Review Article

iMedPub Journals
www.imedpub.com

Global Journal of Research and Review
ISSN 2393-8854

2021
Vol.8 No.2: 61

Improving the Survival Rate of SMEs: Modernizing the Igbo Apprenticeship
System (Imu Ahia)
Abubakar Rufai*, Valentina Assim, Iroh Emmanuel
Department of Political Science, National Centre for Technology Management, Ibadan, Nigeria
*Corresponding

author: Rufai A, 1Department of Political Science, National Centre for Technology Management, Ibadan, Nigeria, E-mail:
rufysnctuary@gmail.com
Received date: February 19, 2021; Accepted date: March 05, 2021; Published date: March 12, 2021
Citation: Rufai A, Assim V, Emmanuel I (2021) Improving the Survival Rate of SMEs: Modernizing the Igbo Apprenticeship System (Imu Ahia). Glob J
Res Rev Vol.8 No.2: 61.

Abstract
The Igbo apprenticeship system has long existed, creating
start-up businesses and new entrepreneurs. It is said to be
the largest business incubation system in the world. This
system has been insinuated to be secret of the most
industrious tribe in Nigeria (Igbos), however because it is
wrongly assumed to be a program for those who can’t be
successful with formal education, it is not attractive to the
youth. This study aims to modernize this system. Literatures
were reviewed pertaining the origin, diversity, success and
limitations of the apprenticeship system in general and Igbo
apprenticeship system in particular. Having identified the
gaps and loopholes of the system, a suitable educational
model was proposed combining general and apprenticeship
education. Recommendations were also provided based on
international best practices. It was discovered that the
system has become unattractive to the youths. Amongst
others, it was recommended that the system should be
reviewed such that it creates an innovative ecosystem. This
study will facilitate the improvement of the IgboApprenticeship system in Nigeria.
Keywords: Imu-Ahia; Apprenticeship; Apprenticeship
system; Curriculum; Entrepreneurship; Technopreneurship;
Igbo; Igba Boy; Nwa Boy

Introduction
Entrepreneurship as identified in the National Innovation
framework is key and central to innovation of any nation.
Technological Entrepreneurship in particular is needed to
facilitate technological innovation in a firm and nation; it is also
an essential ingredient of socio-economic development [1,2].
The difference between Technological entrepreneurship and
other types is collaborative experimentation and creation of
new products (or their features) which are connected to
advances in Science and technology. Unfortunately,
technological innovation is non-existent in Nigeria. This has led
to high level of failed startups with most failures occurring
before 2 years while those that exceed 2 years do not reach
optimal level before crashing [3].

Nigeria with a population of over 200 million (51.9% urban)
and yearly increase of 2.6% is currently challenged with a
situation of acute unemployment and low level of innovation.
This situation is compounded by the fact that the population is
increasing at an alarming rate. Despite government’s concerted
effort to improve the rate and success of entrepreneurship in
Nigeria through policies and programs, there has been zero or
minimal effect on the success of entrepreneurs. The Igbo
apprenticeship system on the other hand has recorded high
success rate, most apprentice even start representing their
business within 3 years of incubation [4].
The Igbo apprenticeship system can be traced back to post
Biafra war era when it appeared like the Igbos had lost
everything including their means of livelihood, they formed an
entrepreneurship incubation business model called the Umu
Ahia. This model has generated many SMEs and start-up
businesses but little global or national recognition. The Igbos
generally sees the world as a big market place hence they tend
more to entrepreneurship than paid jobs
The apprenticeship system is an ancient tradition that involves
established entrepreneurs taking young ladies and boys from
their homes to provide them practical on-job training on any
given profession. The contract usually involves the entrepreneur
providing the young apprentice food and other basic necessity
but no salary is paid for their work. The duration varies
depending on the vocation or occupation. An American
journalist asserted that the Igbo apprenticeship system is the
largest business incubation system. The Igbos’ are generally
insinuated to be the most entrepreneurial tribe and their
success is attributed to the apprenticeship system.
However, there is need to improve the Igbo apprenticeship
system to cover areas of technological entrepreneurship and
consequently to make it attractive for graduates to participate.
Using a proposed model, this study seeks to examine the
features of the Igbo apprenticeship system with a view of
modernizing and improving the system to facilitate innovation
and attracts educated youths.
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Methods
Harnessing apprenticeship program for technology
and economic development
The apprenticeship program is an efficient and cost-effective
way of investing in local content significantly to youth
employment and empowerment that ensures productivity and
reduction in youth restiveness. Nigeria Economic Recovery and
Growth Plan focuses on making Nigeria economy a globally
competitive one through investment in its people. It also
recognizes the importance of youth entrepreneurship and
development of supportive business environment [5]. Opined
that entrepreneurship forms the foundation upon which
science, technology and the creative industries are built. It is the
key ingredient in the transformation of an innovative idea to
innovative product or commercialization. Global reports have
shown that, Small and Medium scale Enterprises (SMEs)
provides 50% of employment. Globally, 90% of registered
businesses are SMEs. According to reports from Edinburgh
Group (2012), SMEs contribute to economic growth in both high
and low income countries by sustaining employment and
contributing to GDP. They contribute 16% and 35% for low
income and medium income countries respectively while 51%
for high income countries. More reports further reiterated that
countries at same level of development with Nigeria, SMEs
contribute a much higher proportion to GDP than currently
observed in Nigeria [6]. Given that these countries have shown
consistent commitment to the development of SMEs in
comparison to Nigeria where government policy is targeted
more in getting foreign investments in the economy with the
hope that our graduates and skilled workers will be employed.
The federal, state and local government having seen the
importance of an inclusive economy adopted the apprenticeship
training scheme under the National Directorate of Employment
Scheme (NDES) to solve issues of productivity and poor skills.
Successful start-ups require adequate and timely funding from
different sources, tailored to their needs and stages of growth.
Nigeria has poor financing culture for start-ups, both in terms of
numbers and versatility. Ecosystem players, both investors and
entrepreneurs alike, concluded that there is a need for more
financing capital at all stages of the start-ups growth cycle [7].
Innovative entrepreneurship which often times is product from
apprenticeship training is becoming the cornerstone of
economic growth in many countries of the world. Government
and the industry can create the platforms that tap into people’s
creativity in whatever way it is expressed, rather than regarding
innovation as the domain of a small handful of people according
[8].

Origin of Igbo apprenticeship
The work of x-rayed the innate entrepreneurial nature of the
Igbos; he opined that Colonialism had a positive impact on the
Igbos, as it gave the opportunity for them to exhibit their
entrepreneurial skills in trading, manufacturing and agriculture,
which they used to trade with the Europeans. He also opined
that Igbos have always craved social and economic
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independence, this has sustained their continuous drive for
entrepreneurship. They always look for business opportunities
out of every situation. Igbos have a culture of praise for wealth
gotten from hard work, this praise culture is enshrined in their
religious and traditional beliefs. Worthy people are even given
titles as motivation for hard work. The mindset of an average
Igbo person is that success in entrepreneurship is compulsory.
Their traditional proverbs like “our own is our own but my own
is my own”, “hard work yields wealth”, “one need to explore
other alternatives” amongst others further inculcate the
entrepreneurial spirit in the Igbos. The work of re-emphasized
this, he opined that the Igbos are the backbone of the economy
of the nation and have contributed to the standard of living in
both rural and urban areas of Nigeria [9,10].
Described the origin of the Imu-Ahia as a system which
involves established entrepreneurs taking young idle boys (who
could be their relative or not) for informal entrepreneurial
education, which is entirely practical based. This works as an
ecosystem, in which those who have benefitted from this
program also help others. This business incubation system is an
unpaid employment for a number of years, averagely 5-8 years,
after which, the apprentice is expected to be as good as the
master. This system has also helped reduce the menace caused
by idleness amongst teenagers and youths. He further asserted
that this apprenticeship system existed before the Nigerian civil
war and even helped the Igbos survive from the ravages of the
war. Within the next 2 years of the war, this system rescued the
Igbos from hunger, squalor, poverty and hopelessness which
resulted from the war [11].

Igbo
apprenticeship
entrepreneurship

and

its

impact

on

The Igbos basically appears to be one of the largest tribe in
Africa, having a population of 40 million. They are seen as
facilitators of entrepreneurship. Several works agree to the
positive impact of the Igbo apprenticeship system on
entrepreneurship in Nigeria. Field survey done by Onyima,
revealed that the apprenticeship system positively affected
apprentices in generating and modifying their own business
idea; choice of business location financing of their start-up
businesses; human and material management and source of
business supplies. Argued that Igbo apprenticeship system helps
in raising capital for startup business. States that a child chooses
a career of his choice in consultation with his parents and the
oracle; afterwards he is assigned to a master. He stressed the
need to standardize the structure and guideline. He highlighted
the problems with the system thus:
“There is a general opinion that the system is for those who
can’t cope with the formal education or whose parents can’t
afford the fee of the regular formal education. This has made it
unattractive to many youths who don’t want to be seen as
failures. There is no standardized syllabus or modules of studies
hence apprentice learn haphazardly”. He further suggested that
the apprenticeship system should be used to tackle the
unemployment problem in Nigeria [12].
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Apprenticeship and technopreneurship development
in Nigeria
Technopreneurs are entrepreneurs who focus on technology
based businesses. They use technology to create innovative
products through the process of commercialization. Therefore, a
potential technopreneur is equipped with both technical and
business skills. There is a strong connection between
Technological development, Innovations and entrepreneurship.
Entrepreneurship therefore creates a structure upon which
science and technology are built. The application of innovative
hi-tech product or hi-tech in an innovative way to deliver
products or services to the consumer is technopreneurship
Reiterated that in promoting technopreneurship for economic
development, it requires in-site professional development
programs and training to produce strategic thinkers with
effective skills to succeed in a rapidly changing global
environment [13-15].
The history of Informal apprenticeship in Eastern Nigeria has
existed for many generations and has evolved from traditional
apprenticeship system that focused on skills transmission within
families or extended families to wider kinship groups and social
networks. Prior to 1970 the role of government to
entrepreneurship was not significant and Igbo entrepreneurs on
the other hand hardly wait for government funds to venture into
business. The traditional Business School also known as “Igbaodibo” has been a source of livelihood and a platform that
nurtures and incubates start-ups entrepreneurs to stand on their
own and raise capital for business. Thus, the Igbos without
government assistance are gradually shifting from trade to
industry and factory which has led to innovation and production
of things like Innoson (IVM) Cars, Motor parts, Motorcycle parts,
plastics, iron casts, steel products, Shoes, Clothes, electric
cables, building materials, pipes, paints, milling machines, etc.
That has contributed immensely to Nigerian economy. These
industries and factories of course have ties and links with a
number of Asian entrepreneurs in Japan, China, Korea, Taiwan,
etc. who acts as advisers.
This apprenticeship program by the Igbo people attracted the
government and in 1986 the Structural Adjustment Program
(SAP) was adopted to encourage open markets, foreign
Investments, trade liberalization and deregulation of
government involvement in business. The policy was a boom for
Igbo entrepreneurs who had been stifled by the indigenization
program. SAP was subsequently followed by the establishment
of the Small Scale Industries Credit Guarantee Scheme (SSICS),
National Directorate of Employment (NDE), National Open
Apprenticeship Scheme (NOAS), Small and Medium Enterprise
Development Agency of Nigeria (SMEDAN), Centre for
Entrepreneurship Development (CED) as well as National Centre
for Technology Incubation (NCTI). The development further gave
room for the emergence of micro, small and medium enterprises
that are engaged in the production and provision of auxiliary
products and services. The role of Government became much
more apparent through the activities of SMEDAN in supporting
and supervising entrepreneurship units while the Central bank
of Nigeria provides financial assistance to entrepreneurs through
the 10% fund contribution by commercial banks to the Small
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and Medium Enterprise Equity Investment Scheme (SMEEIS)
that was to assist the establishment of new, viable small and
medium industries which in the long run promote economic
growth, and development of local technology, promote
indigenous entrepreneurship and generate employment.
Despite the role of government in the apprenticeship program,
Nigerian school system on the other hand does not fully
consider apprenticeship as a genuine path into a career. It was
perceived to be a difficulty in the level of livelihood, which is
expressed as a family’s inability to pay school fees and other
formal educational levies or when an individual is perceived to
do poorly in school, they are sent to do the apprenticeship
program.

Apprenticeship system around the world
Apprenticeship is seen in specific sectors, like service sector
and construction sector. For instance, in the history of middle
and western China, apprenticeship constitutes an important
pathway to qualification and certification even with the
presence of other formal training methods. The Chinese
apprenticeship system just like the Igbo apprenticeship has
never been specifically supported since the foundation of the
People’s Republic of China in 1949. But today, it has maintained
as one of the training avenues that promotes employment,
especially in the construction industry, in small production and
repair workshops and in the traditional service trades, such as
hair cutting and cooking.
According to the report by, Industrialization in Europe also is
centered on a double system of qualifications, which is
composed of skilled workers, who had been trained through
apprenticeship, and technicians and engineers, who were
trained in the new applied research & development and training
institutions. The British model also depended heavily on
apprenticeship, as well as on science and engineering
departments like the Imperial Institute, for training a skilled
workforce and engineers for industry and mining. The French
employed apprenticeship strategy that brought about the
French model “Ecole Polytechnique”, that aims at linking applied
research and planning with education and training in all types of
technology, a predecessor of the modern engineering schools.
The French economy relied also on traditional apprenticeship,
which maintains until today. The “Ecole Polytechnique” model
was replicated in some German states, as well as Northern Italy,
as a result of Napoleon’s modernization agenda which began
during the 19th Century and built upon the progressive
elements of the French Revolution. This later made way for
higher technician and engineering positions, whereas
modernized apprenticeship was, and still is, the main pathway to
middle-level skilled worker positions in a number of countries.
Relating this to the Igbo apprenticeship system in Nigeria, one
will ask-are apprenticeships a valuable way to promote skills
development in Nigeria? Answer: “Yes’ but this will require
Nigerian leaders to build more on the strength by establishing
viable partnerships, mainly on the local up to the national level.
Island solutions may not spread over to establishing
apprenticeship as a systemic avenue or career path leading
youth from education through training to employment.
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The U.S just like other developed nations, is also brewing the
apprenticeship program which at the moment have become
popular among politicians, workforce advocates, workers, and
employers. The program combines on-the-job training with
classroom instruction and is mostly dominated by building and
construction trades. Records from the U.S. Department of Labor
(DOL), enlisted that people who complete an apprenticeship
program can expect to earn an average annual income of
approximately $60,000-slightly above the 2016 U.S. national
median household income. In contrast with developed
countries, low- and middle-income countries are characterized
by a relative scarcity of skills and deficiencies of the schooling
system. This has increased the need for training program,
especially an apprenticeship program that has become more
appealing.

Results

Apprenticeship program has also been part of the Brazilian
labour legislation code CLT since 1943, recording a total of
11,377 to 26,738 apprentices who had their first jobs at the ages
of 17 and 18 between 2001 and 2003. The training is provided
by official professional qualification agencies or by training
institutions certified by the Labour Ministry.

Students are at liberty to switch to either general or
vocational education along their education path after their one
year stem education. Switching to vocational education will
require an additional 1 year of transitional education while it will
require 2 years to switch to general education from
apprenticeship education. Students are also at liberty to switch
either to general or vocational education after their 2 year of
secondary education in each line. Switching from general
education to vocational education at this point will require 2
years of core vocational study while it will require 3 years to
switch to general education from vocational education. The ease
of transition helps reduce the number of drop-outs who later
have a change of educational plans later in the course of their
education. 6 years primary education and 2 years of vocational
or general education should be made compulsory to ensure a
basic level of literacy as shown in Figure 1.

Types of apprenticeship systems around the world
Apprenticeship that is independent of formal education:
Apprenticeship is usually pioneered by the companies.
Apprenticeship is another option available to those who are
interested in obtaining a recognized certificate for their training
but not necessarily interested in undergoing formal education.
In countries that operate this system the apprenticeship contract
is the same as employment contract.

Proposed model
For students who are interested in the general education.
They undergo 6 years of compulsory primary education, 3 years
of junior secondary education, one year of STEM education, 2
years of Secondary education and 4 years of University
education.
Apprenticeship education will entail 6 years of primary
education, 3 years of primary vocation education (teaching the
basics of vocation education or apprenticeship), 1 year of STEM,
2 years Secondary apprenticeship / vocational education and full
integration into the Igbo apprenticeship system (Imu-Ahia).

Apprenticeship that is fused with formal education:
Apprenticeship is part of the educational curriculum.
Apprentices in this system are usually regarded as students e.g.
Czech Republic and Slovakia. The initial educational system of
most developed countries are a mix of both general and
apprenticeship education, this comes with the advantage of
equipping youths with both practical and academic knowledge
in preparation for a specific path. This system can be
implemented in different ways depending on academic level of
apprenticeship learning i.e. primary, secondary or tertiary
schooling.
Work based apprenticeship: This has the advantage of
addressing problems which pure academic schooling may not,
for example mismatch of education and current prevailing
technology (Werner, Núria, Ricarda and Klaus, 2012). They are
usually designed to address particular industry needs or gaps.
Examples are Estonia and Latvia.
Informal apprenticeship or traineeship: This is popular in
India and developing countries which have a large number of
informal employments. This takes place outside a formal
education institute or a vocation school. Knowledge is usually
passed on though family, community or associated lines, the
agreement is usually between the employer (owner of the
business) and the trainee. Apprenticeship is neither part of the
educational system nor lead to a certificate. The Igbo
apprenticeship system conveniently falls into this system.

4

Figure 1: Proposed Apprenticeship Model.

Discussion
The question here is, is the Igbo apprenticeships a valuable
way to promote Techno-prenuership in Nigeria? Answer: “Yes’
but this will require the right policies in place, building more on
the strength by establishing viable partnerships and making the
system attractive to the youths. In addition to implementing a
new model of education which inculcates general and
apprenticeship education, ensuring the latter is not seen as
been inferior to the former. The following recommendations will
This article is available from: //www.imedpub.com/global-journal-of-research-and-review/
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improve the Igbo apprenticeship system, making Nigeria globally
competitive in terms of techno-preneurship.

Supportive government policies
Government should take the lead in hiring apprentices in
certain technical areas like telecommunication, Information
technology etc. Government agencies should be mandated to
employ a certain number of apprentices while private
companies should be motivated to do so too. Policies that
encourage companies to recruit more apprentices should be in
place like exempt from CIT for a number of years and tax
holidays for companies hiring a certain percentage of
apprentices.
Policies should ensure uniformity in apprenticeship
curriculum as well as standardization. Beyond south-East (Igbo
land), there should be a standard curriculum and mode of
teaching across the 36 states of Nigeria. This will ensure
seamless transfer from one apprenticeship program/state to
another.
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within and across their state of residence will not affect
continuity of their education. This will also increase chances of
been employed.

Combination of apprenticeship and entrepreneurial
studies
Apprenticeship education should entail not only acquisition of
technical knowledge, but also entrepreneurial skills that enable
them start up and manage the business. The sustainability of the
Imu-Ahia system is also dependent upon the innovativeness and
ability of SMEs to grow into big business and create new startups. This ecosystem will increase the number of spin-offs and
successful new enterprises.

Conclusion

STEM education should be infused into our educational
curriculum from primary to tertiary level. This opens up their
mind to innovative and critical thinking. STEM prepare children
for the future and future jobs both within and outside STEM. It
will further help apprentices adapt easily into STI (Science,
Technology and Innovation) related jobs.

No consumer Nation can boast of a sustainable economy. For
a country to develop socially, economically and politically, it
must be able to cater for the needs of the citizen and also
involve more in export than import. It is pertinent that citizens
don’t simply depend on the government for provision and jobs
but become entrepreneurs and job creators. Nigeria has
benefitted immensely as nation from the Igbo apprenticeship
system, which has produced many successful entrepreneurs and
those businesses have also been able to reproduce themselves
in other young enterprenuers. It is therefore necessary for
Nigerian government to do an urgent review of the
apprenticeship system in general, and the Igbo apprenticeship
system in particular.
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