knowledge sources at a distant (Mtega, 2012; Lwoga, 2010; Mtega & Malekani, 2009).
This study found that informal knowledge acquisition and sharing practices indeed mainly occurred
nearby in one’s own living area. Nevertheless, the findings of this study also show that knowledge
sources from a distant were also consulted, e.g. MBG advisors, veterinarians or agricultural extension
services. Yet, for dairy farmers living in a remote area, these distant knowledge sources were less
accessible compared to individuals living nearby a trading centre. Sife et al. (2010) found that individuals
living in remote rural communities used mobile phones to consult distant knowledge sources. The
findings of this study suggest that dairy farmers living in a remote rural area indeed use mobile
telephones to ask distant knowledge sources to come to their community for assistance. However, this
study also found that distant knowledge sources often did not went to these remote dairy farmers, due
to a lack of transportation. As a result, these remote dairy farmers were limited in their knowledge
acquisition practices from distant knowledge sources and often had to rely on their nearby informal
knowledges sources. The study by Mtega & Malekani (2009) found that a lack of communication and
road infrastructure limited knowledge accessibility by individuals in remote communities. The findings
of this study not only supports, but also enriches the study by Mtega & Malekani (2009), since they show
that poor rural road infrastructure is indeed a limiting factor for knowledge accessibility, but also the
poor transportation ability of the distant knowledge source can be seen as a limiting factor.
Several personal traits of dairy farmers in rural communities which limited the accessibility to or
participation in knowledge sharing practices have been identified. Emerging empirical studies showed
the importance of gender and social capital in information exchange practices in rural communities
(Katungi et al., 2008; Maluccio et al., 2003). These studies show that the level of social capital based on
gender disparities influence the level of participation in information/knowledge exchanges. Maluccio et
al. (2003) found that men in rural communities may be more engaged in geographically dispersed
activities and networks, which stimulates information exchange with others (Granovetter, 1973). The
findings of this study also show that gender differences between dairy farmers influence the level of
social capital, and consecutively influence the knowledge accessibility by dairy farmers. Female dairy
farmers engaged less in geographically dispersed activities and networks, since they did not engage in
male-dominated collective activities. Besides, it was also observed that gender norms played a role in
knowledge sharing practices, since the male-female separation in the MBG queue excluded women
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from participating in the male knowledge sharing practices. Due to these gender disparities in rural
communities, women often had to resort to their own nearby informal social network for knowledge
sharing practices. Besides the personal trait of gender, it was also observed that the individual mind-set
of dairy farmers influenced the knowledge sharing practices. Especially a low level of motivation and
willingness to acquire and transform new knowledge in order to increase business productivity, was a
factor which limited knowledge sharing practices. These findings provide empirical evidence for the
statement by Cele & Wale (2020) that a business mind-set among smallholders is needed in order to
grow. This study also enriches Cele & Wale (2020) since it shows the positive relationship between a
business mind-set among smallholder and their engagement in knowledge sharing practices.
Consecutively, the absence of such a business mind-set among smallholder could thus be a personal
limiting factor which prevents knowledge sharing engagement.
The researcher encourages other scholars to study the barriers to knowledge sharing practices among
smallholders, since this study shows that participation in knowledge sharing practices can positively
contribute to the knowledge acquisition process of smallholders in rural communities. This would allow
smallholders to transform this acquired knowledge in order to grow and expand their businesses.
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5.3. Theoretical implications for experiential
entrepreneurial learning
The findings of this study also have implications for the academic field of experiential EL. This study
shows that informal learning among smallholders in rural communities occur via social interaction,
experimentation and experiential learning. It complements the studies by Lwoga (2009) and Mtega
(2008), who stated that social interactions and personal experiences were the main ways of acquiring
knowledge by individuals in rural communities. Additionally, this study shows that different learning
processes exist among smallholders, which result in different entrepreneurial behaviours.
Shane (2000) suggests that the ability of an individual to identify an opportunity is based on their prior
knowledge. Consecutively, Shane (2000) illustrates that is due to the existence of knowledge
asymmetries between individuals that differences in opportunity recognition and exploitation exist in a
society. This study extends the study by Shane (2000), since it shows that differences in opportunity
recognition and exploitation between individuals in rural communities are also the result of knowledge
asymmetries. Individuals who learned about one’s own economic security, attractiveness of markets
and certain benefits of opportunities were generally better able to recognise and exploit
entrepreneurial opportunities compared to individuals who did not learn about or possessed this
knowledge.
Corbett (2007) extended the research by Shane (2000), since Corbett provided additional insights into
why knowledge asymmetries between individuals might exist. Corbett (2007) found that knowledge
asymmetries are the result of different learning processes, by making use of the different acquisition
and transformation processes of experiential learning by Kolb (1984). However, whereas the population
sample in the study by Corbett (2007) consisted largely of owners, top management and engineers in
Western-based technology firms, this study provided additional insights in the different learning
processes taking place among smallholders in rural communities, and therefore studied the different
learning processes within experiential learning in a completely different context. The findings of this
study support the notion by Corbett (2007) that differences in opportunity recognition and exploitation
are not solely the result of knowledge asymmetries, but can also be the result of different learning
processes between individuals. Whereas several dairy farmers acquired knowledge via concrete
experiences, e.g. seeing opportunity benefits, others acquired their knowledge via abstract
conceptualisation of experiences, e.g. reflection on economic security or industry competition. The
researcher especially suspects that the mode of knowledge transformation is of importance, not only in
how dairy farmers exploited new opportunities, but also how they applied acquired practical knowledge
within their dairy farming businesses. Given the different knowledge transformation modes by Kolb
(1984) of intention and extension, it is a possibility that the ‘lazy’ dairy farmers tend to be more reliant
on knowledge transformation via intention, compared to dairy farmers who are more reliant on
knowledge transformation via extension. Dairy farmers who rely on intention for knowledge
transformation could be less active in experimenting with acquired practical knowledge, and could
therefore be characterised by other dairy farmers as ‘lazy’. This would provide an alternative
explanation, besides the lack of energy/stamina and persistency by Shane et al. (2003), as to why some
dairy farmers actually engage in certain practices, and others do not engage in these practices. The
findings of this study led the researcher to assume that differences in learning processes not only
influence one’s ability to recognise opportunities, but also result in different behaviours between
smallholders in how they manage and organise their businesses.
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The previous assumption would not only extend the research by Shane (2000) on knowledge
asymmetries, but also extend the research on learning asymmetries by Corbett (2007). Besides, this
study also extends the research by Lwoga (2009) and Mtega (2008), since it shows that smallholders in
rural communities do indeed acquire knowledge via social interaction and personal experiences, but the
transformation process of this knowledge might differ between smallholders. However, the notion that
smallholders show different entrepreneurial behaviours due to the presence of different learning
processes, cannot be fully confirmed based on this study, due to the nature and background of the
secondary data. Therefore the researcher encourages other scholars to empirically investigate whether
and how differences in learning processes between individuals in rural communities influence
entrepreneurial behaviour.
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5.4. Theoretical implications for informal
entrepreneurial learning theory
The concept of informal learning is not new in itself, and has been studied by several scholars in a variety
of contexts (Cerasoli et al., 2018; Schugurensky, 2000; Marsick, 2009; Choi & Jacobs, 2011; Schauble et
al., 1997). Several scholars aimed to develop frameworks for studying informal learning (Marsick, 2009;
Eraut, 2004). However, these frameworks of informal learning often find their nature in work-based
learning. The researcher supports the notion by these researchers that informal learning constitutes a
large part of workplace related learning, but it is the researchers opinion that frameworks for studying
informal learning should also include ‘outside of the workplace’ contexts. Especially literature which
provides frameworks to study informal learning related to entrepreneurship is limited. The emerging
framework of informal EL resulting from this study, can therefore serve as a cumulative research agenda
for scholars aiming to study informal EL especially in the context of rural communities.
As described in the theoretical framework, Cope (2005) described two stages which constitute EL:
learning prior to the starting of a business, and learning during the entrepreneurial process. The
emerging informal EL framework of this study accounts for these two stages of EL, since it incorporates
both how entrepreneurial opportunities are recognised and exploited (learning prior to the businesses)
and how businesses are manage and organised (learning during the entrepreneurial process). The
researcher encourages other scholars to incorporate such a combination of two learning ‘stages’ in their
entrepreneurial studies. Especially when researching informal learning in entrepreneurship, the
researcher encourages other scholars to make use of this combination, since informal learning prior to
the starting of a business can have a significant impact on how entrepreneurs learn during the
entrepreneurial process. By solely focussing on either learning prior to the business or learning during
the entrepreneurial process, researchers turn a blind eye towards factors which might be of significant
importance to the overall EL process of the entrepreneur.
The emerging informal EL framework also extends the research by Eraut (2004). Eraut (2004) researched
what is being learned, how is it being learned and what factors affect the learning effort of informal
learning in the workplace. Eraut (2004) identified two forms of knowledge which is learned informally:
cultural knowledge and personal knowledge. This study also differentiates between multiple forms of
knowledge and shows how these different forms of knowledge can result in different entrepreneurial
behaviours among smallholders in rural communities (concept of knowledge asymmetry by Shane
(2000)). Besides, this study also shows that different entrepreneurial behaviours are not only the cause
of knowledge asymmetry, but also due to different learning processes (Corbett, 2007). The researcher
encourages other entrepreneurship scholars to not only study the presence of knowledge asymmetries
and learning asymmetries within rural communities, but also study how these asymmetries affect
entrepreneurial behaviours within these communities.
Eraut (2004) also discussed the social and individual perspective of knowledge and learning. However,
the perspective on learning in this study does not solely find its nature in either the individual or social
perspective of knowledge and learning. Instead, it draws from both perspectives in order to gain
valuable insights in the whole informal learning process of smallholders in rural communities. Hodkinson
et al. (2008) theoretically discussed the dualist view of seeing learning either as individual or social. They
argue that it is not only possible, but also necessary to combine these two perspectives in order to gain
insights in the bigger picture of learning processes. They stated that it is necessary to understand both
the perspective of the individual learner and the context of the learning situation, since learning is both
affected by individual aspects and social, economic and political factors. (Hodkinson et al., 2008). The
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researcher shares the opinion of Hodkinson et al. (2008) that studies which focus on learning, and
informal learning in specific, should search for an integration of both perspectives. By integrating these
two perspectives, the researcher is of opinion that new insights in learning processes can be gained.
This integration of these two perspectives on knowledge and learning could prevent scholars who value
any particular perspective or theory, from overlooking important influencing factors or aspects of the
other perspective. Especially exploratory studies which focus on EL of smallholders in developing
countries, can benefit from the integration of these two perspectives in order to get the bigger picture
of learning in this specific under-studied context (Jones et al., 2018; Bruton et al., 2013; Akinsooto &
Akpomuje, 2018). By developing the emerging informal EL framework, the researcher aimed to take a
step forward in the integration of the two perspectives of individual and social learning within the field
of entrepreneurial studies.
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5.5. Methodological implications
Aa discussed in section 3.2.1., Hlady-Rispal & Jouison-Laffitte (2014) stated that many scholars within
the entrepreneurial field often follow the traditional scientific research approach. Nevertheless, they
also stated that a shift occurs to a wider methodological diversity within the field of entrepreneurial
studies.
Whereas many scholars in the academic field of entrepreneurship still adopt the positivist view of
induction or deduction within their research, the researcher is of opinion that studies of
entrepreneurship do not always need to strive to explore/explain phenomena as objectively as possible
or need to be bounded by universal laws. Especially in entrepreneurial studies, learning processes can
be both determined by objective and subjective elements (Renko et al., 2012). Stimulating the
incorporation of other scientific research approaches in entrepreneurial studies, such as critical realism
or interpretivism/constructivism, might not only shed new light on previously studied phenomena, but
also aid in the exploration of still under-studied phenomena, like informal EL in rural communities. The
researcher supports the notion by Hlady-Rispal & Jouison-Laffitte (2014) that especially qualitative
scholars in entrepreneurship should make their ontological, epistemological and methodological
background of their studies more explicit, while at the same time stimulating methodological diversity
in entrepreneurial studies. By adopting the critical realism approach and making use of abductive
reasoning, this study aimed to contribute to the wider methodological diversity in entrepreneurial
studies. Overall, as Casson (1982, p.14) rightfully mentions, ‘The essence of entrepreneurship is being
different’.
The findings of this study also show that adopting an abductive reasoning approach within
entrepreneurial studies is especially helpful when exploring underlying mechanisms and structures in
phenomena which have not been studied in quite some detail before. Since researchers are able to shift
between different theoretical perspectives (theory triangulation), they are not ‘constraint/restricted’ by
a single theory through which they study a certain phenomenon. Especially when studying understudied phenomena, such as informal EL in rural communities, abductive reasoning allows the scholars
to make use of the valuable and significant existing theoretical work of others, in order to fully
understand the underlying mechanisms and structures of these phenomena. This study showed that
abductive reasoning can be challenging for scholars, especially for undergraduates and even graduate
students, but is certainly not undoable. The researcher especially encourages scholars with more
experience in the academic field to look critically at their own reasoning approaches, and ask themselves
whether they truly try to explore or explain phenomena or whether they solely try to (unintentionally)
confirm what other scholars already identified. In the eyes of the researcher, stimulating this critical
attitude among scholars would not only benefit the academic field of entrepreneurial studies, but would
greatly benefit the academic world and give actual meaning to the metaphor: standing on the shoulder
of giants.
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5.6. Practical implications
The study may finally provide some implications for practice. The exploration of the underlying
mechanisms and structures of the informal EL process of Malawi smallholder dairy farmers suggests
that entrepreneurial behaviours of individuals in rural communities are the result of different learning
processes. These learning processes can largely be conceived as every-day and lifelong processes, where
knowledge is continuously acquired and transformed due to new social interactions and experiences
taking place. Does this mean that educational programmes and trainings are of no importance in
developing entrepreneurial behaviour of individuals in rural communities? The researchers answer to
this question would definitely be no! However, since this study shows that informal learning is of large
importance in how individuals in rural communities learn to recognise and exploit opportunities, and at
the same time learn how to manage and organise their businesses, the findings of this study have
practical implications for Agricultural Extension Services (AES), governments and organisations
providing Entrepreneurial Education and Trainings (EET), and finally for rural agricultural cooperatives,
such as the CREMPA dairy cooperative in Malawi.

5.6.1. Agricultural Extension Services
This study shows that informal learning is of importance in how smallholders in rural communities learn
to manage and organise their businesses of arable farming or livestock farming, which has practical
implications for farmer education programmes provided via Agricultural Extension Services (AES). The
goal of AES is to transfer technical knowledge on agricultural practices to farmers, enable the
clarification of goals and possibilities, educate on better decision making and stimulate agricultural
development (van den Ban & Hawkins, 1996; Jones & Garforth, 1997). This study showed that education
and training opportunities might be present in rural communities, but might not be accessible by distant
rural smallholders. As a result, these smallholders often resort to nearby informal knowledge sources,
as discussed in section 5.2.2. Especially in rural areas which are characterised by strong cultural beliefs
in witchcraft, low to no accessibility to distant knowledge sources through education or training
opportunities can result in smallholders resorting to other forms of sense making of experiences, such
as witchcraft based sense making. Providing proper access to agricultural education and training
opportunities to remote rural communities would facilitate the transfer of technological knowledge
from AES to farmers, which would increase agricultural productivity and reduce poverty (Nambiro et al.,
2006; Dercon et al., 2009). However, as the findings of this study suggest, not all acquired knowledge
through (non-)formal training is put to practice by smallholders. Based on these findings, the researcher
argues that AES should not only fulfil the role of simply supplying formal extension, but should also
engage in informal extension, which would take place at the farmer’s home, farm or any other
convenient location. This informal extension should be both demand-driven, e.g. farmer expresses
demand for extensions, and supply-driven, e.g. extension agent visits farmer without request (Nambiro
et al., 2006). The findings suggest that especially supply-driven informal extension services could
facilitate the learning of new agricultural practices by smallholders and stimulate agricultural
development. Besides providing proper access to agricultural education and training opportunities and
stimulating supply-driven informal extension services, the researcher encourages AES not only to be
aware of context specific socio-cultural factors present in the environment of the smallholders, but to
also integrate these factors in their education and training programmes. The findings of this study show
that the behaviours of smallholders are not only guided by practical knowledge, but are also largely
dependent on the prevalent cultural knowledge and informal norms within their community. By being
aware and integrating socio-cultural factors in education and training programmes, AES could possibly
increase the effectivity of their educational activities within these rural areas.
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5.6.2. Governments and organisations providing Entrepreneurial
Education and Training
Additionally the findings of this study also have implications for Entrepreneurial Education and Trainings
(EET). Several scholars stated that EET in rural communities aim to provide their participants with
entrepreneurial knowledge skills and attitudes in order for them to start/expand their businesses and
escape from poverty (Njoroge & Gathungu, 2013; Ahmed & Ndedi, 2013). The findings of this study
show that smallholders with entrepreneurial skills and attitudes are indeed generally more pro-active
in searching for new entrepreneurial opportunities which they can exploit. Besides, contrary to the view
that one of the biggest limitations to economic development in Africa can be ascribed to a lack of
entrepreneurs (Njoroge & Gathungu, 2013), the findings of this study show that a lot of entrepreneurial
activities and behaviours are already present in African rural communities. This supports studies which
show that positive intentions and attitudes towards entrepreneurship are already present in rural
communities, and definitely should not be ignored (Mwatsika, 2015; Ogundele et al., 2012). The
researcher argues that the presence of these rural entrepreneurial activities and behaviours should be
given greater recognition by governments and organisations which initiate and invest in EET.
Additionally, the insights of this study also show that entrepreneurial activities and behaviours in rural
communities often find their roots in informal learning processes of individuals. Consecutively, the
researcher argues that the importance of informal learning in developing entrepreneurial skills and
attitudes should not be overlooked by organisations and governments who initiate and invest in EET in
rural communities. Instead of solely providing formal trainings or educational opportunities,
organisations and governments facilitating EET in rural communities should seek to integrate both
formal and informal learning processes in their EET programs. Building on the findings of this study and
the insights of previous studies (Akinsooto & Akpomuje, 2018; Ozgen & Minsky, 2007), the researcher
argues that governments and organisations providing EET should make use of local partnerships, such
as cooperatives, and incorporate smallholder mentoring relationships and discussion forums/moments
in their EET. Making use of local partnerships and incorporating smallholder mentoring relationships
and discussion forums, could be a way to incorporate informal learning in EET, and facilitate
entrepreneurial development in African rural communities.

5.6.3. Rural agricultural cooperatives
Finally, the findings of this study do not only have practical implications for the CREMPA dairy collective
in specific, but may have implications for rural agricultural cooperatives in general. As several scholars
state, agricultural cooperatives are important business models in rural communities which can support
livelihood development and reduce poverty (Aref, 2001; Getnet & Anullo, 2012). Based on the findings
of this study, the researcher argues that rural agricultural cooperatives play an important role in
agricultural development, since they can provide their members with production inputs: calfs, cow feed
and loans, such was the case for the two MBGs of the CREMPA cooperative. Besides, the findings
support scholars who state that rural cooperatives not only provide production inputs, but also have
the potential to facilitate their members with knowledge and skills about new agricultural practices in
order to increase agricultural production (Aref, 2001; De los Ríos et al., 2016). The researcher
emphasises on the role which rural agricultural cooperatives can play in facilitating formal and informal
learning processes among their members.
Firstly, this study shows that rural agricultural cooperatives transfer practical knowledge on agricultural
practices on to its members via trainings, but at the same time also shows room for improvement. The
researcher argues that this practical knowledge transfer should not be limited to a one-time-only
moment, but continuous knowledge transfer from the cooperative towards its members should take
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place in the form of follow-up trainings. These follow-up training moments could prevent cooperative
members from deviating from the learned agricultural practices over time. These follow-up training
moments could also have the potential to ‘break’ deviating agricultural routines present among
smallholders. Additionally, this study also showed the process of rural youth who learned agricultural
practices via their parents and not via formal training opportunities. Ofcourse the researcher is aware
that this is not the case for each child of a smallholder household, but does encourage rural agricultural
cooperatives to recognise that this process could also occur among their members. The researcher does
not want to dive too deep in the discussion on the ageing farmer or the generation gap in smallholder
agriculture (White, 2015; White, 2019; FAO, 2014), but does encourage rural agricultural cooperatives
to especially focus on this group of relatively young future smallholder farmers. The researcher argues
that the learning of agricultural practices by young future smallholder does not only have to depend on
family learning or formal education, but can also be facilitated by rural agricultural cooperatives. In the
eyes of the researcher, the inclusion of both parents and rural youth of a smallholder households during
training moments, could facilitate and benefit the knowledge transfer of agricultural practices to both
current and future farmers.
Secondly, this study showed the importance of informal learning in how smallholders learn to manage
and organise their businesses. Based on the findings, the researcher argues that rural agricultural
cooperatives could facilitate these informal learning processes among its members, which could
stimulate agricultural development in these rural communities. The findings suggest that unexpected
visits by cooperative employees stimulate smallholders to adopt and engage in the right agricultural
practices, and at the same time allows for the possibility to acquire farm/context specific knowledge via
the cooperative employee. Thus, the researcher argues that rural agricultural cooperatives should not
only engage in formal supply driven knowledge transfer (training moments), but should also engage in
informal supply driven knowledge transfer by sending cooperative employees to smallholder farmers.
The findings also show that informal demand driven knowledge transfer (advisors going to the
smallholder after getting a call from them) took place at the CREMPA dairy cooperative. However, the
findings also show that lack of transportation can be a huge barrier to this informal demand driven
knowledge transfer by rural agricultural cooperatives. Therefore the researcher encourages rural
agricultural cooperatives to recognise the lack of transportation as a barrier to informal demand driven
knowledge transfer, and search for solutions to overcome this barrier. Besides facilitating the knowledge
transfer from cooperative to smallholder, the findings suggest that rural agricultural cooperatives also
have the potential to facilitate knowledge transfer from smallholder to smallholder. By facilitating
interaction moments where knowledge transfer between smallholders is central, informal learning can
be stimulated by rural agricultural cooperatives. The researcher suggests that these interaction
moments are not solely restricted to interaction moments at the property of the cooperative itself, but
can also take place at the village or community of smallholders. By reaching out to local community
leaders (both formal and informal leaders), rural agricultural cooperatives could facilitate smallholder
interaction moments and stimulate informal learning among its members.
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5.7. Research limitations
Regardless of this resarch having numerous implications for theory and practice, some limitations
should be noted. The acknowledgement of these research limitations serves to strengthen this study
and shows readers how these limitations affect the conclusions of this study.
The insights in the informal EL process of smallholders can support governments and organisations who
initiate and invest in EET. However, it is difficult to generalise the insights of this study and assume that
informal EL processes are the same in all rural communities or developing countries. Especially due to
the presence of many different cultural values which influence informal learning in rural communities,
not only in Malawi but throughout the whole continent of Africa (Ajekwe, 2017), it is hard to relate the
findings of this study to other contexts. Similar research projects in different rural contexts could shed
a better light on the informal EL processes present in other rural communities.
The concept of informal learning lays at the foundation of this study. However, as several scholars
rightfully state, informally learning is largely invisible and much of the informal learning is taken for
granted or goes unrecognised (Eraut, 2004). Since much of the informal learning is invisible or goes
unrecognised, the researcher beliefs that there is a high possibility that the informal learning process of
the smallholder dairy farmers is larger than this study depicts. In order to get a grasp of the overall size
or scope of informal learning of smallholders in rural communities, future scholars could combine the
individual and social perspective of informal learning in their studies.
Another critical point is the use of the terms of knowledge and information. Clarke and Rollo (2001)
differentiated between the terms of data, information, knowledge and wisdom based on previous
studies (Davenport & Prusak, 1998; Nonaka & Takeuchi, 1995). They stated that data are located at the
simplest level since they are collections of objective discrete facts. Data can be processed into
information which is of relevance and purpose to the user (Clarke & Rolle, 2001). When information is
combined with experience, intuition and judgement it transforms into knowledge, since it has been
given context. Finally, the ability to use knowledge to achieve desired goals, can be described as wisdom.
Within this study, no distinction is made between data, information, knowledge and wisdom due to time
constraints, the nature of the secondary data and the already relatively broad scope of the study.
Making use of the differentiation between data, information, knowledge and wisdom in future studies
on informal EL could strenghten future findings and conclusions.
Finally, due to the COVID-19 pandemic, the researcher was not able to collect primary data by himself
and had to rely on secondary data analysis in order to formulate the conclusions of this study. Regardless
of the advantages of using secondary data: less time consuming than collecting one’s own data, and
secondary data analysis can still function as sufficient relevant information to answer new research
questions, it also has several limitations. Firstly, the secondary data analysed was not collected with the
aim of answering the specific research questions of this study. Since the secondary data was collected
for different research purposes, the researcher had not control over what was contained in the data.
Due to this lack of control, the research questions of this study were largely dependend on what was
contained in the secondary data. Secondly, the secondary data was broad in scope and nature, and
included a wide variety of topics. The broad scope of secondary data allowed the researcher to gain a
wide variety of insights on the under-studied concept of informal EL by smallholders in rural
communities. However, the lack of depth and different research purposes of the secondary data forced
the researcher to base his findings on abductive reasoning. Regardless of abduction being based on
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logical reasoning, the findings of this study are still best educated guesses. Especially the conclusions on
how knowledge is transformed via experiential learning by smallholders are heavily dependend on best
educated guesses/assumptions due to a lack of depth on individual cognitive processes in the secondary
data. And finally, the secondary data and its analysis were highly subjective in nature. The researcher
already adressed the fact that this study adopted the critical realist perspective. However, this does not
automatically mean that the interpretation of the data by the researcher is the ‘correct’ interpretation.
The context and environment in which the secondary data was collected (non-Western) and the context
and environment in which the researcher not only analysed the data, but also lives and breathes
(Western) differed significantly from each other. Including a second researcher in the data analysis could
have resulted in different interpretations, findings and conclusions. But then again, one could ask
himself if the interpretation of the truth by one is better than the interpretation of the truth by the
other? Therefore one can draw the conclusion that truths can be different, but one cannot prioritise
one truth above another.
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6. CONCLUSION
As entrepreneurship is generally regarded as a way to escape poverty (Bruton et al., 2013; Acs &
Audretsch, 1987; Baumol, 2014), this study set out to explore the relatively under-studied mechanisms
and structures of the informal entrepreneurial learning process of rural smallholders, and aimed to
make a valuable contribution to both practice and theory of entrepreneurial learning in developing
countries.
This study was based on a secondary data analysis of 40 smallholder dairy farmers of the Central Region
Milk Producers Association (CREMPA), which were located in the areas of Magomero and Mchinji in
Malawi. By studying the what, how, when and hampering factors of the informal entrepreneurial
learning process of these rural dairy farmers, this study provided valuable insights which not only
extends previous research on entrepreneurial learning (Shane, 2000; Corbett, 2007) or informal learning
(Marsick, 2009; Eraut, 2004), but also extends previous research on informal learning by members of
rural communities in developing countries (Lwoga, 2009; Mtega, 2008; Akinsooto & Akpomuje, 2018).
This study showed the importance of informal learning for individuals in rural communities with
relatively low access to education or training opportunities, since much of their knowledge and skills are
the result of informal, rather than formal (classroom) learning. Informal entrepreneurial learning
allowed the acquisition of practical, cultural and tacit knowledge, which could be put to practice and aid
smallholders in how they could manage and improve their businesses. Additionally, this study showed
that informal entrepreneurial learning by smallholders dairy farmers mainly occurred via interaction
with their social networks of industry peers, community members, family and through interaction with
religion. The study showed that these social interactions of smallholder dairy farmers differed in their
level of intention and awareness on learning, which contradicts the view that informal learning mainly
consists of self-directed and intentional non-curricular behaviours in pursuit of knowledge and skill
acquisition (Cerasoli et al., 2018), and supports the view that informal learning also finds its roots in
unintentional and unaware behaviours such as incidental or tacit learning (Schugurensky, 2000; Mejiuni
et al., 2015). Besides learning via social networks, it was also identified that reflection on experiences
was a mode of informal entrepreneurial learning. Learning through reflection on experiences finds its
roots in experiential learning theory (Kolb, 1984). The findings of this study extend the research by Shane
(2000) and Corbett (2007), since the findings show that both knowledge asymmetry and learning
asymmetry can result in different entrepreneurial behaviours between smallholder dairy farmers in
rural communities. A third and final mode of informal learning was identified, since the findings suggest
that intentional experimentation by dairy farmers also resulted in the acquisition of relevant knowledge
which could aid dairy farmers in improving their businesses. The identified personal, socio-cultural,
economic and physical factors which hamper informal entrepreneurial learning extends previous
research on opportunity recognition and exploitation (George et al., 2016), and contributes to a better
understanding on how individuals located in rural communities in developing countries recognise and
exploit entrepreneurial opportunities (Ozgen & Minsky, 2007; Bhagavatula et al. 2010). Especially the
insights into the socio-cultural factors of cultural beliefs in witchcraft and informal norms of supporting
one’s relatives extends current research on how entrepreneurial behaviours in Sub-Saharan rural
communities are influenced by cultural values (Mgumia, 2020; Ajekwe, 2017; Zivkovic, 2017; April,
2010).
The insights of this study aim to respond to the call by Sutter et al. (2019), and provide a (partial) answer
on how opportunity recognition and exploitation by entrepreneurs in poverty conditions takes place.
Nevertheless, the researcher still encourages other scholars to study the process of opportunity
recognition and exploitation of entrepreneurs in poverty conditions from an informal learning
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perspective, since it would not only contribute to a better understanding of informal entrepreneurial
learning in poverty conditions, but could be of added value to the whole academic field of
entrepreneurial studies.
Additionally, this study provides future scholars with an emerging framework on how informal
entrepreneurial learning in rural communities can be studied from both an individual and social
perspective. It shows that the integration of these two perspectives can be a challenging task for
scholars, but is certainly not impossible and can lead to valuable insights which have broad theoretical
implications for entrepreneurship scholars. Therefore, the researcher calls for future scholars to try to
integrate these two perspectives in their studies on entrepreneurial learning and enrich the current
understanding on informal entrepreneurial learning. The findings of this study also have broad practical
implications for Agricultural Extension Services, governments and organisation initiating and investing
in Entrepreneurial Education and Trainings, and rural agricultural cooperatives. The researcher
encourages organisations and government bodies to recognise the importance of informal EL in rural
communities, and calls for these organisations to integrate informal learning in their entrepreneurial
and agricultural development programmes.
Finally, this study shows that even in entrepreneurial studies, scholars do not necessarily have to stick
with the traditional scientific approaches of induction and deduction, or try to be as objective as
possible, in order to gain relevant and valuable insights into their topic of research. By combining the
critical realism approach and abductive reasoning, the researcher aimed to contribute to a wider
methodological diversity within entrepreneurial studies (Hlady-Rispal & Jouison-Laffitte, 2014). When
exploring entrepreneurial learning in an under-studied context, such as developing countries or rural
communities in specific, combing critical realism and abductive reasoning can provide valuable insights.
These insights might eventually give the answers on how and whether entrepreneurship can reduce
poverty in the challenging world of today.
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Appendix
Table 1: Characteristics of dairy farmers located in the Magomero community1

Table 2: Characteristics of dairy farmers located in the Mchinji community2

1

When no data was available/unclear on a certain characteristic, the table shows a dash (–)
Due to the nature of the secondary data on the Mchinji community, less data was provided on the
characteristics of individual dairy farmers
2
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Table 3: Identified knowledge themes and forms which were acquired and transformed via informal learning by DF

II

II

