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Abstract 

Studies have shown that Africa over the years has stagnated in poverty and according to UN the 

region has still gotten worse. To this point, it is therefore worth accepting that approaches used in 

developing African have left the core issues in the development of the same. African economies 

have continued depending on informal sector and have much of their output and employment 

figures emanating from this sector. Secondly at the heart of the informal sector are women who 

have been marginalized in these initiatives. The only hope for the emancipation of Africa is 

human resource development in the informal sector. This paper therefore adopted Malawi as a 

case study in human resource development. It presents the critical role women pray in the 

economy and how their contribution has not been recognized. The recommendation is the 

development of a family enrichment model in human resource development for women in 

Africa. 
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CHAPTER ONE 

The African Woman in Development

1.1 Introduction  
The case of Africa’s poverty calls for the 

realization of where women are: their 

contribution to the economy, 

marginalization, and deprivation from social 

and financial service among some. The 

socio-economic indicators have given a 

picture that of good men and bad women; 

where women are characterized as the 

burden of all ills of Africa. However 

developmental initiatives have continued to 

sidelined the women who are characterized 

as the deserving agents. 

An insight into the underdevelopment of 

Sub-Saharan Africa shows that the region 

has still stagnated and is a home to the vast 

majority of children out of school and also 

highest illiteracy especially among females, 

continues to bear an inordinate share of the 

global HIV burden of which females are the 

highest, and has the highest maternal 

mortality rates in the world (UN,2012; 

USAID, 2011; World Bank, 2006). The 

adoption of the Millennium Development 

Goals (MDGs) by Governments and 

organization, gave a lay of hope for the 

emancipation of these women from hunger, 

maternal mortality, and education 

deprivation. However Africa still is lagging 

behind in these spheres, a situation which 

culminates to Africa’s development 

indicators rating women so badly. 

The performance of these indicators has 

further over the years shown the poverty of 

the Sub-Saharan Africa as increasing than 

any other part of the World (Statistical 

Economic and Social Research and Training 

Center for Islamic Countries, 2007). This 

increase is in all aspects of income poverty, 

asset poverty and deprivation poverty.  

Partly the poverty of the Sub-Saharan Africa 

has been blamed on the overdependence of 

agriculture of which much is for subsistence, 

use traditional methods and the bringing to 

the market of produces which are raw and 

suffer from declining terms of trade and low 

prices. It is therefore worth noting afore that 

income from this sector which also employs 

a higher number of women compared to 

men is very low, as a result of compromised 

efficiencies and diseconomies of scale. 

Though such is the case, Food and 
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Agriculture Organization (FAO) of the 

United Nations in Handelman (2009) 

stipulates that these women produce 

between 60 to 80 percent of food in most 

developing countries particularly in Africa. 

Such a scenario of higher women 

involvement in Agriculture has been termed 

“The feminization of agriculture” by FAO. 

Similarly national accounts indicate a higher 

contribution from the same agriculture 

contrary to the proposition of modernization 

theorist who advocate for mechanization and 

development of modern sectors which 

would act as spring board for growth. 

However it is worthy accepting that some 

African countries have emerged out of 

agriculture and developed industrial 

economies some of which are still agro 

based and some mineral processing. Though 

such is the development, women are still 

engaged in low paying activities within the 

industrial economies. 

A further look into these economies shows 

that apart from typical agriculture, largely 

Sub-Saharan African economies are 

informal sector economies with a range of 

20 to 90 percent employed in the informal 

sector for Botswana and Mali respectively. 

Within this setup, Haan (2006 in World 

Bank, 2008) reports that trade activities, 

including street vending and ambulant 

trading, are the most important segments of 

this informal sector in Africa, usually 

constituting half and sometimes up to 75 

percent of employment. The sector has also 

been stated to be female dominated than the 

formal sector. According to Boner and 

Spooner (2011), the sector employs more 

than 60 percent of the women workforce in 

the developing countries rising to 84 percent 

in Sub-Saharan Africa. It has further been 

observed that this trend of women 

involvement in informal sector is widely 

spread across the Sub-Saharan Africa with 

Zambia in the recent years topping the list. 

Below is a table showing the involvement of 

women in the informal sector in Sub-

Saharan Africa for four countries whose data 

is available in Key Indicators of the Labor 

Market database (2011). 
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Table 1; Share of persons in Informal Employment by Gender 

 Year Sex  Share of persons in informal employment in total non-
agricultural employment (%) 

Sub-Saharan Africa    
Eastern Africa  
Zambia 2008 M  62.9 

F  80.1 
Southern Africa  
Namibia 2008 M  41.1 

F  47.0 
South Africa 2010 M  29.5 

F  36.8 
Western Africa  
Liberia 2010 M  47.4 

F  72.0 
Source: Key Indicators of the Labour Market, 7th Edition 

It is worth accepting afore that a trend over 

several years could have given a good 

indication of women involvement however, 

only two years are available in the database. 

Though such is the case it can still be noted 

that the stipulation of Boner and Spooner 

(2011) for the Sub-Saharan Africa is 

justifiable with the lowest involvement 

being 36.8 percent and the highest 80.1 

percent still above and below that of Mali 

and Botswana respectively. 

 From the look of things it could have been 

thought that since South Africa is among the 

developed countries in Africa, then the 

percentage could have been much lower and 

a little close to each other than 37 and 26 

percent, women and men respectively giving 

a higher difference in percentage points than 

Namibia. This therefore further justifies the 

claim of women dominance in Sub-Saharan 

informal sector. 

However, despite the greater involvement of 

women in the economy, it is fascinating to 

note that of the whole World population, 

women make up 70 percent of the poor, with 

Africa being classified as the poorest 

continent and Sub-Saharan Africa been 

stated to be the last frontier in the fight 

against abject poverty which has still been 

growing since 1981 to early 2000 (UNIDO 

2004, The Global Poverty Project). It is also 

imperative to note that in its perception of 

African Poverty, the World Bank has 

stipulated that “Poverty in Africa has a 

female face”.  

Despite this feminization of poverty in 

Africa, several studies have not been 

conclusive as to between men and women 

who is the most poor. Such studies 

including, Chen (2001), and Baden (1993). 

Though not being conclusive, one thing that 

can be noted from these studies is that, they 
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still conclude that the susceptibility of 

getting into poverty and the stagnating in the 

same is so high for women.  

From these arguments therefore it can be 

stated that the poverty of the Sub-Saharan 

Africa is perverse among women, who are 

also largely confined in the informal sector 

economy. This further suggests that the 

underdevelopment of Africa can be linked to 

the contribution of women to the economy. 

With this stipulation the question can be 

why are women in the informal sector poor?  

1.2 Where has Development 
Sidelined Women in Africa 

UN (2012) notes that in Africa women are 

concentrated in insecure jobs in the informal 

sector with low income and few rights; they 

tend to have few skills and only basic 

education and they are the first to be fired. 

Arguments on the determinants of poverty 

have also surrounded on the same variables 

being so critical in as far as poverty 

vulnerability is concerned because they limit 

individuals’ ability to see and take 

advantage of market opportunities for 

poverty reduction. 

Writing of marginalization of women and 

current food crisis in Africa, Inamahoro 

(2012) laments the fate of marginalized 

uneducated African women in the 

agricultural sector. The author notes that 

there is a self enforcement trend on the 

indicators noted by UN as far as poverty is 

concerned. Most of these women in 

agriculture are less educated and already 

employed in low paying sector and nothing 

is being done to develop their skill. This 

therefore results to the agricultural sector 

getting the weakest labour, the least skilled 

and the least equipped people in most Sub-

Saharan African countries. Borrowing the 

FAO terminology, despite the Feminization 

of Agriculture, too little attention has been 

given to women and roles they play in rural 

societies by researchers and administrators 

or planners (Handelman, 2009). 

Substantiating on the same, Todaro (2006) 

points out that a major often under looked 

feature of the third world agrarian system is 

the crucial role played by women in 

agricultural production. Women do almost 

all tasks of subsistence agriculture. Though 

it has been difficult to estimate the share of 

their labor, but it is stipulated that in 

addition to work within the household, 

which qualifies to be called the double shift 

of women in Africa, women provide 60-

80% of agricultural. Typically, these tasks 

are performed only with the most primitive 

tools and require many days of long, hard 
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labor simply to produce enough output to 

meet the family’s subsistence requirements. 

It has become clear that since women 

produce a large share of agricultural output, 

successful agricultural reform require raising 

women’s productivity. 

This therefore partly explains the stagnation 

of African economies in development as 

very little is being done to improve the 

productive capacity of those who matter 

most. This coupled with rising prices which 

the famer cannot bare pushes them to 

subsistence agriculture and latter not 

produce enough for the consumption of their 

nations a situation that would contribute to 

food crisis for all as indicated by Inamahoro 

(2012), a situation which will further deepen 

the under development of Africa.. 

Patricia McPhadden speaking on Africa 

during the conference on Solidarity in Social 

Development in Copenhagen stated “Most 

governments feel no responsibility to 

women as citizens, but take every 

opportunity to exploit their labor. From 

culture perspective she notes that women in 

Africa live within deeply rooted patriarchal 

systems which not only marginalizes them 

in all aspects of development, but also 

abuses their individual rights such as 

education (Terraviva, 2010). 

The cultural systems in Africa have really 

had a deprivation impact on women from 

production as well contributed to financial 

exclusion. Mary Kazunga from Zambia in 

the same Terraviva (ibid) laments the fate of 

African woman in owning land and the 

subsequent exclusion from accessing loans 

because of collateral. She points out that in 

Africa, women who cannot legally own 

land, cannot obtain credit or access new 

markets which is the market is the feature of 

the new century. Therefore the question is, if 

they don’t own land and cannot get credit, 

how can they access the market? Their 

economic problems are worsened by state 

systems which deny women land ownership, 

yet women are the majority in farm labor. A 

special case is given of Zimbabwe where 

land is taken from wives once a husband 

dies. Though this is being acknowledged, it 

is also worth noting that some cultures have 

matrilineal systems which give women the 

right to own land. However the social and 

financial capital in developing that land 

resides in the hands of men. The 

disadvantage that has been seen with such a 

set up is that men are not willing to develop 

the land which they don’t have legal 

ownership over. 

This cultural marginalization aspect have 

been enforced by Most African courts, 
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despite being based on national laws, often 

rule in favor of customary laws, which 

discriminate against women.  

Basing on the same culture, there has been 

barrier to entry into new trades which are 

lucrative in nature as a result of stereo 

typing. The African culture has pre-defined 

roles which are somehow rigid: The best 

professions are for men and the supporting 

jobs like secretarial and clerical are mostly 

associated with women. Basing on such 

premises, the human resource development 

initiatives to get women into male 

dominated trades and occupations have not 

yielded much result as expected. This has 

been enforced by the organic nature of the 

societies where norms and values are 

inculcated beyond the wills of the 

individual. 

The cultural aspects and low position of 

women in professional setup have had an 

enforcement mechanism right from the 

home where girls are encouraged to help the 

mother with household chores at the expense 

of their education. In the end because they 

have not gone far with their school they end 

up being in the informal sector or getting 

low paid jobs.  

From this marginalization therefore, it is 

clear that the emancipation of women from 

all the ills of development resides in 

unleashing their access to human resource 

development in both formal and informal 

sector and for all ages. 

1.3 Arrangement of the Paper 

Having appreciated that Sub-Saharan 

Economies are largely dependent on the 

informal sector for employment of which a 

greater proportion is agriculture, and that the 

women make up the majority of those in the 

sector, and are at the center of unleashed 

development potential because of 

marginalization from human resource 

development initiatives, this paper therefore 

will look at human resource development in 

the informal sector as a way of getting 

Africa out of underdevelopment, and 

Malawi will be used as a case study. The 

second chapter will concentrate on Malawi’s 

economy, education and women 

involvement and marginalization, while the 

last chapter will do an assessment of the 

human resource development strategies that 

can help in developing Africa as a result of 

reducing poverty more especially among the 

women in the informal sector.
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CHAPTER TWO 

An overview of informal sector in Malawi 

2.1 Economy, Informal Sector and Women 
Like most Sub-Saharan Africa countries, 

Malawi depends much on the informal 

sector economy with at least 80 percent of 

the work force involved in informal 

activities (ILO, 2010; TEVETA, 2008). So 

far there is no quantification of the total 

informal sector’s contribution to Malawi’s 

GDP per-se, however basing on the 

population involvement and the structure of 

the economy, which is largely based on 

subsistence agriculture contributing the 

highest to GDP (about 38 percent) it can be 

arguably presumed that the informal sector 

contribution must be higher than any other 

sector. This non quantification of the 

informal sector is generally the problem in 

most countries and there is a lament of usual 

under reporting of its contribution. Besides 

the subsistence agriculture, vending and 

petty trading among some are among the 

highest contributors of informal sector in 

Malawi, though were not included in 

national accounting till 2006.  

The none accounting of the informal sector 

activities might be attributed to its 

characteristics attributed as has been argued 

by Charmes (1998) who reports that the 

Malawi informal sector is characterized by; 

low level of organization with no access to 

organized markets, formal credit, education 

and training, limited barriers to entry, small 

scale, self-employment, with a high 

proportion of family workers and 

apprentices, little capital and equipment, 

labour intensive technologies, and low 

skilled labour force. 

The growth of the informal sector in Malawi 

has been attributed to low job creation in the 

formal sector forcing the expansion of the 

informal sector. According to the new youth 

policy (2010), the absorption rate of the 

formal sector for new graduates is at 10 

percent annually leaving the 90 percent for 

the informal sector with more females 

calculated around 9 percent each year not 

getting any employment one percentage 

point above their male counterparts. This 

will therefore mean the ever increasing 

number of females in the informal sector as 

is the case in Sub-Saharan Africa.  
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Though the difference arising from 

participation might seem small, it is 

pertinent to acknowledge that already the 

unemployment rate in Malawi is higher 

among females compared to males, 

registering about 10 and 5.4 percent 

respectively. This therefore shows that the 

unemployment rate of females in Malawi is 

almost twice that of men and above the 

national unemployment rate with 2 

percentage points. Similar trend has been 

observed in reference to their education vis-

à-vis unemployment rate where that of 

females is twice that of men at every 

education level.  

Figure 1: Occupation Distribution by Gender (Source IHS, 2004/5) 

From the analysis of their occupation, even 

when females get employed, the figure 

above indicates that more females work as 

laborers, clerics and other related, and 

professional and technocrats. While the 

lucrative jobs in the service, sales and 

production sector are dominated by males 

inclusive of the managerial posts. From the 

outlook of the labour market and the weight 

given to these skills, it can be argued that 

more females on average are engaged in low 

paying informal sector jobs than their male 

counterparts.  

Partly this might be attributed to their 

education status where literacy level of 

males is higher compared to that of females, 

75.8 and 52.4 percent respectively.    It is 

therefore not surprising that more female 

headed households are poor compared to 
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their male counterpart calculated at 59 and 

51 percent respectively. 

Regardless of all these observations, it is 

quite unfortunate that despite the ever 

increasing numbers in the informal sector 

especially that of females and the prevailing 

poverty among the same gender above the 

other in all respects stated above, the 

government policies still fail to recognize 

the informal sector as the biggest contributor 

to employment, output and growth and 

subsequent poverty reduction. As much as 

the Malawi Growth and Development 

Strategy (MGDS) II which is the over 

arching national strategy (in cognizance of 

the MGDS III) recognizes the contribution 

and constraints of the informal sector under 

the creation of an enabling environment for 

private sector led growth in theme one, it is 

the feeling of the authors that it has not been 

given the attention that it deserves.  

The MGDS has spelt the lack of linkages 

between the formal and informal vocational 

training with points of action to develop 

competence based curriculum of the two 

sectors and the inclination of secondary 

school curriculum towards self employment 

in the informal sector. However there is no 

allusion of the actual development of the 

human resource which is in the informal 

sector especially women and the informal 

sector itself as has been done with the rest 

baring in mind its contribution to poverty 

reduction. 

2.2 Marginalization of 
Women in Malawi’s 
Economy 

As has been observed with the rest of 

Africa, the marginalization of women in 

Malawi is in all aspects including the very 

agriculture in which they are the majority. 

Culture has much bearing in this respect. 

According to Parmer and Parson(1977). 

They stipulate that the matrilineal system is 

part and parcel of backwardness of the 

African agriculture, because man has no 

impetus to improve that land over which he 

had tenuous and transitory tenure, after all 

he has no prospects of handling it to his son.  

Because of such precedents, the colonial 

administration stated handling title in male 

hands as the key to economic advancement. 

The large part played by women in 

agriculture was seen as an impediment to the 

adoption of new methods, which it was 

thought they met with derision. From 

agricultural practices perspective, the 

official policy was that of concentrating on 

the most progressive individuals. The policy 
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was rooted in the belief that the foundation 

of a prosperous agriculture industry would 

eventually depend upon the yeoman farmer 

with a secure heritage title over sufficient 

land to enable him to be efficient and enjoy 

an improved living status (Parmer and 

Parson,1977; 403). These progressive 

individuals were also those who had 

sufficient skill to make a good job of 

managing tobacco and cotton for them to be 

able also to make a better living even in the 

growing of maize and groundnuts 

(Catt,1970; 37). Though this targeted men, 

the missionaries and district officials 

consistently complained that food 

production was in female hands and that 

men were ‘unproductively lazy’. 

Disregarding this observation, the colonial 

government was unable to take cognizance 

of the agricultural role of women because 

there was no way of fitting it into 

stereotyped model of the colonialists 

(Parmer and Parson , 1977:403) 

After independence the marginalized trend 

continued. Regardless that there exists a 

positive correlation between the number of 

visits by extension agents and adoption of 

new technology, the services have been 

noted with an in built bias since colonial 

times. Women control a significant number 

of smallholders; however, extension workers 

visits to farms headed by females are fewer 

than to those of men. IHS 2004/2005 records 

only 8.3 percent of female-headed 

households who had access to extension 

services. It has also been noted that 

attendance to block meetings by women 

farmers is very low, moreover the services 

do not offer the type of advice or impart 

problem-solving information and skills 

required by the resource poor farmer. 

Though there are special Women Programs, 

However the WPs staff has inadequate 

professional competence for their mandate 

(GOM, 1993: 90). Furthermore, the 

information given to women farmers by the 

FHAs revolves around home economics at 

the expense of increasing their agricultural 

productivity (Ngwira, 1987: 27).   

Male biasedness aspect has also been 

observed in the credit schemes. This has 

been in mortgages and witnessing where 

males are preferred at the expense of women 

who form the largest labor force in the 

sector and also whose default rate is  so 

small.  World Bank (1995) in their writing 

of The World Bank and The Poor: Malawi A 

case Study, have lamented that 70 percent of 

women farmers have no access to credit 

important for being able to afford good seed 

and fertilizer hence giving a low yield from 

their farms. Reporting on the same, GOM 
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(1993) points out that SACA has been the 

major source of extending credit to 

agriculture. Commercial banks and other 

financial institutions have not serviced 

smallholder households, considering them 

risk clientele and also because of various 

institutional and legal constraints among 

which have been absence mortgages. For 

example, most female-headed households 

have nothing to mortgage. In some extreme 

cases, women farmers have been told to 

have a male witness for them to have 

credits. 

Turning to education, education has been 

noted as one factor that determines ones 

poverty and productivity. In Malawi the 

education system is structured in a way to 

cutter for the whole population. The system 

has recognized primary, secondary, tertiary, 

and   sukulu za kwacha though not common 

as used to be. Pryor (1990: 54 -55), notes 

that the factors of production with which 

Malawi is well endowed are land and labor, 

however the factors are in short supply of 

capital and high-level skills. He further 

notes that at independence education levels 

were very low, a factor that has persisted to 

the present. The most worrisome thing is 

that female education has not had the 

support as has emerged in the democratic 

dispensation. However the female education 

levels still remain low hence hindering their 

productivity and enhancing their poverty. 

The table below presents the illiteracy levels 

in Malawi over a twenty year period whose 

data is available. Generally the trend shows 

that illiteracy has over the years been going 

down, though for females has not decreased 

much as that of men. This therefore still 

indicates that affirmative action is needed if 

women have to be empowered through 

human resource development. 

Table 2: Male versus female illiteracy 
rates in Malawi 

Year 
Males 

percentage 

Females 

percentage 

1987 44.1 64 

1998 24 42 

2005 24 48 

2009 19 33 

Source: Ngwira (1987), Integrated Household 

Surveys 1998 & 2004/2005 and KILM (2011) 

Narrowing down to technical and vocational 

education, it is worth noting that there are 

several barriers to these women to access 

technical and vocational education as may 

be required for the upgrading of their skills. 

The ILO (2010) acknowledges that in 

Malawi, access to technical education is 
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limited to the majority of Malawians due to 

various financial and non-financial barriers 

including unaffordable fees, illiteracy, 

physical disability, and stereotyping. The 

Table below shows how biased formal 

education has been against women. 

 
Figure 2; Recruitment of apprentices in the formal 
sector (2000-2009) (Source; TEVET Times, January 
2010) 

This therefore means with such a trend 

where the highest intake has had 35 percent 

of females, it is not easy to get a good 

number of females in the formal sector 

training. This among other reasons on 

increasing access to technical and vocational 

training necessitated the introduction of the 

informal sector training to those who cannot 

access the formal apprenticeship training. 

This is in an effort to upgrade their skills to 

make them more attractive on the market. It 

is also important to note that the higher the 

skill, the more income one is expected to 

derive from the employment and the better 

one is placed to fight poverty (Labour 

Market Survey, 2010). The introduction of 

this informal sector training has shown that 

access to training has increased to 46 

percent, 11 points above that of formal 

sector, mutually exclusive counts. This 

therefore indicates that the informal sector 

has a great potential in up skilling women 

labor force above the SADC protocol of 

60:40 ratios. This therefore the newly 

adopted 50:50 campaign can be attained 

only if informal sector contribution to 

training is recognized.  

It has to be further noted that the recognition 

of the informal sector has a vital role of 

ushering in standards and upgrading of the 

same to closely match the formal sector. It 

can therefore help in meeting the needs of 

the market and easily attain productive 

capacities that can cutter for both formal as 

well as informal sectors. Above all, the 

training can reduce the marginalization of 

women in human resource development 

therefore contribute to the development of 

Malawi as well as Africa if generalized. 

2.3 Current Interventions for 
Human Resource 
Development in the 
Informal Sector 

Malawi’s informal sector development can 

be stated to be unorganized with several 
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players having programs that are running 

concurrently without a pivotal point. Though 

Technical, Entrepreneurial and Vocational 

Education and Training Authority 

(TEVETA) has the mandate to regulate 

training in Malawi, it has neither put in 

place a coordination strategy nor regulation 

framework for the informal sector training. 

Beyond this the government has no informal 

sector development policy that can 

champion the investment into the sector. 

This therefore has bled a situation where 

every player does what s/he feels best. This 

is a case even with the players coming from 

the formal sector but have interventions in 

the informal sector. 

The major players on the market are 

TEVETA; the just merged Malawi 

Entrepreneurs Development Institute 

(MEDI), Small Enterprise Development 

Organization of Malawi (SEDOM), 

Development of Malawian Traders Trust 

(DEMAT); Ministry of Child, Women and 

Community Development; and NGOs in 

their totality.  

It is worth pointing out that with such a 

provision of training in the informal sector, 

there has been lack of aggregation of data 

which can inform policy and subsequent 

provision of training. It can therefore be 

seen as indicated from the beginning that 

Malawi though being an informal sector 

economy, has not embraced its status to be 

true and is struggling with formal sector 

which contributes so little to its Gross 

Domestic Product (GDP). If only Malawi 

could accept the reality and plan for the 

better, the productivity of women would 

increase subsequently develop Malawi.   

With all respect to contributions made by all 

stakeholders, this paper will only present the 

TEVETA programs in the informal sector 

based on the challenges sited above. The 

table on the next page presents the programs 

being run by TEVETA, their target, the time 

it takes to complete the training, and the 

objective in human resource development. 

Within these programs several trades have 

been taught ranging from soft to hard skills 

across the nation. 

2.4 Conclusion 
This chapter has therefore managed to state 

the position of Malawi’s economy as far as 

informal sector development is concerned, 

where she has failed as far as initiatives to 

develop are concerned, and the strategies 

that are there and the position of women in 

the economy. The next chapter therefore 

will concentrate on choosing the best 

strategy that can be used in developing the 
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informal sector and that can best help in poverty reduction. 

 
Table 3; Current strategies in the informal sector 

STRATEGY TARGET DURATION OBJECTIVE 
Skills Development 
Initiative (SDI) 
 

Unemployed 
Youth/Adults(Those with 
no previous training in 
Vocational Skills) 

2-3Weeks -Aimed at adding value to 
traditional apprenticeship system 
by creating training opportunities 
for those in Informal sector. 
-An approach to skills transfer 
conducted based on demand. 

Small Enterprise 
Development (SED) 
 

Traditional Apprentices 
Micro Entrepreneurs 
(With basic Vocational 
skills, and who want to 
establish robust 
enterprises)   

 3-6 Months -Aimed at responding to needs of 
clients to expand businesses.  
-To upgrade skills of apprentices 
and micro entrepreneurs. 
-To create conducive business 
environment for informal sector. 
-Training participants in business 
management to create viable 
enterprises. 
-Create market linkages 

Partnership Skills 
Development 
Programme 
(PSDP) 
 

Apprentices (Done in 
collaboration with 
Partners) 

 2-3 weeks, 6 
months or 2 
years 

To help capacity building in 
partners development programs. 

On the Job 
Training 
Programme 
(OJTP) 
 

Traditional Apprentices  6 Months-
2years 

Develop skills of the local people 
within which there is a project.  

Tailor Made 
Common Courses 

Employees  1 Week Training intervention for 
employees in the private sector 
and industry following 
demanded areas. 

Programmes with 
Associations/ 
Industrial 
Groupings 

Employees  1 Week Aimed at bridging gaps for 
Industrial Associations with 
similar problems.  

Company Specific 
Courses 

Employees (Targets the 
Private Sector and 
Industry).   

1 Week  -Aimed at generating competent 
labour force. 

Source: TEVET Informal Outreach Programs, Gondwe 2003 



15 
 

CHAPTER THREE 

Choosing the Best Strategy for Informal Sector Human Resource 
Development; Estimation and Simulation 

3.1 Introduction 
Underdevelopment has widely been 

associated with the welfare of the people 

which depends much on the income of the 

reference population, such that income has 

become a proxy in poverty measurement. 

The definitions of poverty based on poverty 

line are a best example of the income 

measurements. Similarly the analysis of 

poverty based on severity has the deviations 

from income as a measurement. This study 

therefore adopted income of the 

beneficiaries of informal sector human 

resource development programs as a proxy 

measurement of their poverty. The 

beneficiaries have been divided into 

quintiles for better analysis on relative 

poverty of the same population. 

Several factors have been identified as the 

contributors to poverty vulnerability. The 

most important of these factors is education. 

Education has the ability of empowering the 

beneficiaries in making proper decisions and 

also taking advantages of the market. Adams 

(2008) argues that recently there is an 

increased entry of young people in the 

informal sector who have progressed with 

their education such that this characteristic 

adds to the trainability and acquisition of the 

skills. Above the basic education, technical 

education has the advantage of upgrading 

beneficiaries’ skills to market requirement 

and also giving the skills a value that can 

help in income generation which will 

subsequently reduce the risk of getting into 

poverty.  However it can also be argued that 

with increased experience in a particular 

occupation one would be expected to have 

increased his/her skills hence attracting a 

higher value on the market. In addition to 

the training the informal sector also 

demands the availability of entrepreneurial 

skills, such that business management and 

entrepreneurial training can be stated to have 

a positive advantage in exploiting markets. 

Adams (ibid) has argued that the learning of 

entrepreneurial and business management 

has a potential of developing attitudes 

favorable to starting one’s own business and 

provide knowledge and skills for running a 

business, e.g. business law, accounting and 
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bookkeeping, credit and finance, and 

marketing.  

The other determinant is gender. As has 

been argued before, studies have established 

that poverty is largely associated with being 

female. Arguments from biological point of 

view have stressed on women not able to 

withstand some of the work done by men, 

while from social perspective it has been 

argued that the poverty of women is largely 

from deprivation perspective where women 

have low access to capital and financial 

market because they do not have collateral. 

Hobson (2011) has stated that lack of 

financial access is the most important 

constraint in the informal sector that 

impedes productivity and progress. Such 

being the case, women are deprived from 

producing goods and services of value on 

the market a situation that still perpetuates 

their poverty by pushing them into informal 

markets largely petty trading and agriculture 

even if they can have the vocational skills to 

produce the goods. 

Beyond gender, African families have been 

noted for retarding progress because of large 

number of dependents. This being the case 

the few resources that the family has are 

distributed to many resulting to lower per-

capita expenditures. From social 

responsibility point of view, women have an 

economic time constraint/burden in their 

labor because of the social responsibility of 

taking care of family members. This is the 

situation mentioned earlier on of double 

shifts. 

Income has also been associated with 

relevance and importance of the skill on the 

market. However, in most instances the 

training is offered without prior knowledge 

of the market demand, such that the 

beneficiaries of the training will not be able 

to sale their skills on the market unless they 

move to urban areas where the skills become 

relevant. In migration theories this has been 

one of the fundamental arguments in the 

pull/push factors in labor migration. 

However, best training has to answer the 

needs of the local market unless it is not the 

focus.  

3.2 Data 
Therefore this study uses data from informal 

sector development programs being run by 

TEVETA and in choosing a best strategy 

that can help in reducing poverty in informal 

sector through human resource 

development, it has adopted the discussed 

variables, income, gender, education level, 

number of dependents one has, special 

education in entrepreneurship, the trade 
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pursued, duration of the training, relevance 

of the training to the environment, and type 

of employment. 

3.2.1 Poverty Levels in 
Malawi’s Informal Sector 

Malawi’s informal sector as seen above can 

be taken to be the home of the poor in this 

developing economy. From this study, it has 

been found that 88 percent of the households 

have per capita income for a month of less 

than MK7500.00, meaning 88 percent can 

be classified to be poor based on 

$1/day/person poverty definition. Based on 

the relative poverty measurement, quintiles 

have been created and the figure below 

presents results of the quintiles.   

 

Figure 3; Quintiles of Income (Source: Own calculation from informal sector data) 

From this figure, where one is the most poor 

and five the well to do in this informal 

sector, it can be seen that even within the 

sector, 61 percent can be stated to be poor in 

comparison to their friends based on relative 

poverty definition, with the majority being 

at the lowest quintile. A comparison of the 

outcome of this study and the IHS suggests 

that poverty in the informal sector is above 

the national poverty level of 52.4 percent, 

suggesting more people being poor in the 

informal sector than the economy1.  

                                                             
1 It has to be noted that the comparison though 
used, the definitions are different. However the 
income standard used in IHS do not give a true 
reflection of the poverty from income perspective. 
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An analysis of gender-poverty dimensions 

reveals that there is no much difference 

between men and women in the informal 

sector, 42 and 40 percent respectively below 

the average. However, linking the same 

gender, age, and dependents, it has been 

found that females enter the informal market 

at a very early age even before the working 

age of 15 and also have dependents before 

the same working age. This might be 

attributed to early marriages as seen on 

having dependents at a very early age, or 

else orphan hood and high school dropout 

rate among females, which has been rated at 

5.9 percent, above the national average of 

5.1 percent. It has therefore to be 

acknowledged that though males might be 

poorer than females in the informal sector 

but as argued before, the two factors here 

stated have a capacity of perpetuating 

females’ dependency of the informal and 

making them more vulnerable to poverty 

than their male counterparts as a result of 

low incomes prevailing in the sector. 

Turning to education, the data had a bias in 

that the usage was for program evaluations 

such that education status is higher than the 

national figures. So far there is none who is 

illiterate, 16 percent have at least basic 

education while the rest have gone beyond 

the basic education. Such being the case, 

education in this case, might not give a good 

picture in relation to their poverty levels 

except in simulation, similarly 

entrepreneurship. However for technical and 

vocational training, it has been found that 

the majority of females, 79 percent have 

accessed the short training programs of less 

than six months compared males, calculated 

at 69 percent. If skill acquisition can be 

associated with duration of the training and 

poverty, then more females have lower skills 

that cannot be compared to their male 

counterpart on the market which then 

translates to females being graded lowly as 

far as remunerations are concerned. Even if 

it comes to self employment, then the 

quality or output of females will be of lower 

value than that of men. So far in skills 

development initiatives, there has been 

marginalization of females, where they have 

been classified to be a group that has to 

acquire home-based/ targeting skills like 

bakery, knitting, tailoring, just among some, 

while men the market skills like automobile 

mechanics which fetch a higher pay on the 

market compared to the domestic output 

which is mostly not valued at all or cannot 

be brought on the market. This has therefore 

further widened the poverty gap between the 

two sexes. 
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3.2.2 Estimation; Variables for 
Strategy Consideration 

The study has therefore, adopted ordinary 

least squares for estimation of critical 

variables in developing a human resource 

development strategy for poverty reduction 

in the informal sector. The table below 

presents the estimation results. 

Contrary to most programs formulation, the 

most important variable for informal sector 

training programs is the number of 

dependents the beneficiary has. As initially 

alluded to the greater the number of 

dependents the lower are the chances that 

the beneficiary can get out of poverty, and 

the higher the probability of low per-capita 

expenditure.  

Table 4; Empirical estimation results 

Quintile- Poverty measure Coefficient t-ratio 
   

Gender of the beneficiary -2.20076 (2.22)** 
Age of the beneficiary -0.04565 (0.44) 

Number of dependents -0.42736 (2.35)** 
Education Level -1.44302 (2.01)** 

Training in entrepreneurship 0.238719 0.19 
The trade pursued -0.12828 (0.87) 

Duration of the training -3.28774 (0.42) 
Relevance of the trade 0.1127 0.19 
Type of employment 0.915647 1.09 

** Significant at 5 percent level of significance 
Source: Own calculation 

As also has also been calculated before, the 

moment the household has many 

dependents, the per-capita income goes 

down unless there is augmented initiative to 

cushion the increased dependency ratio. 

From this study the dependency ratio has 

been calculated at 3:1 with the highest being 

eleven and lowest being one, and the 

majority 65 percent having not more than 

three dependents. It is very important to 

appreciate that training while having the 

responsibility over other people will not 

yield desirable results in both formal and 

informal training because of divided 

concentration and effort. In the presence of 

such a responsibility the person attending 

training has to defer present maximization of 

family affairs to future gratification of the 

same. Franz (1998) notes that women, are 

the largest victims in this because they are 

less able to attend training courses that 
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require a significant period of absence from 

their homes.  

 In African culture where organic societies 

are still enforced in the informal sector, it is 

not easy for one to progress from two 

perspectives; the society has inculcated in its 

members to take collective decision not 

those which appears to be selfish, such that 

when one has dependents, they have to be 

given priority than the self.  Secondly such 

practice has been found to be detrimental to 

entrepreneurial culture, which divorces the 

owner of the business from the business as a 

business culture. With sore business 

enterprises prevailing in the informal sector 

in an environment where the business 

culture is at threat, it is very difficult to end 

poverty. This also justifies the finding that 

training in entrepreneurship is insignificant 

in helping reduce poverty in informal sector. 

The second critical element in human 

resource development for poverty reduction 

in the informal sector is gender. As has been 

alluded to from the beginning, gender 

especially being female has been found to be 

negatively adding to poverty reduction 

strategies. This has been a resultant effect of 

being marginalized, i.e. being deprived of 

poverty reduction initiatives starting with 

education which helps in empowerment to 

social and complimentary services as was 

also noted by Franz (1998).  

As has been seen in the preceding chapter 

women are confined to short courses which 

are also domestic oriented, and there are 

cultural barriers that prevent women from 

entering traditionally male trades (Franz, 

1998).  It is worth repeating that the trades 

which women are in apart from being 

domestic oriented are also the trades that 

fetch low pay on the market. This trend is 

also justifiable in the population under 

study. The figure below presents the 

distribution of the beneficiaries according to 

gender and trade. 
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Figure 4; Distribution of beneficiaries based on gender and occupation (Source; own data) 

 

From this distribution, it can be shown that 

women are largely in tailoring, 34.78 

percent, then other trades, which includes 

food processing, 21.74 percent, and 

carpentry and joinery, 21.74 percent. Trades 

which can fetch a higher pay on the market 

are left for men, either by target of the 

program, or by choice of the beneficiary. It 

is therefore important that gender has to find 

its place into the programming of human 

resource development initiatives that are 

aiming at reducing poverty among the 

people who are in the informal sector.  

Lastly but not least in importance is 

education of the beneficiary. It is very 

important to acknowledge that education has 

the advantage of empowering a person in 

making decisions that are economically well 

calculated feasible and viable. Education 

also empowers a person for self 

actualization, and also being able to take 

advantage of market opportunities.  

However in this study as seen previously 84 

percent have at least reached secondary 

school a qualification that can take them into 

formal vocational and technical education 

and training. This means therefore, that their 

being found in the informal sector adds 

negatively to their poverty reduction 

strategies. In other words it is a worst of 

resources for them to be in the informal 

sector. However as lamented in the youth 

policy, the formal sector is not growing 

enough to absorb the ever increasing number 

of people getting qualifications needed in 

the sector. A good example is the total 
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enrollment for the technical and vocational 

skills training centers. In the year 2012, 

15800 applications were submitted against a 

requirement of 1505 students representing 

around 10 percent absorption rate as that of 

the formal labor market. This therefore 

would call for    formalization of the 

informal training to make sure that 

education has a positive impact in poverty 

reduction or else upgrading of the same.  

3.2.3 Simulation for Better 
Strategy 

Simulation in this paper follows ideal 

scenarios of program formulation for either 

increasing significance of the variables or 

changing the sign of the variables like 

education. 

Since education has had a totally opposite 

sign from what could be expected, it is 

important to find out what happens if all 

those with secondary education have gone 

for formal training.  

With this change since they are the majority 

accounting for about 84 percent, none of the 

variables is significant in reducing poverty 

in the informal sector anymore. This will 

then require getting data that can suit the 

condition of the informal sector. Upon 

selection of only the cases that are below 

secondary education, education and 

employment variables are dropped from the 

estimation. However gender comes out to be 

significant and negatively contributing to 

income. 

This therefore suggests that in all respect of 

human resource development where poverty 

reduction is core, whether targeting only 

those that can be in the informal sector or 

with the inclusion of the rest, gender 

constraints especially from women’s 

perspective have to be minimized. 

Therefore in the event that technical 

education is only offered to those with the 

age 18 or above in an effort to make 

secondary education compulsory till one 

gets a secondary qualification or there are 

free education opportunities to reduce the 

post primary dropout rate to zero, and 

assume that with all repetitions taken into 

consideration and the average post 

secondary age is the adult age of 18. Or in 

program formulation with the idea of not 

encouraging dropping out of school and 

taking vocational training in the informal 

sector as a get way to employment, 

education becomes insignificant but gender 

and number of dependents still remain 

significant in program formulation. 



23 
 

Gender and education together become 

insignificant in determining poverty in the 

informal sector if only those who are 

married are empowered to have a maximum 

of three dependents, have gone through a 

vocational training of about a year and they 

are self and wage employed. In other words 

they have their own enterprise as at the same 

time they are also working. 

Lastly it has been found that all the variables 

are insignificant if women are allowed to get 

into male dominated trades like automobile 

mechanics. 

3.4 Conclusion 
Therefore strategies must have a 

combination of these scenarios if poverty 

has to be reduced in the informal sector. 

What the study has not managed to do is the 

effect of loan and capital mobilization in 

reducing poverty in the informal sector. This 

has been the case because the data that was 

being used, there was no component of loan 

or capital mobilization for the beneficiaries. 

A best strategy must be able to combine 

gender and education empowerment, and 

family planning services and health 

education, and creation of market for the 

informal sector products and employment 

creation. From the perspective of this study, 

it is recommended that the best strategy for 

poverty reduction in the informal sector is 

that of family enrichment model because of 

its multifaceted and inclusion approach in 

dealing with poverty, despite being 

expensive. Below is a table showing the 

combination of the strategies and the action.  

Table 5; Best Strategies for Poverty Reduction through Human Resource Development in the Informal Sector 

STRATEGIES ACTION 
Introduce Robust policy on 
Informal Sector Development 

Government should put up deliberate policies to empower 
informal sector through creation of markets for both output and 
skills in the informal sector. 

Traditional Apprenticeships 
and women empowerment 

Skills, attitudes and knowledge of those in informal sector to be 
promoted and to ensure females take advantage of male dominated 
trades. 
The training has to have about one year duration to ensure 
coverage of the basics and critical aspects of the trades being 
pursued. However the period can vary with the content. 
Affirmative action must be taken to empower women 
economically and in decision making, through education e.g adult 
learning. 

Health and family planning 
education 

There is need for the programs to be augmented with health 
education and family planning sessions to ensure reduction of 
dependency burden. 
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