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Abstract

The Malabo Declaration places the transformation of agriculture and food systems at the centre of regional and national
policy priorities across Africa. Transformative change in the way that food is produced, processed and consumed is seen
as not only necessary for addressing the complex challenges of food security and poverty alleviation, but also as a driver of
new employment opportunities and economic development. As pointed out within the recent UN Food Systems Summit,
essential elements of food system transformations include digital transitions and the empowerment of women and youth.
However, there are few empirical examples demonstrating how these agendas come together to affect food system change.
Here we focus on an enterprising group of young farmers referred to as Malawi’s new achikumbe elite, who are urban based,
educated and engaging in agriculture on a commercial basis. The aim is to characterise this emergent group of agriculturalists
and to understand the role that they have within the transformation of Malawi-s agricultural sector. We explore how digital
platforms are supporting the emergence of this new category of farmer and positioning young people as agents of change
in food systems transformation. Based on interviews and ethnographic research with 32 young farmers between 2018 and
2022 combined with interviews with representatives of service providers and agricultural organisations, we argue that this
group is characterised by a higher level of education, self-dependency and use of digital platforms, enabling them to adapt
their context to sourcing production resources and engaging in commercial agriculture. We present evidence that digital
platforms are supporting the new achikumbe elite (NAE) to engage flexibly with new commercial markets, contracts and
access a wider range of training and advice. However, while digital platforms can offer more equitable access to information
and market opportunities, they also represent potential avenues for food system transformations that are inequitable. As such,
we argue that there is need for digital technologies to mitigate against potential inequalities.
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Introduction

The Malabo Declaration is a commitment made in 2014
by Heads of State and Government of the African Union
to achieve the agricultural vision of the continent through
accelerated agricultural growth and transformation by 2025.
It places the transformation of agriculture and food systems
at the centre of regional and national policy priorities across
Africa. Transformative change in the way that food is pro-
duced, processed and consumed is seen as not only neces-
sary for addressing the complex challenges of food security
and poverty alleviation, but also as a driver of new employ-
ment opportunities and economic development. Agriculture
in Africa is described as having “untapped potential to cre-
ate jobs, both directly and indirectly” (Brooks et al. 2013,
p- 9). Hence policy-makers and development professionals
promote agriculture more than any other sector as the ‘sav-
iour’ of youth employment. However, low productivity, poor
access to land, capital, extension services and the negative
status associated with agriculture are some of the constraints
faced by youth in agriculture (Canning et al. 2015; Geomans
2014; Kaneene et al. 2015).

The United Nations Food Systems Summit (UNFSS),
held in 2021, recognised digital transitions and the empow-
erment of women and youth as key to shaping a transformed
future of food systems on the African continent.! On the one
hand, digital technologies may help to overcome some of
these constraints by making agricultural production more
efficient and adaptable through asset enhancement (Dun-
combe 2014), and connect producers to markets. But they
can also make agriculture more attractive to youth, who as
digital natives have a comparative advantage in being able
to engage with these digital innovations (May et al. 2007;
Rehman et al. 2022). However, there are few empirical
examples that explore the relationship between digital trans-
formation and youth empowerment and how these might
interact to affect food system change.

Here we focus on an enterprising group of young farm-
ers referred to as the new achikumbe? elite, who are urban
based, educated and engaging in agriculture on a commer-
cial basis. The aim is to explore how digital platforms are
supporting the emergence of this new category of farmer
and positioning young people as agents of change in food
systems transformation. Based on interviews with young

! Under solution cluster 1.1.2 a. one of the 59 solution clusters that
were compiled from an input of various stakeholders on the game
changing propositions that can be employed in order to achieve the
5 UN Food Summit action tracks; https://foodsystems.community/
game-changing-propositions/

2 Chichewa term to mean modern farmer.
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farmers and digital service providers, we address the fol-
lowing three research questions:

(1) who are the new achikumbe elite?

(2) what s the role of digital platforms in shaping the prac-
tices, capabilities and characteristics of the new achi-
kumbe elite?; and

(3) how are digital platforms positioning the new achi-
kumbe elite as agents for transforming food systems in
Malawi?

Background
Food systems transformation

Food systems transformation is the fundamental change in
structural, functional, relational and cognitive aspects of
socio-technical dimensions of the food systems, which lead
to new patterns of interaction and outcomes (Scoones et al.
2020; Whitfield et al. 2021). This may be brought about
through meticulously planned interventions by policy actors
(Schot & Steinmueller 2018), emerge from large scale politi-
cal and social mobilization (Stirling 2015); or be triggered
by external biophysical factors such as climate change
(Kates et al. 2012). Following Scoones et al. (2020), we
adopt the concepts of systemic and emancipatory perspec-
tives on agricultural transformation without making judge-
ment of which transformation is desirable over the other.
Systemic perspectives focus on the intentional changes in
technologies, behaviours and institutions to steer complex
systems towards normative goals. Contrary, an emancipa-
tory perspective places emphasis on fostering human agency,
creating social attributes, and capacities that empower indi-
viduals and communities to take action to desired futures
(Scoones et al. 2020).

Understanding the systemic and emancipatory perspec-
tives directs us to identifying, on the one hand, the institu-
tional, technological and behavioural leverage points within
agriculture and food systems, and on the other hand, the
agency that individuals have within these systems. These
two perspectives are compatible as well, for example we
might expect that the emancipatory transformations that
individuals undergo might be a catalyst for systemic change.
Similarly, new technologies, institutions and markets might
provide new, transformative and empowering opportunities
for individuals. Although there are also risks that transfor-
mation further marginalises the vulnerable, reinforces the
status quo and does not account for social differentiation
(Blythe et al. 2018). Therefore, the benefits of transforma-
tion cannot be assumed to be universal for all groups as
“transformative action often involve trade-offs that dispro-
portionately affect the already marginalised or vulnerable
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groups” (p. 1214). Ignoring the implications of social dif-
ferentiation threatens the main tenants of emancipatory
transformation; the discovery of radically alternative futures
(Castree 2015; Swyngedouw 2010).

As such, the simultaneous adoption of both systemic
and emancipatory lenses turns our attention to the intercon-
nected nature of how new actors, capabilities, technologies
and market opportunities co-evolve in shaping food system
transformation (Drimie et al. 2018; Moore et al. 2018).

Youth in African agricultural and food systems

The UN Food summit 2021 outcomes (Caprile 2021)
emphasized the role of youth in food systems transforma-
tion both through their engagement in the process as well as
their priorities being strongly reflected in the outcomes and
recommendations. This emphasizes integrating youth, food
systems and innovations as a cross cutting issue.

Studies of youth in African agriculture and food systems
largely come from a starting point of seeking to understand
the barriers and opportunities for greater youth engagement
in agriculture. It is recognised that young people possess
qualities and skills such as innovativeness and risk taking
(characteristics and capabilities) that are suitable for a suc-
cessful engagement with agriculture and for contributing
actively to the transition towards more sustainable food sys-
tems, (Ginwright and James 2002). Sumberg et al. (2015)
argue that for the agriculture sector to provide attractive
employment for youth, there needs to be public and pri-
vate support for creating ‘promotive’ (enhancing incomes
and capabilities) and ‘transformative’ (addressing social
inequalities) employment. However, youth related policies
and development interventions have largely fallen short of
achieving this (Okali and Sumberg 2012; Anyidoho et al.
2012a, b); and inadequately address some of the fundamen-
tal issues around secure land tenure and resource access
(Ameyaw and Maiga 2014). The majority of this African
literature is focused on rural youth, and there are few studies
that seek to understand the burgeoning role of urban based,
high educated youth active in agriculture (Geza et al. 2022).

Youth capabilities and characteristics

Through a groundswell of research in recent decades, youth
have been defined and understood from varying perspec-
tives. The most common classification is by upper and lower
limit age boundaries as used by national governmental bod-
ies and international organisations; for example the Malawi
National Youth Council define youth as those aged 14-25
(National Youth Council 2013), UNESCO categorises youth
as those aged 18-24, and in the African Youth Charter,
youth are those aged 15-35. Agrarian literature classifies
young farmers with varying age ranges extending between

15 and 35 years (Chipenda and Tom 2020; Sumberg and
Hunt 2019; Anyidoho et al. 2012a, b). The lack of consist-
ency in definition by age within youth and agrarian literature
cautions how evidence is cited in support of arguments about
young people in farming.

However, the HLPE (2021) report on promoting youth
engagement and employment, adopts a relational term
defined by their position in intergenerational relations across
the life course. For statistical and econometric analysis,
youth classification by age allows disaggregation of data
reinforcing its continued use in policy discourse particularly
in Africa (Sumberg & Hunt 2019; National Youth Council
2013). However, it does not account for other socio-eco-
nomic factors or relational aspects that are relevant beyond
classification by age (White & Wyn 1997; Durham 2000;
Sumberg and Hunt 2019).

A generational perspective (Hopkins and Pain 2007; Hui-
jsmans 2016) focuses on understanding youth as a social
group in relation to other social groups. A generation, as
argued by Mannheim (1952), share more than the birth date
and biological age to include shared formative experiences,
perspectives and identities that position them uniquely in
relation to other generations. For instance, the generation of
‘digital natives’, or ‘net generation’ born between 1980 and
1994, characterised as living with technology and having a
familiarity with ICT from an early age. For this generation,
technology has had a fundamental influence over social net-
works and socialization.

Taking a generational perspective, we consider the char-
acteristics and capabilities that shape the boundaries of this
socially constructed group. Characteristics refers to young
people’s assigned attributes such as their entrepreneurship,
motivations and other cross cutting factors such as gender,
education status and age. On the other hand, capabilities
refer to the attained productional attributes such as the infor-
mation at their disposal, capital assets held and accessed,
and social networks. Certain capabilities have become char-
acteristics of this group, for instance their use and access to
technology (e.g. ‘digital natives’) can be understood as both
a capability as well as a characteristic. Such a perspective
is also compatible with the notion that youth is, in part, a
transitional phase, one in which the capabilities and charac-
teristics of individuals are formed and changed (Harris 2004;
Lehmann 2004; Richards 1956).

Lastly, intersectional perspective which posits that each
individual’s life is shaped by individual circumstance and
relationships both structural and contextual such as gen-
der, class, education, mental ability and wealth (Glover
and Sumberg 2020). Young people can therefore assume
cross-cutting and overlapping identities, relations other than
youth by age. These identities determine the nature of life
opportunities that they can take advantage of. As an exam-
ple, Sumberg and Hunt (2019) prioritizes gender and family
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wealth as key determining factors and ethnicity and educa-
tion as differentiating factors to the opportunities that youth
can avail themselves.

In this paper, our interest is to understand the intersec-
tions of youth’s own characteristics and capabilities within
given contexts to influence their choices through agriculture/
food systems production. The expectation is that young peo-
ple exercise agency and hence are more open to agricultural
technology and commercially focused agriculture (Betcher-
man and Khan 2015; FAO et al. 2014), thereby demonstrat-
ing their entrepreneurial orientation and motivations. On the
contrary, their ability to operationalise the skills and motiva-
tions depends largely on their production capacities such as
production assets and knowledge as well as social networks.
Although our approach focuses on the characteristics and
capabilities in understanding youth, we acknowledge, as in
transitional perspective that youth is not a static condition.
As youth engage with the food systems, their own state pro-
gresses/transforms such as their relationship/position within
the food systems transformation changes as well.

Digital platforms

Digital technologies have been transforming the global
agricultural sector, with developments in mobile technolo-
gies, remote-sensing, precision agriculture, and models etc.
Within the context of the Malawian agricultural sector, the
access to digital communication platforms (e.g. social media
or mobile apps) in combination with the increase of smart
phone usage, has created a new transformation for market
and information access (Lohento and Ajilore 2015). Digi-
tal platforms enhance the efficiency of agricultural labour
through providing more equitable access (urban and rural
farmers) to information on farming methods, and real-life
market data. However, challenges still persist due to costs of
internet and limited infrastructure (Duncombe 2014; Mabiso
and Benfica 2020).

The information shared via mobile devices, now avail-
able to most farmers, covers market prices, weather, trans-
port, and agricultural techniques via voice, text messages,
radio, apps, social media and the internet. Moreover, digital
access via phones or other internet devices means farmers
can access this information on demand in every stage of
agricultural production. The mobile internet access pro-
vides new search technology which has various advantages
in terms of geographic coverages, usage and cost (Aker and
Mbiti 2010). Such services have been proven to significantly
enhance the economic transformation of sub-Saharan Africa,
through mobile banking and social media (Aker 2010; Aker
and Mbiti 2010; Baye et al. 2006).

Agricultural development initiatives from government or
NGOs predominantly focus on rural farmers dependent on
extension services. The digital access to agricultural markets
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and learning provides an opportunity to reimagine farming
as a modern business making it attractive to young farmers
(Irungu et al. 2015). It has the potential to enhance young
farmers’ agency thereby supporting emancipatory food
system transformation. However, the increased digital con-
nectivity between people also raises issues of information
quality and reliability.

To this end, Klerkx et al. (2019) emphasize that there is
a lack of work on the social science side of digital agricul-
ture, under which digital platforms fall. In particular, they
identified 4 themes which are weakly developed, one of them
being the digitally enabled agricultural transition pathways.
Here our empirical case studies on the use of digital plat-
forms by young farmers and their impact on the food system
transformation in Malawi provides a contribution to under-
standing possible digital transition pathways. We therefore
present in Fig. 1 the role of digital platforms in the agency
of young farmers (characteristics and capabilities) in food
system transformation. We conceive of a dynamic interre-
lationship between the transformations that young people
experience in their own situations—changes in their char-
acteristics and capabilities, in which digital platforms play
an important role—and broader transformation of the food
system. Unlike systems approaches to transformation that
place emphasis on relations across scales and geographies,
emancipatory focuses more on processes and capacities.
Under this approach, Stirling (2015) argues opportunities
for transformation are understood within individual smaller
actions that over time, collectively change the status of the
system. It thrives on understanding networks that address
power dynamics and link emerging new actors, processes
and structures that challenge present realities to create new
pathways (Drimie et al. 2018; Moore et al. 2018). These
systemic and emancipatory changes simultaneously act to
shape livelihood activities and outcomes of young people
in agriculture.

Context of study: Malawi’s new achikumbe elite

Malawi is an agrarian led economy with a youthful popula-
tion (aged between 10 and 35) of 47 percent (NSO 2019).
As an agricultural economy, maize is the predominant sub-
sistence commodity and tobacco the key commercial crop
grown by smallholder farmers, while estate farming com-
monly produces cash crops such as tea, cotton, sugarcane
and tobacco. Despite agriculture being a key sector, employ-
ing the majority of the working population as well as being
the main contributor to forex earnings, the sector remains
extractive and hence both production and productivity
remains low (Swarts and Aliber 2013). The Malawi vision
2063 prioritises modernisation of agriculture and recognises
agriculture as one of the major sectors to drive export and
economic growth (National Planning Commission 2020).
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Characteristics

(age, education, digital
natives,

entrepreneurship) &
Capabilities (social

networks)

Digital Platforms

Systemic
Transformation

Emancipatory
Transformation

Fig. 1 Conceptual Framework showing the interconnection between
the achikumbe elite, digital platforms and transformation

Achikumbe in Malawi, is a term that is associated with
a class of elite farmers that president Kamuzu selected as
champions that would help transition Malawian agriculture
to capitalist/ modern agriculture (Anseeuw et al. 2016; Cam-
mack et al. 2010). To enable this transition, he provided his
achikumbe class of farmers with access to modern extension
service, production methods, links to profitable markets.

We adapt the concept of achikumbe; modern farmer and
refer to the young people currently entering or engaging in
agriculture in Malawi as the new achikumbe elite (Tauzie
2021). For the young farmers in this study, we refer to them
as the new achikumbe elite; ‘new’ achikumbe because they
represent a different group of farmers, young and with
unique characteristics and capabilities, who are commer-
cially driven. Although some of these young farmers inherit

pieces of land in their home villages, due to their migration
to (peri) urban areas for formal jobs, they tend to rely on
renting and buying customary land through informal land
markets for their agricultural ventures, as opposed to using
their inherited land which is usually too far for practical use.
The farms in use range from 0.4 hectares to 50 hectares. As a
result, access to land remains key to their scaling efforts and
continued engagement into agriculture. They pursue effec-
tive and modern extension services because their main goal
is to increase productivity and profitability.

These new achikumbe elite farmers are entering and
engaging in agriculture on commercial basis to support their
livelihood. The young farmers are re-imagining their skills,
qualifications, innovations, networks and identities to suc-
cessfully fulfil the potential in the agricultural sector. The
agricultural sector is acknowledged and recognised for its
profitability potential due to increasing demand for food in
urban food markets, yet inadequate supply.

The majority of recent studies on youth and agrarian live-
lihoods explore rural youth aspirations for agrarian liveli-
hoods (Nandi et al. 2022; LaRue et al. 2021; Daum 2019;
Metelerkamp et al. 2019; White 2020). In summary, the find-
ings show that rural youth aspire for “secure, salaried, white
or blue-collar jobs while putting farming futures far down
the list” (White 2020, p. 10). Elias et al. (2018) found female
rural youth had a high aversion to future agrarian livelihoods
than their male counterpart. Ben White (2019) in his survey
with 10,000 rural youth aged 18-35 across twenty-one Afri-
can countries found farming is an option for youth if land
and inputs are available and farming is partially commercial
and combined with other income sources. He makes a strong
assertion that there needs to be a new generation of would-
be smallholder farmers if there is to be a farming style that
has the interest of smallholder farmers livelihoods and an
ecological benefit to that of corporate benefits (White 2020).

Earlier studies have explored types of young farmers
closely related to the new achikumbe elite in Africa. In
Kenya Muthoni writes about their presence and refers to
their engagement in agriculture as a side hustle (Mwaura
2017). Irungu et al. (2015) also discusses an emerging trend
where educated young people, Mkulima Young Champions
are turning to agriculture on a commercial basis to support
their livelihood. Like Mwaura, he adds the aspect of using
mobile phones and internet as a means of accessing infor-
mation about agricultural markets and production methods.
These youth use social media such as Facebook to link
directly with their customers. Mwila and Leshan (2015)
write about urban young farmers involved in some form of
part time or weekend farming in Zambia. They describe the
weekend farmers as missing from research and attribute it to
the dichotomy in developing countries where “if it is rural
then agriculture, if urban then industrial” (Mwila and Leshan
2015, p. 122). Recently, Abay et al. (2021) in their study on
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Table 1 Summary Profiles of the achikumbe elite farmers inter-
viewed

Main Participants interviewed Total

Male 23

Female 8

Age range: 20-25 -
26-35 29
36-40

Farming status Part time 7
Full time 24

rural and peri urban youth in six African countries (Ethiopia,
Niger, Nigeria, Tanzania, Uganda, and Zambia), underline
the importance of supporting youth mobility between peri-
urban food systems and jobs as part of rural-urban contin-
uum. White (2020) and Huijsmans et al. (2021), although not
specifically focused on urban farmers, study the returnees,
a term used to describe those who left but later returned to
rural agriculture after a period of out-migration.

Methodology

The study uses data that was collected in two time periods
in 2018 and 2022 in Malawi. By returning and resampling
over this 4-year period, there is an opportunity to observe/
detect any nascent systemic or emancipatory transforma-
tion and how things are changing in terms of technology
use amongst these group of farmers. A similar ethnographic
research design was used for the two data collection phases
that utilised an online survey, focus group discussions, inter-
views and key informant interviews. We targeted young peo-
ple aged between 20 and 40, to recruit those who had at least
completed four years of secondary education as a minimum.
Two researchers and a research assistant were involved in
conducting the interviews. Due to the level of education of
the participants, all interviews were conducted in English.

The first data collection took place in central (Kasungu
and Lilongwe) and southern region (Zomba and Blantyre)
while the second phase focused on Lilongwe city. The ques-
tionnaire survey was designed to capture demographics
information such as age, gender and other information on
type of farming involved in, years of experience in agricul-
ture and types of digital platforms used. The semi-structured
interview questions focused on collecting the detailed infor-
mation on the farmers experiences with farming, decision
making, and role of digital platforms used as well as future
plans. Table 1 below provide summary statistics of the main
participants interviewed through the two phases.

In order to purposively target the participants, a total of
142 valid responses from young people aged between 20
and 40 years were collected through the Facebook online
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survey. Four focus group discussions were organised from
these data and conducted in groups of 12—15 members each.
A total of 21 in-depth interviews were collected in the four
geographical areas.

In the second phase, 12 Organisations’ representatives
actively working in agriculture sector based in the Lilongwe
were interviewed. Of these two were in public sector and
8 classified as non-governmental organisation while the
other two, Viamo and SeedCo. as private sector. For the
organisations, the questionnaires entailed the organisation
activities, digital platforms, agricultural institutional support
and future. These organisations were involved with working
directly with farmers in providing support through capacity
building and production of modern agriculture knowledge.
Table 2 below presents the list and a brief description of the
organisations.

Focus group and interview transcripts were coded accord-
ing to the research question themes which provided the first
order codes: characteristics of new achikumbe elite; Types
of digital platforms; Role of digital platforms in use; per-
sonal values. Within the first codes inductive approach was
used to generate second order codes. This coding was done
using NVIVO software.

Results

Characteristics and capabilities of the new
achikumbe elite

Education was found as a key characteristic and improved
(transformed) their capabilities. The new achikumbe elite
use education as a connection link to other capital assets
such as land, finance and social networks. Salary savings
were used for buying inputs including buying/renting land.
The majority of the farmers indicated engaging in agricul-
ture part time due to having limited investments to acquire
desired profitability that can sustain their livelihoods solely
from farming. Others indicated that they intended to con-
tinue farming as a means of diversifying their income
sources. This finding resonates with White’s (2020, p. 115)
who mentioned that “farming emerges as a possible option
where land and inputs are available, and farming is com-
mercially oriented and combined with other income sources
in pluriactive livelihoods”. The analysis showed that those
with high investments were involved in contract farming.
Contract farming involved primarily seed multiplication
of maize, soya beans and groundnuts with provisions of
inputs, extension service support and markets (e.g., farmers
are allowed to sell to other buyers if offered better prices).
Those on non- contract farming relied on unstructured urban
food markets to sell their harvest. Their level of investment
represents more their capacity to invest than the potential
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Table 2 Organizations interviewed

Name of Organization Brief description

National Smallholder Farmers Association of Malawi® (NASFAM) Largest smallholder owned membership organisation in Malawi aimed at
improving the livelihoods of smallholder farmers

Action Aid® (Malawi) An international non-governmental organisation working against poverty

and social injustice

Department of Agriculture Extension Services® (DAES) A department within Ministry of Agriculture and Food Security responsible

for developing extension approaches and systems for extension delivery

Department of Agriculture Research Services (DARS) A department within Ministry of Agriculture and Food Security responsible

for conducting agricultural research to generate cutting edge technologies

African Institute of Corporate Citizenship® (AICC) A non-governmental organisation whose mandate is to develop the role of

businesses in developing sustainable communities

Civil Society Agriculture Network® (CISANET) A grouping of civil society organisations that facilitates the engagement
of civil societies working in agriculture sector with the government over

policy issues affecting the sector

Malawi _Care International® An international organisation that tackles the underlying causes of poverty
and social injustice in order to deliver lasting change in the lives of poor

vulnerable people

SEEDCO# A leading certified seed company authorised to market seed varieties devel-
oped by itself, government and other associated seed breeders in over 15

African countries including Malawi

Access Agriculture® A non-profit organisation that supports organic farming and agroecology

AgriBiz! A LUANAR university led creative space aimed at supporting development
and growth of agribusinesses in Malawi and beyond

VIAMO' Global social enterprise that specialises in mobile engagement and ICT for
development

HEIFER International® Promotes climate smart agriculture

“https://www.nasfam.org

Phttps://malawi.actionaid.org
“https://agriculture.gov.mw/index.php/departments/agricultural-extension-services
http://mail.aiccafrica.org/index.php/home

Chttp://www.cisanetmalawi.org

fhttps://www.careinternational .org.uk/countries/malawi
Ehttps://www.seedcogroup.com/country/malawi
https://www.accessagriculture.org

thttps://www.luanar.ac.mw/agribiz/about.php

ihttps://viamo.io

Khttps://www.heifer.org/about-us/where-we-work/malawi.html

of the market, thereby implying challenges with accessing
financial support services.

Informal customary land markets were preferred over for-
mal land markets which were considered unaffordable since
land sales with title deed were more expensive. “...buying
customary land from the locals is much cheaper...with no
papers (title deed) ...but once it is registered it becomes
too expensive to buy” (Phindu male, 35 years). Despite that
some of these achikumbe elite had inherited pieces of land
in their home villages, these were unusable due to long dis-
tance and supervision costs. So, while education created a
link to land through land markets, it was also found to unlink
social land transfers as employment opportunities took the
elite achikumbe farmers to urban areas. The interviews also

revealed that access to resources and decision making had a
gendered aspect. The presence of male spouses in the narra-
tives of the female participants were very apparent compared
to male participants. The female participants interviewed
shared that their husbands played a role in helping getting
access to land through informal markets. This is based on
their social relations or income. The female farmers involved
their spouses in decision making regarding how much land
to use as well as what crops to grow. Thus, despite the rel-
atively (higher levels of education indicating that) differ-
ences in characteristics between the new achikumbe elite
and rural based farmers, they shared similar gender aspects
in access to productive resources and decision making. This
was not the case with married male participants who neither
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mentioned nor indicated how their spouses were involved in
their day-to-day farming activities, or decisions. The con-
tract seed farmers who need large investments and supervi-
sion were all male except for one.

Social networks for the new achikumbe elite comprised
mainly of their connections developed during school or
work as most had moved away from their home communi-
ties. Use of digital platforms strengthened the social connec-
tions beyond the physical geographical barriers of their own
new and current neighbourhoods: “Once my chickens are
ready for sale, I just post a WhatsApp status and Facebook...
that’s how I sell mostly to my friends and extended networks”
(Takondwa, female, 35). These new social networks formed
the primary markets and knowledge sources for their agri-
cultural ventures, supporting their engagement in agricul-
ture. Education is empowering for the new achikumbe elite
as it gives them agency to make own agricultural investment
choices in response of market opportunities found within
and through their networks. Thus, education and digital plat-
forms are improving the capabilities and forming part of
defining characteristics of the new achikumbe elite.

Here we present three stories of emancipatory and struc-
tural transformation that are being catalysed by the emer-
gence of new digital platforms and are evident in the expe-
riences of the new achikumbe elite in Malawi. Collectively
these describe: (1) the opportunities that the new achikumbe
elite are taking to enter into new supply chains and pro-
duction contracts; (2) the more rapid and direct connection
to markets and consumers by the Achikumbe Elite through
digital platforms; and (3) the new information sources and
social networks that the new achikumbe elite are engaging
with and that change the nature of agricultural extension ser-
vice. These cases have been selected to illustrate the domi-
nant themes that emerged from the interviews although we
recognise that these are not necessarily the only pathways
through which digital information services may catalyse
transformative change.

Case 1: changing the outlook on agriculture: risks,
opportunities & investments

“... The idea is to make the money, reinvest and grow.
The ultimate goal is to have your own farm, your own
machinery, your own irrigation system. Then, you can
sit down and just do the farming.” (Latha, male, 34).

As the above quotation illustrates, for the new achikumbe
elite, ownership of sufficient production resources including
agricultural knowledge is a critical component that deter-
mines their level of engagement and the viability of agricul-
ture. Young professionals entering into agriculture are moti-
vated by the new market opportunities in agriculture under
contract farming. Digital platforms play an essential role in
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offering real time information about these markets. This is
encouraging more experimentation with alternative crops
and production systems. Digital platforms such as Google,
Facebook and WhatsApp are facilitating access to multiple
sources of information on agricultural markets, production
and contract farming, making it attractive for the new achi-
kumbe elite. Latha, a statistician working in the public sec-
tor ventured into contract seed farming on 40 hectares in
his first year of farming in 2019. His own social network
and the Facebook pages he started following and WhatsApp
groups on contract seed farming became key resources for
accessing new market opportunities beyond his immediate
social circle.

These farmers rely on their high level of education, and
own income savings to determine the level of production and
market engagement.

...they decided to give us 10 hectares of maize and
10 hectares of ground nuts... In fact, along the way |
discovered that I still have resources, but they couldn’t
increase the hectares because I was the first timer. I
had joined Facebook and WhatsApp since I had inter-
est in seed farming, I joined seed farming groups and
followed the pages. Some members shared information
on more basic seed buyers for beans and Soya. So, I
added 10 of my own beans and 10 of my own soya.
So, it was like we did 40 hectares of 4 different crops.
(Latha, male, 34).

The high level of investments that are made by these con-
tract seed farmers also reflect the positive potential outlook
that these young new achikumbe elite farmers hold about
contract seed farming as a legitimate entrepreneurial ven-
ture. Maize, beans, soya and groundnuts were the common
seed types that were being contracted. With strict production
processes, relatively high investments and assured markets,
agricultural production knowledge from planting to after
harvest care are critical to their success. But limited pub-
lic extension service support implies that digital platforms
are the best source for ensuring that their investments are
profitable by accessing critical knowledge and alternative
profitable markets. For example, Mateyu has a Bachelor of
Science degree in agriculture, but also relies on Facebook,
YouTube and WhatsApp to get more and up to date agricul-
tural production information in his pursuit for efficiency and
increasing profitability in his own 32-hectare groundnuts
contract farming.

The other thing is that internet helps me a lot......
Because as a farmer you have to search more... say
how soya bean farmers are doing it in Tanzania so we
go on YouTube and Facebook and find those cultivat-
ing soya...They describe their process...we are also
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able to see.... Internet also assists a lot. (Mateyu, male,
27)

Throughout the interviews, what was common and evident
was their intention to increase their scale of production and
become full time contract seed farmers pending availability
of resources.

I need to have like a seed multiplication company
because seed here in Malawi there is a lot of fake
seed... definitely I need to be in full time farming...
(Lekereni, male, 39).

Case 2: direct supply and demand value chains

“Sometimes you don’t know about marketing like
where to sell crops but because of these [digital
online] groups you can share potential markets for
these crops hence you sell your crops at good prices
than selling them anywhere else like the vendors...”
(Melifa, female, 32).

This point made by Melifa shows that being commercially
driven, digital access to available profitable markets for these
young farmers is one of the drivers for engaging in agricul-
ture. It also highlights how digital platforms create more
direct supply chains. Apart from contract seed farmers, other
young professionals found opportunities in urban food mar-
kets. Whilst supply to the urban markets was primarily dom-
inated by rural production, these new achikumbe farmers
took advantage of the growing demand of food and started
producing food crops demanded by the urban residents,
such as vegetables, maize, potatoes, tomatoes and livestock.
Facebook and WhatsApp have been the primary platforms
of reaching their customers. Using such platforms includes
advertising or contacting buyers who have posted on Face-
book pages such as Strictly Agricultural Produce Business
Malawi; Malawi Agricultural Commodity Exchange, Nsika
wa Zakumunda (market for farm produce). Other markets
are accessed through information of potential buyers posted
on the specialised WhatsApp groups such as Tomato farm-
ers, Pig farming and marketing, and central region banana
producers’ group. Posts on personal WhatsApp, Twitter and
Facebook statuses are some strategies that these young farm-
ers commonly use to engage with and access the markets.
Although less common, specialised Apps, such as e-dimba-
app that provides real time marketing information, are also
being adopted to access existing markets directly.

While some of the farmers interviewed have formal quali-
fications (e.g., bachelor’s degree) in agriculture related areas
and have been involved in farming for over 5 years, digital
platforms still play an important role of providing access
to agricultural production as well as in marketing strate-
gies. Social networks formed and maintained through the

digital platforms such as WhatsApp group remain crucial
in shaping the types of farming that these new achikumbe
elite decide to undertake. Pitani (35) has been involved in
farming for over 10 years:

I grow Irish potatoes. After reading on our WhatsApp
group how buyers from central region [local custom-
ers] were having to rely on Irish potatoes from Ntcheu
[southern region] I decided to fill the market gap, ...
and now I want to go into piggery, someone shared
information of production and marketing strategies, [
think part of my land would be sufficient to have them.
(Pitani, male, 35)

Despite maize being a commonly grown food crop in
Malawi, the Achikumbe elite farmers have diversified their
food crop portfolio based on demand observed on these digi-
tal platforms. Crops grown and livestock kept included sweet
potatoes, bananas, horticulture vegetables, poultry, and pig-
gery. The diversification based on demand enables them to
go full-time. For example, Madalo (Female, 35) quit her
CEO position in a non-governmental organisation to con-
centrate on her farming enterprise full time. She grows vari-
ous crops and also manufactures tea bags and herbs spices
which are sold across local supermarkets such as Chipiku
and Sana in Malawi. These young farmers share varied expe-
riences with agriculture: renting land to meet an immedi-
ate demand, diversifying the crops grown to improve their
income generation, and also recovering from losses due to
shortage of rainfall or pests and diseases attacks. The digital
platforms provided them with access to information through
networks on available land to rent, accessing information
on demanded crops as well as knowledge on how to deal
with pests, which shows how digital platforms support their
resilience.

Case 3: digital platform changing agricultural
extension service

. we produce digital content for extension, so we
produce videos that are aimed at facilitating south to
south learning amongst farmers. ...we will produce all
these videos on various [agricultural themes] things,
our actual speciality is producing these videos in local
languages... (Representative Access Agriculture)

As the above quotation illustrates, equitable access to agri-
cultural knowledge/information is recognised and targeted
by non-governmental organisations as a means of improv-
ing positive agricultural outcomes. The representative of
Access Agriculture in Malawi describes the main role that
Access Agriculture plays in agricultural extension services
in Malawi. The main extension service provider in Malawi
has been the government, which allocates trained extension
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service workers in rural areas to provide support to farmers
within a given catchment area. But in the past two decades
the coming of non-governmental organisation and private
sector has introduced non-governmental extension service
workers to provide support to targeted program beneficiaries
or contracted farmers. Non-governmental extension services
are driving innovation in the use of digital platforms for
reaching wider audiences. Access Agriculture is an interna-
tional non-profit organisation operating in Africa, East Asia
and Latin America. It specialises in south-to-south knowl-
edge sharing using videos made in local language to support
sustainable agriculture, natural resource management and
markets in developing countries. So far, in Malawi,

...we have over hundred and twenty videos in
Chichewa on our website and smart projector... on
cereals, roots tubers and bananas and different types of
vegetables, on legumes, fruits and nuts just the whole
lot of other crops, livestock, aquaculture, sustainable
land management.... (Representative Access Agricul-
ture).

Farmers can access these videos freely on their website or
organise themselves and request a representative to come to
their area to show them through the mobile smart projectors
for a fee.

Apart from Access Agriculture, Viamo is global social
enterprise that specialises in mobile engagement and ICT
for development. Amongst its services, it is involved with
producing agriculture extension support through use of
mobile phone, a service called 3-2-1. Farmers dial the
number on their phone and follow the prompts to access
whatever agricultural production or marketing information
that they are looking for. Viamo is a private firm that part-
ners with other government agencies, international and local
non-governmental organisations, donors and businesses to
produce tailor made agriculture extension support for their
beneficiaries.

...We have messages for almost every crop. We can
talk of the major ones like maize, cassava, soya beans
and beans... like bananas and tomatoes. Further, we
have message for goats, cows, and chickens. We have
taken step by step of how each product is produced
[Representative for 3-2-1/Viamo]

Like Access Agriculture and Viamo, other organisations are
also working around developing or using digital platforms to
provide advisory services such as Heifer international, Agri
digital-hub, Nasfam, Farm Radio Trust, DARS, CISANET
and AICC. There is a range of digital platforms which are
used such as Applications (e.g., e-dimba), mainstream social
media platforms such as WhatsApp and Facebook, mobile
SMS, radio and television. The concentration of these non-
governmental organisations in use of and embracing digital
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platforms is two-fold. It represents an opportune entry point
for online information regulation by both the private and
public sector. Secondly, the preferred use general platforms
such as WhatsApp and Facebook groups has created concern
about mis-information, due to a lack of regulation.

...If agricultural organisations like ministry of agricul-
ture could be regulating the information that is shared
on these social media groups, it could improve the
reliability and reduce the misinformation that is out
here... everyone is posting whatever information they
want...people are losing money because of lies (unreli-
able information) (Dingase, female, 35).

For other organisations like Care Malawi and Action Aid,
the use of digital platforms is yet to be fully integrated in
their operations as many of their target beneficiaries are rural
communities hence still rely on use of traditional methods
to reach them. However, for the Achikumbe elite these digi-
tal platforms are the main source of information. Overall,
eight of the ten organisation interviews articulated how use
of digital platforms is efficient in reaching and making the
agricultural information communication easily accessible
compared to having to rely on infrequent physical visits of
extension officers.

Discussion

The new achikumbe elite forms a group of young, educated
farmers who are well versed in the use of digital platforms,
and are interested in agriculture as a business. Their moti-
vation and use of digital platforms place them in a unique
position to be agents of food system transformation. Digital
platforms have enabled them to engage flexibly in new com-
mercial markets and contracts, to change value chains, to
access real time data, increase social networks, and quickly
learn new agricultural practices. Although this may be a
catalyst for emancipatory transformation and the building of
individual capabilities, digital platforms are more likely to
be used by farmers with pre-existing capabilities, and so may
act to exacerbate existing inequalities. Here we first discuss
the role of digital platforms in shaping the practices, capa-
bilities and characteristics of the new achikumbe elite and
secondly how the new Achikumbe Elite drives food system
transformation.

The role of digital platforms in shaping
the practices, capabilities and characteristics
of the new achikumbe elite

Our analysis suggests that digital technologies, in the form
of digital platforms, are supporting the emergence of the
new achikumbe elite. The digital platforms are enabling
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flexible engagement in new commercial markets and con-
tracts, changing value chains and access real time data
for these farmers. In terms of identity of the new achi-
kumbe elite, as presented in the results section, their char-
acteristics and capabilities empower their engagement in
agriculture. Digital technologies and the digital literacy
of educated youth offers a way for these young people
to re-learn and re-discover agriculture, which is contrary
to the more predominant narrative of rural youth losing
interest in agriculture or being pushed out because of land,
resources, or limited profitability.

As the new achikumbe elite engage with the agricultural
sector, thereby transforming the food systems in their own
subtle way, they are also themselves being transformed
through this interaction. For the new achikumbe elite, par-
ticipating in agriculture is an entrepreneurial undertaking
with a potential lucrative business venture. Here, digital
platforms play a critical role in filling knowledge and
information gaps that inform business decisions. Besides
the role of digital platforms in accessing production, mar-
ket information and learning needs, it also plays a role
in building social networks and social capital. This cor-
responds with the findings by Sife et al. (2010) and Jagun
et al. (2008) that users of mobile phones enhance their pre-
existing social and economic networks. The development
of digital platforms and the characteristics, capabilities
and activities of the achikumbe elite are closely interre-
lated and are co-evolving over time. Such that the use of
these digital platforms is itself arguable one of the defining
characteristics of the achikumbe elite.

However, while digital technology can offer more equi-
table access to information and market opportunities, they
are arguably most accessible to those with pre-existing
capabilities. This aligns with World Bank’s (2019) and
Cole and Fernando’s (2021) findings that digital technolo-
gies which require specific skills, may only provide ben-
efits to farmers positioned to benefit from them, thereby
potentially widening the inequality in food systems. The
achikumbe elite are characterised as well-educated, digi-
tal natives that are better endowed in assets, relative to
the poorest rural households. We observe that this group
is able to connect through social networks, access agri-
cultural information and agricultural inputs, and are able
to invest in land and agricultural technologies as well as
absorb the risks associated with entering new markets and
contracts. Many of the interviewees mentioned that they
have social contacts from their education, who now work
in research institutes, government or private businesses in
the agricultural sector. This enables them to cross check
information on new practices with experts and innova-
tors, thus decrease risk taking and according to Smidt and
Jakonya (2022) increase their capabilities to successfully
engage in agriculture.

Therefore, there is reason to think critically about the
extent to which digital platforms are a pathway to eman-
cipatory transformation or whether in reality they are act-
ing to further exacerbate existing inequalities. Even where
organisations, such as VIAMO and Access Agriculture, are
developing digital innovation in agricultural extension aimed
at rural small-scale producers, these channels are being
accessed and utilised by the achikumbe elite. The NAE are
engaging in agriculture by adapting their existing contexts.
They are (re)investing non-agriculture incomes and adapt-
ing their skills.

New achikumbe elite driving food systems
transformation

The digital information driven agricultural enterprises of
the achikumbe elite are contributing to the commercialisa-
tion of Malawian agriculture, as well as to the shortening
of value chains and crop diversification to meet the urban
demand. It is, however, too early to evaluate the potential of
such enterprises for impacting food system transformation
at scale. Regardless of the extent of these digital platform
driven process of transformation, however, it is important to
be attentive to its latent risks (Blythe et al. 2018). While dig-
ital platforms can help to democratise access to information,
access and opportunities in the digital space are unlikely to
be equitable. There is also a risk that these spaces become
captured by corporate agendas or the politically motivated
mis-information agendas. Alignment of the effective gov-
ernance of digital platforms with principles of equity and
responsible innovation are therefore crucial for effective
emancipatory and food systems transformation.

In the context of Malawi, the National Agriculture Policy
(2002) emphasizes commercialisation as a way of sustaining
growth in agriculture sector, while transitioning farmers to
non-traditional high value agricultural value chains. From
our case studies we draw out three main arguments about
the potential of the new achikumbe elite to drive food sys-
tems transformation. Firstly, the new achikumbe elite are
embracing diversification in production and entering into
new commodity value chains, such as bananas and horticul-
tural products. Their motivation for diversification is driven
by the commercial market, which they can access in real
time through the digital platforms. Digital platforms support
farmers’ effective and timely decision-making process and
ultimately as found by Ingram and Maye (2020), improves
the knowledge of individual enterprises through sharing and
learning of data from multiple enterprises. The current mar-
ket’s demand for horticultural products (e.g., vegetables) and
livestock, driven by diet transitions among urban customers,
is guiding the achikumbe elite’s agricultural plans. To this
end, the achikumbe elite have a significant role to play if the
agricultural production changes towards non-traditional high
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value products. This role and market adaptivity/flexibility is
underpinned by their motivational drive which is business
and commercially focused. The Malawian government’s
vision for the agricultural sector is highly compatible with
the entrepreneurial efforts of the achikumbe elite. There-
fore, there is a strong case for investing in the capabilities of
entrepreneurial farmers and in digital platforms in order to
catalyse the Malawi government’s vision for transformative
agricultural change.

Secondly, the new achikumbe elite are shortening the tra-
ditional food supply chains and improving food availability
on the market. They are farming in close proximity to urban
food markets and marketing their products locally. While
the data analysed did not provide direct and conscious farm-
ing decisions that the new achikumbe elite pursued on the
grounds of environmental sustainability, the short supply
chains created may also contribute to positive environmental
outcomes and more resilient food systems (De Fazio 2016;
Canfora 2016), which is itself central to Malawian Govern-
ment’s National Resilience Strategy.

Finally, the new achikumbe elite illustrate an alterna-
tive model that can be used to feed the growing urban cit-
ies in Africa. Between 2 and 5 percent of the population
of 12,108,505 Malawians are young people based in urban
areas and involved in agriculture (NSO 2019). The new achi-
kumbe elite are resourceful and productive hence producing
more on small pieces of land which responds to the chal-
lenge of limited access to land due to competing demands
of land in urban areas. The achikumbe elite are a similar
phenomenon to the emergence of urban middle-class farm-
ers and the rural farmers recognised in the literature (Abay
et al. 2021). The new achikumbe elite are young, farm in
more entrepreneurial way and are responsive to markets,
but with a high dependency on digital technologies. As time
progresses, this dependency on digital technologies may also
become a significant part of the ‘new rural elites’. The analy-
sis on the influence of the NAE on food system transforma-
tion may therefore show similarities with the potential of the
‘urban middle-class farmers’ or the ‘new rural elites’.

The new achikumbe elite model of agricultural produc-
tion could be considered as the possible future of farming
that responds to the question of how to feed and produce
for growing African cities. The sorts of transformations
being discussed are indicative of how information sharing
is changing and how farmers might be engaging differently
with and in the food systems. We should however think
critically of the transformative potential of these changes;
whether they are a significant departure from the status quo
and addressing inequities in the food systems or whether
they are reinforcing some of those dynamics and status quo.
Both of these can be happening in parallel; can be trans-
formative in some respects but can also be reinforcing the
status quo in some respects.
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It is too early, to evaluate the transformative impacts of
the achikumbe elite as they are an emerging group whose
impact is not yet realised. Although there might be prag-
matic benefits to supporting emancipatory transformation,
for example because there is reason to believe building the
capabilities of an emergent achikumbe elite will acceler-
ate the commercialisation of agriculture in Malawi, there
is also a tension here. Building individual capabilities and
information services ideally, and perhaps inevitably, opens
up space for alternative visions, knowledges and practices
to be shared and communicated. In addition, it builds the
agency of individuals to pursue change in accordance with
those visions and knowledges. We might see, for example,
digital platforms used to alternative, localised food systems
or agro-ecological principles, rather than purely for further-
ing commercial agricultural opportunities and investments.
An emancipatory approach to transformation cannot be
premised completely on an expectation of certain systemic
outcomes.

Regardless of the directions of food system transforma-
tion that result from investment in digital innovation and
platforms, attention to social equity will be important. There
are risks associated with the emergence of the achikumbe
elite in Malawi, that this continues to exacerbate inequali-
ties between ‘elites’ and the majority of resource poor rural
households in terms of their access to markets, information
and technologies. At the same time, while digital platforms
can help to democratise access to information it also poten-
tially opens doors to corporate capture of information chan-
nels and the sharing and proliferation of misinformation and
corporate agenda-driven campaigns. The new achikumbe
elite relied primarily on the informal social media groups
that were formed by their own peers. The main challenge
was lack of regulation on the information that is shared in
these groups. There was a general preference for there to
be means of validating the information shared. One of the
practical means of doing this was having reliable institutions
and organisations being the regulators and in charge of these
groups to make sure only validated information is shared.
Since, public sector institutions are slow to respond to the
progress of social media as means of disbursing information,
non-state organisations who have already started adapting to
use of digital platforms can monopolise/gate keep valuable
information. Ensuring equity in agricultural transformation
driven by digital innovation will necessitate that this innova-
tion is well-governed in accordance with responsible innova-
tion principles.

The limitations of this study are reflected in the chal-
lenges of extrapolating out from change at the level of a
small number of individuals to wider systemic change. Sec-
ondly, most of the digital technologies themselves under
study are still at early stages of development, and so it is
possible to see the direction that things are moving in but
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not possible to necessarily predict or evaluate the extent to
which they are transformative (or equitable).

The research contributes an alternative narrative in which
educated youth are seen as an important resource for innova-
tion and investment in agriculture to supply growing urban
food markets whilst also presenting a new production of new
ideological framings of agriculture livelihoods and youth.

Promoting and enabling the emergence of the new achi-
kumbe elite can help to generate the transformative change
in agriculture that the Malawian government wants to see,
but that in doing so there is need to support the upskilling
and access to education and technology more universally
so as not to further marginalise rural poor and exacerbate
inequalities. Therefore, the policy implications for emanci-
patory transformation calls for skills development accessible
and equitable for young farmers.
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