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Chapter 2: Beginning of our Journey

In the meantime, the existing network in Malawi was revived and our intended
country director was in place. He became our guide as he understood the local
context and as an experienced entrepreneur himself, this guide knew all there is to
know. Every idea we had of investing was acknowledged by our guide and also others
in Malawi that we spoke. We were trapped in a confirmation bias. Was it either
because we were looking for confirmation about our ideas or that the persons, we
spoke to have an incentive not to criticize it, we don’t know and probably it is both?
So here we were, in Malawi, surrounded by people who believe in our story and
methodology, and with huge support from our friends and families at home. The
impressions of the country were better than we expected, and everything pointed in
the right direction.
With the limited cash at hand a lot of investment opportunities came on our radar
and we found a promising one, a friend of our guide. Having in mind that our first
investment was meant to learn and explore the local business environment we
screened the entrepreneur to some degree and focused a lot on the business plan.
With our investment this partner was able to build a farmhouse, purchase 5 cows and
enough feed for the first couple of months. By breeding, the number of cows would
double in 2 years and that would provide enough milk to run a profitable business.
A travellers’ journey
We were sixth in line at the gate that morning,
quite some cars behind us as well, all waiting
for the gate to open. It was a cold start of the
day, as we got up 2 hours before sunrise,
washed with cold water and drank some tea.
It’s still dark as we are standing here at the
gate, 5 minutes left, before the gate opens.
“Just follow the other cars, stay on the road,
there will be no oncoming cars”, we rehearsed
the instructions. Speed limit is actually 50
miles/hour as wild animals, there are a few in
this dessert, can cross the road. Would that be
a too slow pace if you want to reach Dune 45
‘in time’?
Gate opens! Off we go, the journey to the
beautiful scenery begins. Still dark, but we can
easily follow the lights of the car in front of us.
Smooth tarmac. Speed is picking up. The cars
in front of us start cruising, but if we stay in the
line, we can avoid a potential collision with
animals, besides it’s hard to believe there are
any living creatures here anyway. As long as
we don’t see any potential danger, we keep on
following our ‘guiding car’. No obstacles to be
seen, as it is dark and it’s a dessert…

We were very optimistic with our first
investment and to make the legal part in
order we registered ourselves at the
chamber of commerce in Malawi. The
investment itself didn’t need a formal
registration yet, that would come later as
the company made profits. We had a
signed
partnership
agreement
and
transferred money that served as proof of
our investment. Back in The Netherlands
the story began to spread in our personal
network. Riding on the wave of optimism
and good news from Malawi we were
actually putting action to our mission. This
was so easy to do, why didn’t we thought of
this earlier and why don’t other people see
this opportunity. We were on our way to the
top! But, as literature describes it, we were
on our way to the top of Mt. Stupid.
Driving in the dark on our way to top we
were so excited about what would come
next that we didn’t ask any questions about
the unknown. Our guide perfectly
confirmed our thoughts, and we had no

intention to look beside us and try to get a grasp of the surroundings. Difficult
questions as ‘how to closely monitor our invested money’ and ‘which legal
procedures are needed’ were dismissed. We would solve all obstacles with an actiondriven attitude, and anything not urgent could be pushed backwards, regardless of
its importance. Off course, like every trip to Mt. Stupid, we were unaware of any
shortfalls and didn’t have the knowledge to ask for it. We were driving in the dark, full
of energy and enthusiasm, pursuing our mission, but with no idea what we had
missed so far and what we would face in the (near) future.

Picture 1: Visit our first investment

Picture 2: Registration at Chamber of Commerce

Key Takeaways
- Next to your mission, define product-marketcombinations (PMCs), not only a product as a product
is only half of the story. Do research on both your
product and potential markets.
- Market research is key, discuss and cross check
assumptions and limitations.
- Define product-market-combinations both in features
and figures, the more specific you can be, the better.
Look for the right balance between pricing and quality
for a specific market. (vegetables for both wholesale
and retail à long lasting vegetables for supermarkets
and restaurants à peppers for restaurants in
Lilongwe à green peppers for 25 restaurants in
Lilongwe City Centre à 10 kg of green peppers to 25
restaurants in Lilongwe City Centre on weekly basis)
- Don’t use Excel to calculate all potential profits,
because your choices and assumptions on PMCs will
be influenced by this Excel sheet.
- Don’t worry too much about a detailed plan or the
business model. Focus on best possible PMCs, because
PMCs will solve customer problems (‘pains’) and fulfil
your mission.
- Sustain yourself financially in a different way than from
any business earnings in this phase. If your business will
become a lifestyle business or growth business is not
an issue yet.

Example RIDOPA:
RIDOPA, one of the first
business
proposals
we
encountered, had a promising
mission:
“provide
clean
drinking water”. An Excel
sheet showed great potential
and huge profits due to the
assumption of an unlimited
market. However, the owner
of the idea missed a crucial
step in the development of a
profound
product-marketcombination, namely “who
were the actual buyers”.

Example Accesserator:
Accesserator focused on the
product of partnerships too
much and could not come to a
better
definition
than
‘Malawian entrepreneurs’ to
specify its market. Rather than
doing more research, we
decided to roll out our product
anyway to everyone who
classified him or herself as
Malawian entrepreneur.

