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Abstract

The Igbo Apprenticeship System (IAS) is one of Africa’s most enduring indigenous
institutions for entrepreneurial learning, business incubation, and intergenerational wealth
creation. Rooted in trust, mentorship, experiential learning, and post-training settlement
support, the system has historically enabled the creation of thousands of Small and Medium-
sized Enterprises (SMEs) in Nigeria. However, despite its demonstrated socio-economic
relevance, IAS remains largely informal, undocumented, and weakly integrated into the
digital economy. This conceptual paper argues that the future competitiveness of the IAS
depends on its transformation from an informal institution into an intelligent enterprise
ecosystem powered by digital technologies, data systems, and Artificial Intelligence (AI).
This study synthesizes the scholarship on indigenous entrepreneurship, digital transformation,
knowledge management, and Al-enabled enterprise systems. It develops a conceptual
pathway for digitizing IAS through e-learning platforms, digital contracts, fintech-enabled
settlements, smart supply chains, customer analytics, virtual mentorship, blockchain trust
systems, and Al-based decision support. This study suggests that such transformation can
enhance transparency, scalability, global market access, productivity, and legitimacy while
preserving the cultural logic of communal advancement embedded in the IAS.
Recommendations are proposed for policymakers, entrepreneurs and technology developers.
This study contributes to the debate on how Indigenous business systems can be modernized
without cultural erasure, thus positioning the IAS as a globally relevant model for inclusive
entrepreneurship in the digital age.
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Introduction

Across emerging economies, informal institutions often perform functions that formal
markets and public systems fail to deliver (Anyali et al., 2026; Agama & Ohajionu, 2021),
hence providing training, social insurance, market access, financing, and employment
pathways for populations excluded from conventional structures. In Africa, few informal
institutions have attracted as much attention as the Igbo Apprenticeship System (IAS), an
indigenous entrepreneurial model developed among the Igbo people of South-Eastern Nigeria
(Ogidi et al., 2024; Irene et al.,, 2024; Obi, 2021). The IAS combines apprenticeship,
mentorship, tacit knowledge transfer, and capital settlement to produce entrepreneurs through
practical immersion rather than classroom education. IAS has been described as a large-scale
indigenous incubator that has generated business owners across sectors such as electronics,
transport, manufacturing, retail, and distribution (Obuseh et al., 2025; Kingsly, 2024).
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The global economy is increasingly driven by digitalization, Al-enabled decision systems,
digital technologies, intelligent systems, and networked entrepreneurship. Therefore, firms
compete through speed, analytics, automation, customer intelligence, cross-border e-
commerce, and digitally coordinated supply networks (Nnonyelu, 2020). Traditional
enterprise models that rely solely on physical presence, verbal agreements, and localized
market knowledge face increasing constraints (Zhou et al., 2026). While the IAS has proven
resilient (Friday et al., 2025), its continued relevance cannot be assumed in a world where
value creation increasingly depends on digital capabilities (Obunadike & Okoli, 2023).
Digitization offers unprecedented opportunities for the IAS as mobile payments can
formalize transactions; e-learning tools can scale entrepreneurial education; Al can support
pricing and demand forecasting; digital identities can build trust; and online marketplaces can
connect apprentices and graduates to regional and global customers. Rather than replacing the
IAS, technology can amplify its strengths (Obunadike & Okoli, 2023). Thus, the key
challenge is designing modernization pathways that preserve the social capital, loyalty norms,
and communal uplift that define the institution.

As the global economy shifts toward the Fourth Industrial Revolution (Ross & Maynard,
2021), the IAS faces a critical juncture. To achieve global competitiveness, the IAS must
transition from a purely informal traditional model into an "Intelligent Enterprise" that
leverages data, formal structures, and digital integration while preserving its core cultural
ethos of communal wealth creation (Helen et al., 2024; Obunadike & Okoli, 2023). This
paper develops a conceptual argument that the IAS can evolve from an informal institution
into an intelligent enterprise ecosystem. Specifically, it addresses salient questions: what
explains the enduring value of the IAS?; how can digitization transform its structures and
processes?; and, what strategic pathway can reposition the IAS for global competitiveness?.
By answering these questions, the paper contributes to literature on indigenous
entrepreneurship, institutional adaptation, and digital transformation in emerging markets.

Theoretical Foundation

The IAS is a centuries-old tradition that has played a central role in the economic and social
fabric of Igbo communities in South Eastern, Nigeria (Omonijo et al., 2024; Osita et al.,
2022). Rooted in cultural values (Omonijo, 2026), familial ties (Ebereonwu, 2021), and
community solidarity (Nwobodo & Ekemezie, 2025), the apprenticeship system embodies a
unique approach to skills acquisition (Okeke et al., 2025), wealth creation (Kanu et al., 2019),
and intergenerational knowledge transfer (Kingsly, 2024). The IAS is a socio-economic
arrangement in which a novice (apprentice) learns a trade or business under the supervision
of a master entrepreneur for an agreed period, after which the apprentice may receive start-up
capital, inventory, or business support to establish an independent venture (Kanu & Rector,
2019). Thus, the system integrates technical learning with character formation, market
intelligence, relationship building, and entrepreneurial identity development (Osita et al.,
2022).

To begin with, Indigenous Entrepreneurship Theory (Peredo et al., 2004) emphasizes that
entrepreneurial behaviour is embedded in local values, identities, histories, and institutions
rather than solely in universal market logics. Enterprise systems often emerge from culturally
specific arrangements that organize trust, reciprocity, learning, and exchange (Ebereonwu,
2021). The IAS exemplifies this perspective because its legitimacy depends on kinship ties,
reputation systems, communal obligations, and intergenerational advancement (Omonijo,
2026). Unlike models of entrepreneurship centered on individual founders (Roach &
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Sauermann, 2015), the IAS reflects collective entrepreneurship (Nnonyelu et al., 2023).
Success is socially reproduced, today’s apprentice becomes tomorrow’s mentor, and hence
entrepreneurial capability is distributed across relationships and networks. Similarly,
Institutional Theory (Bruton et al., 2010) suggests that economic action is shaped by formal
rules (laws, regulations, contracts) and informal rules (norms, customs, expectations). In
environments where formal institutions are weak or inaccessible, informal institutions often
substitute for them. The IAS performs several substitutive functions - training labour,
screening talent, allocating trust, financing start-ups, and resolving disputes. The theory,
however, predicts that institutions must adapt when environmental conditions change
(Eijdenberg et al., 2019). As markets digitize, informal institutions that cannot codify
processes, scale trust, or interface with formal systems may lose relevance. Furthermore, the
Diffusion of Innovation Theory (Rogers, 1983) explains how new technologies spread
through social systems over time. Hence, adoption depends on perceived relative advantage,
compatibility, complexity, trialability, and observability. This framework is useful because
not all masters, apprentices, or enterprises within the IAS will adopt digital tools at the same
pace.

The concept of digitizing the Igbo Apprenticeship System (IAS) for global competitiveness
can be anchored on multiple complementary theoretical perspectives that explain how
traditional institutions can evolve into modern, scalable, and internationally competitive
entrepreneurial ecosystems (Obunadike & Okoli, 2023). Recent studies recognize the IAS as
one of Africa’s most resilient informal entrepreneurship development systems because it
combines tacit learning, social trust, business incubation, and intergenerational wealth
creation (Friday et al., 2025; Kingsly, 2024; Kanu & Rector, 2019). However, in an
increasingly digital and global economy, the continued relevance of the system depends on its
capacity to integrate digital technologies, formal knowledge systems, and innovation
capabilities. The convergence of these perspectives suggests that digitization is not merely a
technological upgrade but a structural transformation of an indigenous entrepreneurial
institution into a globally competitive ecosystem (Helen et al., 2024; Hinings et al., 2018).
For the IAS, digitization should not be reduced to simply using smartphones or social media,
it requires systemic transformation across training, governance, operations, financing, and
market expansion.

From Informal to Intelligent Enterprise

The IAS faces a rapidly changing global economy shaped by digitalization, automation, e-
commerce, artificial intelligence (AI), despite its strength (Obunadike & Okoli, 2023).
Informal methods that once thrived in local markets may struggle in borderless digital
markets where data analytics, customer experience systems, cybersecurity, intellectual
property management, and international standards matter greatly. Some studies also note
challenges such as weak documentation, disputes over settlement terms, gender exclusion,
and inconsistent governance mechanisms (Afunugo & Molokwu, 2024; Nnonyelu, 2020). For
the IAS is to remain globally relevant, it must evolve from an informal enterprise tradition
into an intelligent enterprise ecosystem (Mark et al., 2023). An intelligent enterprise is an
organization that uses digital technologies, real-time data, automation, and continuous
learning to improve decision-making, efficiency, innovation, and customer value creation
(Quinn, 1992). Applying this concept to the IAS means preserving its communal and
entrepreneurial essence while upgrading its processes with modern tools (Obunadike &
Okoli, 2023). The future of the system lies not in abandoning tradition, but in strategically
digitizing it. Digitization can transform recruitment, training, financing, operations, and
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market expansion while retaining the values of mentorship and mutual upliftment. Following
the literature review and theoretical foundations, we state our propositions.

Firstly, digital learning platforms can modernize apprenticeship training (Irene et al., 2024).
Instead of relying solely on physical observation in shops or workshops, apprentices can
access structured modules on accounting, inventory management, digital marketing,
negotiation, export readiness, ethics, and customer service through mobile apps and learning
portals. Video demonstrations, local-language content, and micro-certifications can
complement practical training. This hybrid model would improve consistency and scalability,
ensuring that every apprentice receives foundational business knowledge regardless of
location (Obunadike & Okoli, 2023). It also enables diaspora participation, where successful
Igbo entrepreneurs abroad can mentor apprentices virtually.

P1: Digital learning systems can improve entrepreneurial capability development within the
148S.

Secondly, enterprise intelligence tools can improve operational performance (Mbima &
Tetteh, 2023). Many informal businesses lose revenue through poor stock control, weak
bookkeeping, and limited market insight (Arinaitwe, 2006). Simple cloud-based point-of-sale
systems, mobile accounting apps, and dashboards can help masters and settled apprentices
track sales, manage cash flow, forecast demand, and reduce waste. Data-driven decision-
making would move enterprises from intuition-only management to evidence-based
management. In highly competitive sectors, even modest digital capabilities can significantly
improve productivity and survival rates.

P2: Al-enabled decision tools improve IAS operational performance

Thirdly, e-commerce and global branding can expand the market reach of IAS businesses
(Adekunle & Okuwhere, 2025). Historically, many apprenticeship-trained entrepreneurs
succeeded through physical market clusters such as Onitsha, Aba, and Nnewi (Onoh et al.,
2026). Today, digital storefronts, social commerce, and cross-border marketplaces make it
possible to sell beyond geographic boundaries. Locally made fashion, leather goods, machine
parts, agro-products, and creative goods can reach customers in Africa, Europe, North
America, and Asia when supported by quality standards, logistics partnerships, and trusted
payment systems. The transition from market stall to global seller is central to global
competitiveness.

P3: E-commerce integration enhances global competitiveness through expanded market
access

Fourthly, fintech innovation can strengthen business financing (Philippon, 2016). Traditional
settlement capital is valuable, but it is often limited by the resources of the master. Digital
credit scoring, cooperative savings platforms, blockchain-based contracts, crowd-funding,
and embedded finance solutions can expand access to working capital (Onoh et al., 2026).
When combined with mentorship, these tools can help newly settled entrepreneurs scale
faster and reduce early-stage failure. Furthermore, finance should remain relational and trust-
based while becoming more transparent and efficient.

P4: Fintech integration increases financial inclusion and growth opportunities for IAS

Lastly, governance reforms are essential. Critics of the system point to cases of exploitation,
delayed settlement, or unclear expectations (Ohazuruike & Elechi, 2023). Intelligent
enterprise systems require clear rules, transparency, and accountability. Digital contracts,
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milestone tracking, grievance channels, and community arbitration platforms can protect both
masters and apprentices (Helen et al., 2024). Standardized codes of conduct and voluntary
associations can certify ethical participants. Furthermore, trust has been the backbone of the
IAS, and technology can strengthen rather than replace that trust.

P5: Transparent governance systems reduce disputes and increase ecosystem legitimacy

The Igbo Apprenticeship System stands at a strategic crossroads. Its historical success was
built on mentorship, trust, discipline, and shared prosperity, yet the demands of the 21st
century requires more than tradition alone (Nnonyelu, 2020). By embracing digital learning,
data systems, e-commerce, fintech, governance reforms, and inclusion, the IAS can evolve
from an informal enterprise model into an intelligent enterprise ecosystem (Obunadike &
Okoli, 2023).

Conclusion

The TAS is a testament to human ingenuity and communal resilience that has created
livelihoods, businesses, and pathways for upward mobility across generations (Kingsly,
2024). However, the world economy demands intelligence, data, and global standards. By
evolving from an informal survival mechanism into an intelligent enterprise, the IAS can
provide a blueprint for the rest of Africa. For example, inclusivity should be prioritized.
Research suggests that women have historically benefited less from the system in some
contexts (Familoni, 2024). A globally competitive IAS cannot afford to exclude talent.
Deliberate pathways for women and people with disabilities, can widen the talent pool and
enhance innovation. Diversity is increasingly linked to creativity, adaptability, and market
relevance. The goal is not to discard the IAS tradition but to upgrade it by infusing digital
tools, formal governance, and global quality standards into the existing framework of trust
and mentorship, thus moving IAS from the streets to the boardrooms of the world, proving
that indigenous models are not just relics of the past, but the engines of a competitive future.
Therefore, by embracing digital learning, data systems, e-commerce, fintech, governance
reforms, and inclusion, the IAS can evolve from an informal enterprise model into an
intelligent enterprise ecosystem. Such a transformation would not only preserve a remarkable
African institution but position it as a globally competitive blueprint for inclusive
entrepreneurship and sustainable wealth creation (Mark et al., 2023; Kanu & Rector, 2019).

This paper has argued that the IAS can evolve from an informal institution into an intelligent
enterprise ecosystem by integrating digital learning, fintech, e-commerce, Al, smart
governance, and trust technologies. Such transformation can improve fairness, productivity,
scale, and international relevance while preserving the communal values that made the
system successful. More broadly, the IAS offers a powerful lesson for development theory:
need imported models can be replaced by indigenous models; thus can be digitally re-
imagined into globally competitive systems. Future empirical studies can test the proposed
relationships across sectors and regions.
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