
 

 

 

What We Did: 
While in Malawi (January 3-15, 2011): 

            
 
   
 
 
 
 

       17 Farmer Visits     3 Market Visits        4 Discussion Days 

 

Assessing New Market Opportunities  
for Smallholder Farmers in Malawi  

 
 

Using technology to analyze future profitability and develop a business plan 
 

Meredith Gethin-Jones (Johnson Graduate School of Management; mg654@cornell.edu), Xenia Rudenko (Applied Economics and 
Management; xr27@cornell.edu) and Katie Ricketts  (Applied Economics and Management; kdr46@cornell.edu), and faculty 

advisors Quirine Ketterings (Animal Science; qmk2@cornell.edu) and Beth Medvecky (CIIFAD; bam44@cornell.edu) 

Introduction: 
Malawian smallholder farmer agri-business investment opportunities  are 
limited due to lack of (1) information, (2) credit access, and (3) business 
management skills. A computer program (Minimum Data Set (MDS) Tool) 
is being developed by Catholic Relief Services (CRS) to aid smallholder 
farmers discover and evaluate market opportunities (CRS 2007/2009). 
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Problem Statement:  
How can the MDS Tool be improved to help smallholder farmers 
effectively realize profitable agri-business opportunities in Malawi?  
 

Key Objectives: 
(1) Test the profitability calculator and business planner of the MSD Tool. 
(2) Assess appropriateness and value addition of the MDS Tool to 

facilitate market extension services. 
(3) Capture inputs and analyze feedback from potential users of the MDS 

Tool. Inform designers to improve quality and acceptability of the tool. 

 
 

• The MDS Tool needs to be part of a larger business 
development process.. 

• Farmers need upfront basic business training to help 
them with profitability analyses. 

• Extension staff working with farmers need training 
on how to use the software and contribute to the 
process of realizing the value of the technology. 

• Some data can be pre-populated into the tool to 
simplify and expedite data collection.  

• Multiple meetings with farmer groups are needed at 
different stages of the process. 

• Language used in the computer software needs to 
reflect farmer reality. Technical business terms are 
not used by rural farmers.  
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What We Learned:  
1. Oral presentations of findings and specific 

recommendations to CRS-Malawi and Catholic 
Development Commission (CADECOM) while in 
Malawi ,and to CRS-Baltimore. 
 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 
 

• Change the flow and process , specifically: 
• Provide basic business training to extension staff 

and farmers prior to introducing the MDS Tool. 
• Introduce an inventory booklet in which farmers 

can note their inventory.  
• Establish a refundable deposit so farmers are 

invested in the process. 
• Make edits to the forms within the MDS Tool.  
• Gather market data prior to farmer meetings, and 

update the software to reflect market conditions.  

What We Recommended: 

  What We Delivered: 

• Our team consisted of three CADECOM staff (the 
local CRS agricultural extension partner), two 
students from Bunda College, University of Malawi, 
and a staff member of CRS-Malawi, in addition to 
our four-person Cornell team. 

• We worked in groups of 3-4 to assess the strengths 
and weaknesses of the MDS tool by visiting with 17 
farmer groups.   

• Three market research days allowed us to gather 
input prices and product valuation data. 

• Four discussion days were held to compare findings 
from the field visits and generate a report with 
recommendations for improvement of the MDS 
Tool and its use.  

 

Post Field Work Deliverables (Spring 2011): 
Building of a financial model: 
• We recommended to include in the MDS Tool a 

robust financial model that accounts for 
depreciation, free cash flow, the time value of 
money, and determines loan needs, returns to 
assets, and returns to labor more accurately.   

• In March, 2011, we presented this model, built in 
Excel, to CRS-Baltimore staff for integration into the 
newest MDS Tool (ongoing).  

• The MDS Tool is a software program that is being created to 
easily, quickly, and accurately determine the financial 
feasibility of a rural agricultural enterprise.  

Minimum Data Set (MDS) Tool:  

• Smallholder farmers in 
Malawi are looking to 
reach high-value markets 
and diversify their 
production and income.  

• Many of these farmers 
have difficulty analyzing 
future returns, current 
costs, and/or upfront 
investments.   

• The MDS tool and its 
profitability calculator 
attempt to help farmers 
address this problem.  

 
2. A 49-page report 

describing research 
methodology, findings 
from field work, and 
specific details of the 
recommendations, 
including page-by-
page recommended 
changes to the 
existing forms. 

3. A robust financial model that includes free cash 
flow for farmer groups, and the net present value 
of an investment based on a multi-year analysis. 

The MDS Tool can be useful for communities where extension staff has established trusting 
relationships with farmers. To be effective, business training and infrastructure must exist. The 
MDS Tool should be modified to reflect current market conditions and farmers’ language, and 
include (1) farmers’ cash flow over time, and (2) a multi-year analysis of expected profitability.    

What We  
Concluded: 
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