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This knowledge brief provides practical guidance
on business formalization for women-led micro,
small, and medium enterprises (MSMEs) supported
through the IYBA WE4A programme in Malawi. It
explains what formalization entails, why it matters
for enterprise development, and how women
entrepreneurs can take the first steps

in a

The brief is tailored to enterprises operating in
green growth sectors, including agri-processing,
renewable energy, recycling, and environmental
services. It is intended for programme

implementers, business development service
providers, and stakeholders supporting women
entrepreneurs to transition from informal

operations to legally recognized and compliant
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BUSINESS FORMALIZATION: IS IT WORTH IT?

Formalizing your business is the process of giving it an official and recognized legal identity. In
Malawi, this usually begins with registering your business name and business structure through
the Malawi Business Registration System (MBRS). You can also get a tax ID (TPIN) from the
Malawi Revenue Authority (MRA), apply for a local council business license, and secure any
sector-specific permits for your type of business.

Formalization does not mean paying high taxes or following complicated rules that feel
impossible to meet. It is a process, and many MSMEs start with the basics and build
compliance over time.

This knowledge brief guides you through the business formalization process, helping you move
from informal operations to a legally recognized enterprise that can access finance, contracts,
and long-term growth opportunities

INFORMAL VS. FORMAL BUSINESSES:
WHY IT MATTERS FOR YOUR BUSINESS GROWTH

Many women entrepreneurs in Malawi operate informally because it feels easier and cheaper.
However, staying informal can hold your business back from growing, competing in formal
markets and accessing finance opportunities. Informal businesses often depend on cash sales,
personal connections, and trust built through reputation.

Formalization strengthens your credibility. It makes it easier for banks, buyers, and institutions

to verify your business and engage you as a supplier. It also improves long-term security by
protecting your business name and reducing risks when disputes arise.
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Common Fears
and Frequently
Asked Questions

I am too small to register.” There is no minimum size or turnover required. Even
market vendors can register. Small steps now create
big opportunities later.

"The process is too complicated.” MBRS has an online portal and support desks. BDS
providers like mHub and UMODZI can walk you
through it step by step.




Practical Guide to Formalizing your business

START SMALL, GROW GRADUALLY

Formalization does not have to happen all at once — it is a gradual journey. Here is a practical

path forward:

Start by applying for a
Taxpayer
Identification Number
(TIN) with MRA using
their online portal:
https://msonkho-
online.mra.mw/

Register your Check your local sector Open a business bank ~ Add more compliance
business with MBRS requirements. account to separate — VAT, sector licenses
by completing the Depending on your your money — only as your

online application business, you may business grows

form and paying the need a local council

applicable license or

registration fee on sector-specific permit.

CHOOSING YOUR BUSINESS STRUCTURE (STEP 2)

STRUCTURE

WHAT IT MEANS BEST FOR

Partnership

Owned by two or more people. Businesses with 2-5 partners who

Share profits and bring different skills or capital

responsibilities. Requires a written partnership
agreement.

Private Limited Co.

Business is a separate legal Growth-focused businesses seeking
entity from you personally. investors, large contracts, or tenders.
Limited liability —  your More compliance but stronger

personal assets are protected.

If you are just starting out: choose Sole Proprietorship. It is the
simplest, cheapest, and fastest to register. You can change to
a Private Limited Company later when you are ready to grow.

If you have a business partner: write down your agreement
before registering. Agree on roles, profit sharing, and
decision-making. This protects your friendship and your
business.




YOUR PRE-REGISTRATION CHECKLIST

Decide on 2-3 Check that the Choose your Have your Confirm your Set aside money
possible business  name is available business structure  National ID business address for the registration
names on mbrs.gov.mw fee, which is a

relatively low cost.

COMMON MISTAKES TO AVOID

* Choosing a business name without checking availability — it may already be registered

* Registering under someone else’'s name — always be a named owner of your own business

* Ignoring the local council license — MBRS registration is national, but you may also need a
local operating license

+ Mixing personal and business money — open a separate account as soon as you register

* Letting your registration lapse — renew it on time to stay compliant

« Signing into a partnership without a written agreement — verbal agreements are risky

KE ACTION THIS WEEK

Visit www.mbrs.gov.mw to start your registration
Visit the nearest MRA office for your TPIN (it is free)
Contact mHub or Umodzi if you need guidance and support

Open a business bank account once you receive your certificate
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DISCLAIMER

The information contained in this factsheet is provided for general guidance and informational purposes only. Registration
requirements, procedures, and tax regulations may be amended, updated, or revised by the relevant authorities, Companies
Registration & Intellectual Property Centre (CRIPC) and Malawi Revenue Authority (MRA) from time to time. Entrepreneurs are
therefore encouraged to verify all information directly with the Companies Registration & Intellectual Property Centre and Malawi
Revenue Authority, which remains the authoritative source on registration and tax-related matters respectively. Other relevant
information can be found in your respective district councils and other relevant authorities.

While every effort has been made to ensure the accuracy of the information presented, neither the authors nor the publishers
accept responsibility for any errors, omissions, or decisions made based on this information. This factsheet does not constitute
legal, tax, or professional advice and should not be relied upon as such.

Furthermore, the contents of this factsheet are not intended to serve as evidence in any legal proceedings and should not be
considered legally binding or admissible in the resolution of disputes. Where specific guidance is required, entrepreneurs are
advised to consult both Companies Registration & Intellectual Property Centre and the Malawi Revenue Authority or a qualified tax
professional.
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