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How does national culture enable or constrain entrepreneurship? Exploring the role of 

Harambee in Kenya 

 

Abstract 

 

Purpose: The paper seeks to conceptualise how various value dimensions of Harambee, the Kenyan 

culture, affect the fostering of entrepreneurial behaviours. Theoretically, we draw upon perspectives 

that view culture as a toolkit and use cultural variables provided by Hofstede to examine the links 

between national culture and entrepreneurial endeavours in an African context.    

 

Design/methodology/approach:  The paper is based on review and synthesis of accessible secondary 

sources (published research, country specific reports, policy documents, firm level empirical 

evidences, etc.,) on the topic and related areas to understand and advance research propositions on the 

link between enterprising efforts and national culture specific to Kenyan context.   

 

Findings: Several theoretical propositions are offered on themes of collective reliance, social 

responsibility, enterprising, resource mobilisation, and political philanthropy to establish 

relationships, both positive and negative, between values of Harambee and entrepreneurial 

behaviours.  Further, the study provides initial insights into how actors blend both collectivistic and 

emergent individualistic orientations and display collective identity in the process of mobilising 

resources and engaging in entrepreneurship.  

 

Research limitations / implications: The conceptual framework presented bears a considerable 

relevance to advancing theory, policy and practice associated with national culture and entrepreneurial 

behaviour in the African context and has potential to generate valuable insights. 

 

Originality / Value:  This original study provides a springboard for studying the relationship between 

African cultural context and entrepreneurial behaviours.  

 

Key Words: Entrepreneurship, Harambee, Kenya, National Culture, Toolkit 

 

Introduction 

 

How does national culture influence entrepreneurial behaviour in African context?  Drawing on the 

perspective that views culture as a toolkit (Swidler, 1986) and the national culture categories 

developed by Hofstede (1980), we examine the ways in which the Kenyan national culture, 

Harambee, influences the fostering of entrepreneurship in an African context of Kenya. We define 
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entrepreneurship broadly to include new-venture creation that is growth oriented, small businesses 

and micro-enterprises that may provide self-employment (life-style and informal entrepreneurship), 

and social enterprises (Bhide, 2000). Harambee is a nationally adopted political rhetoric that simply 

means “lets pull together” denoting a national spirit of social inclusivity and cohesion (Chieni, 2001). 

It has been long established that culture is something that can be used and drawn upon 

(Swidler, 1986) and it affects social existence (i.e. people’s behaviours, choices, proclivities, etc.). 

Based on their empirical research on cultural difference, Bednar et al. (2006, 1) show that inter-

cultural differences exist, different cultures exhibit signature characteristics that are far from 

idiosyncratic collections of attributes and individuals within a culture, and there is consistency among 

behaviours that can be used by others to anticipate and predict responses based on cultural affiliations. 

Although contested, this has been demonstrated in the extensive work by Hofstede (1980) who 

categorised countries along cultural dimensions of individualism, power-distance, uncertainty 

avoidance, and masculinity.  

Although culture such as Harambee can be conceptualised in different ways such as ‘frame’, 

‘values’, ‘beliefs’, ‘stories’, and ‘categories’, in this article we conceptualise it as a ‘toolkit’ (Swidler, 

1986). In this way, we shift understanding of culture from a perspective that sees culture as  

structurally deterministic to one, which sees it as a toolkit that enables actions and choices. Such a 

conceptualisation of culture could provide an insight into how actors use cultural repertoires to 

conceive strategies of actions and engage in entrepreneurial behaviour.  Being historically contingent, 

culture provides actors/ entrepreneurs with a toolkit from which they can select resources to 

participate in entrepreneurial activities. Furthermore, we draw on Hofstede’s (1991) three of the four 

underlying dimensions of culture – power distance, individualism and uncertainty avoidance – to 

understand how they enable or constrain the entrepreneurial behaviour.    

Previous studies using Hofstede’s work to examine the relationship between cultural 

categories and entrepreneurial activities found that: a) uncertainty avoidance is associated with low 

appreciation of entrepreneurial behaviour (Bowen and De Clercq, 2008; Thomas and Mueller, 2000); 

b) the existence of  national differences relates to entrepreneurial cognition and opportunity-seeking 

(Bosma and Levie, 2010; Mitchell et al., 2002); c) entrepreneurial intentions are more likely to occur 

in a culture where entrepreneurial activity is perceived as desirable and viable (Stenholm, et al, 2013); 

d) ‘differences in entrepreneurial orientations are more likely in countries that are individualistically 

oriented as compared to collectivist or uncertainty-avoidant cultures’ (Dickson and Weaver, 2008; 

Mueller and Thomas, 2001; Stenholm et al, 2013, 182); e) there is a negative relationship between 

uncertainty avoidance and innovation (Shane et al, 1991) and a negative relationship between 

uncertainty avoidance and risk-taking (Kreiser, Marino, Dickson, and Weaver, 2010). However, there 

is a paucity of such studies within an African context and this paper, in part, seeks to fill this gap. 
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In most parts of Africa due to its colonial history, cultural dexterity, the skilful use of aspects 

of collectivist and individualist orientation can be observed; there is presence of both tribal and 

national culture (Zoogah, et al., 2015), and ethnic beliefs about work are derived from traditional or 

tribal practices (Mbiti, 1999; Ugwuegbu, 2001). Such cultural features influence cognitions, 

behaviour,  and practices of Africans in different ways when compared to individuals in Western 

context. Recent scholarly works have seen cultures such as ‘Ubuntu’ being introduced into 

management research in the African context. Zoogah et al, (2015, 15) identify this shared meaning as 

“I am who I am through others.” Essentially a strong form of collectivism, Ubuntu is a pattern of 

behaviours that helps integrate members of a society into a strong, cohesive in-groups (Mbigi and 

Maree, 1995). Zoogah et al (2015, 15) aptly summarised Ubuntu’s distinctive features: 

 

“Members share resources and support each other in exchange for unquestioning loyalty; 

demonstrate caring, respect, and compassion that ensure a high-quality community life; create 

networks of social obligations that link managers to extended families, villages, and ethnic 

groups; and set a foundation to relationships, personalized and horizontal, within organizations 

that can contribute to competitive advantage (Mangaliso, 2001)”.   

 

In this article, we explore the Kenyan national culture, Harambee, which is similar to Ubuntu. We 

were motivated to study the influence of culture on entrepreneurial behaviour in Africa taking the case 

of Kenya for three reasons.  First, the study of culture influence on the entrepreneurship is rare in an 

African context. Second, Kenya’s national culture- Harambee - is akin to “Ubuntu” in South Africa, 

“Ujamaa” in Tanzania, and “Humanism” in Zambia (Chieni, 2001) and thus any findings from this 

study have wider implications to entrepreneurial behaviour to other African countries. Third,  the 

Global Entrepreneurship Monitor reports (2014:12; 2017) showed that individuals in African 

countries exhibit ‘the highest perception of opportunities, perceived skills to act entrepreneurially and 

entrepreneurial intentions’ and hence it would interesting to examine the role of culture on such 

entrepreneurial behaviours.  

By conceptualising culture as  a ‘toolkit’, and drawing on Hofstede’s cultural dimensions, and 

contextual information we advance literature - and theory-driven propositions to guide further studies 

in this research area. In doing so, we want to achieve two goals: first, we seek to unpack the cultural 

values of Harambee as a set of overarching organising principles in shaping the behaviour and actions 

of individuals, communities, and other actors. Second, we aim to develop a set of theoretically rich 

propositions to help further understanding of, and encourage, various actors (researchers, policy 

makers and practitioners) to engage in productive exploration of culture for entrepreneurship and 

socio-economic development by skilfully managing its limitations and constraints.  
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 Our propositions indicate that social actors (entrepreneurs, organisations, or government 

agencies) either use or draw from the values attributed to Harambee, directly or indirectly to inform 

their strategic actions. Generally, idiosyncratic characteristics such as collective reliance, social 

responsibility, enterprising, resource mobilisation, and political philanthropy  have been drawn upon 

to enable socio-economic growth and realising the strategic development agenda within the African 

continent. Contrary to previous literature that hypothesises ‘collectivism’ as negatively related to 

entrepreneurial behaviour, our focus on the Kenyan context, a developing economy, reveals it has a 

potential to spur entrepreneurship. 

The paper is organised as follows. The next section defines culture, in particular, focusing on 

views that see culture as a toolkit to provide the conceptual base for the article. This is followed by 

introduction of Harambee, its past, present and its distinctive values, and how specific values of 

Harambee act as an enabler or constraint and in combination as a toolkit, enables actions. We provide 

conclusions and implications in the paper’s final section. 

 

Understanding Culture 

 

Hofstede (2001, 9) defined culture as ‘the collective programming of the mind that 

distinguishes the members of one group or category of people from others’. Generally, culture is 

defined as a set of values, norms, attitudes and meanings that are shared by the members of a certain 

group that influence how they process and interpret the world (Morrison, 2006).  Most commonly, 

culture is seen as the taken-for-granted values, norms, beliefs, and symbols acquired through 

socialization (Wrong 1961), which shape action in predictable, culture reproducing directions 

(Peterson 1979). According to Chrisman et al., (2002, 115), ‘cultural differences in interpretation and 

perception will lead to differences in behaviours and outcomes’. Usually, culture has been categorised 

into national, regional, ethnic, occupational and organisational sub-cultures (Hofstede, 2001). 

Particularly, national culture consists of “the underlying value systems that are specific to a group or 

society and motivate individual to behave in a certain way” (Shinnaret al., 2012, 466), such as 

venturing into business activities. Generally, the configuration of cultural values across countries is 

based on Hofstede’s (1980) seminal work on cultural dimensions. Hofstede’s national culture 

dimensions are critical in driving cross-cultural comparisons and comprise, for instance, individualism 

/ collectivism, uncertainty avoidance, power distance, masculinity and long-term orientation 

dimensions. Some scholars have argued that countries that exude a combination of individualistic, 

masculine cultures, that rank high on power distance and low on uncertainty avoidance could lead to a 

favourable entrepreneurship and possibly orientation towards entrepreneurial activities among citizens 

(Busenitz and Lau, 1996). In this paper, we build our arguments by conceptualising culture as a 

toolkit (as something that can be used and drawn upon) and explain how values of Harambee relate to 

entrepreneurship.  
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Conceptualising culture as a toolkit  

 

How we view culture is probably the most important factor when dealing with change, 

entrepreneurship and innovation at different levels. How does culture interact with action and choices 

individuals, communities and government agents make? Viewing culture as a determinant structural 

variable could constrain such choices and actions. But if we conceptualise culture as “the publicly 

available symbolic form through which people experience and express meaning” (Swidler, 1986, 

273), then culture becomes a toolkit through which people consciously engage to issues they face in 

their lives. According to Weber (2005, 228) Swidler’s view of culture as a toolkit can be summarised 

as: 

 

“Culture influences action through more than values that provide the ends of action. Culture 

also supplies actors with the means—the tools—for solving practical problems and for 

navigating their environment. This ‘‘supply-side’’ analysis of culture shifts researchers’ focus 

from values and choices to cultural resources, habits, skills and styles. As each actor has at 

hand only a bounded set of heterogeneous resources (concepts, actions, stories and symbols) for 

solving the diverse problems of everyday life, distinctive toolkits can be associated with 

particular actors and collectives”. 

 

Swidler’s view of culture as a tool kit or repertoire suggests that people deploy available and 

legitimate cultural resources such as ‘concepts, scripts, models and other cultural artefacts they find in 

their environment (Douglas, 1986, 383). There is thus a mutual influence between the culture and the 

belief systems or cognition. Culture is context-bound and potentially malleable; it facilitates deliberate 

strategic actions of people (Weber, 2005). Therefore, culture as a toolkit provides ground for 

entrepreneurs, businesses and government agents to pursue their interests, simultaneously enabling 

and constraining their behaviour, decisions and actions. 

Cultural repertoires can be found at individual and broader societal levels, the latter being the 

main source of cultural tools available for use. We know more about culture than we are able to 

engage with. ‘‘Like a library that holds many more books than any one person could ever read, a 

‘‘culture sustains an array of resources that people can draw in different ways’’ (Swidler, 2002, 2). 

So, individuals can use cultural repertoires (skills, goals, attitudes, concepts, etc.,) as they fit to their 

interest “in varying configurations to solve different kinds of problems” (Swidler 1986, 273). 

Examples include political actors using cultural resources to change ideas and practices, ‘in social 

movements to frame the direction of change and its implementation’ (Berezin, 1997, cited in Weber et 

al. 2008). In the cultural toolkit approach, culture is neither universal nor one-sided but it is ‘activated 

in action’ (Leonardi, 2011, 348) and facilitates a creation of context-specific knowledge. 
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 Previous studies examine how organisations use cultural repertoires selectively from their 

industry register.  For Weber (2005) and Porac et al. (1989), industry registers contain the whole list 

of concepts generated by, accessible to, and accepted as relevant for the members of industry to 

interpret situations and develop strategic action. Weber (2005) reported that pharmaceutical 

companies used industry  register to reconfigure their  repertoire  when developing competitive 

strategies.  

Moreover, Ocasio and Joseph (2005) show that organisations change the corporate 

governance concepts in their repertories for organisational isomorphism. Combined, these studies 

show the importance of understanding skilful use of cultural resources legitimated and accepted 

within the relevant industry registers or institutional contexts. The “culture as toolkit” perspective has 

the potential to show how the mechanisms of Harambee can represent the cultural registers which 

individuals and organisations use to inform their framing, choices and strategic actions. Moreover, the 

issue of legitimation is contextual too (Welter et al., 2017; Wang, Thornhill and De Castro, 2017), as 

culture enables us to understand what is appropriate in a particular context in terms of norms, beliefs 

and actions. 

 

National Culture and its influence on Entrepreneurship 

Although Hofstede (1980) did not specify the relationship between culture and 

entrepreneurship, numerous studies recognise the influence of national culture on the level of 

entrepreneurial activity and economic development (Linan and Fernandez-Serrano, 2014; Pinillos and 

Reyes, 2011; Hayton et al., 2002; Mitchell et al., 2000), innovations and growth (Rauch et al., 2013) 

and entrepreneurial beliefs and intentions (Gasse and Tremlay, 2011). Some scholars established a 

positive relation between ‘cultures that value and reward entrepreneurial behaviours (such as risk 

taking and autonomy) with an increased level of entrepreneurship and innovation, whereas cultures 

that reinforce conformity, group interests, and control over the future with low level of risk taking and 

entrepreneurial behaviour (Hayton, George and Zahra, 2000, 33; citing Herbig and Miller, 1992). 

Such studies contend that there are differences in the types of entrepreneurial activities (necessity or 

opportunity-driven) (Linan & Fernandez-Serrano, 2014) within different cultural communities. 

Although entrepreneurs may face similar structural constraints, they may perceive and experience 

them differently (Mitchel et al., 2002).  Existing work on this area suggests that entrepreneurial 

behaviour is shaped by the country specific culture and this causes the differences in developing a 

common entrepreneurial behaviour around the world.  Based on the review of 21 empirical studies on 

national culture and entrepreneurship, Hayton et al. (2002, 41) suggested that ‘national culture is 

likely to influence national or regional rates of entrepreneurship by creating a larger supply of 

potential entrepreneurs’. In addition,  using data from Global Entrepreneurship Monitor on 52 

countries, Pinillos and Reyes (2011) show that a country’s entrepreneurship rate is negatively related 
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to an individualistic culture when development is low or medium, but is positively related to 

individualism when the level of development is high. Similarly, Linan & Fernandez-Serrano, 2014  

(2014), establish a difference in regards to entrepreneurial activity among four regions in the 

European Union (Central, Northern, Eastern, and Mediterranean) as a result of cultural differences. 

Although, these studies are informative in conceptualising the influence of culture on 

entrepreneurship, it can be noted that most if not all, are conducted in a Western context. This begs 

the question, would similar conclusions be reached  in  a developing economy context such as Kenya. 

Whilst the African continent has been seen as a “parochial dinosaur” (Boyacigiller and Adler, 

1991), Africa presents a potential opportunity for researchers (Zoogah et al., 2015; Alexander and 

Honig, 2016; Nkomo, 2017). Recent studies have sought to understand African specific cultures such 

as ‘Ubuntu’ as a defining variable within the research on Africa (Amaeshi and Indemudia, 2015; 

Rivera-Santos et al., 2015; Karsten and Illa, 2005; Mangaliso, 2001). By coining the term 

‘Africapitalism’ Elumelu (2012) seeks to emphasise the obligations of the private sector towards 

social economic development of Africa and assumes the feasibility of such 

undertaking.‘Africapitalism’, embedded in the Ubuntu philosophy, is viewed as “an economic 

philosophy that embodies the private sector’s commitment to the economic transformation of Africa 

through investments that generate both economic prosperity and social wealth” (Amaeshi and 

Idemudia, 2015: 210).  Other scholars highlight the African contextual environment, especially 

‘Ubuntu’ as a key concept for management research (Karsten and Illa, 2005), social entrepreneurship 

(Rivera-Santos et al., 2015) and competitive advantage (Mangaliso, 2001).  Although these studies 

make a compelling argument for research within an African cultural context, we argue that due to the 

diverse nature of the African continent, it would be erroneous to conclude that Africa consists of one 

universal culture ‘Ubuntu’. Whilst, these studies might be justified to position Africa as “one block”, 

Zoogah et al. (2015, 23) called for studies that distinguish “different parts of Africa, based on 

regional, historical, or income differences”.  

Therefore, this paper seeks to examine how a collectivist culture such as Harambee enables or 

constrains entrepreneurial cognition and behaviour drawing on studies, which examine the influence 

of culture on entrepreneurship. The key research question which guided our investigation was ‘How 

does national culture such as Harambee influence entrepreneurial behaviours in African context? 

 

Harambee: what is it?   

 

The term ‘Harambee’ has its origins from the word ‘Halambee’ which is derived from the 

Bantu speaking people of the coastal region (Chieni, 2001). In short it means “let us pull together”.  

Such cultural practices have their roots in the customs and traditions of some communities within the 

nations and were popular instruments in fight against colonial oppression and then a rallying call for 

nation building efforts after independence.  
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In Kenya, as envisaged by the Nation’s founding President Mzee Jomo Kenyatta, when he 

declared that the building and prosperity of the nation was in the hands of indigenous people, 

Harambee became an organising principle to mobilise people and resources for nation building. He 

summarised the essence of the concept of Harambee in his inaugural public speech in 1963 as 

follows: 

 

“But you must know that Kenyatta alone cannot give you everything. All things we must do 

together to develop our country, to get education for our children, to have doctors, to build 

roads, to improve or provide all day-to-day essentials. I give you the call: Harambee!" (C.f. 

Waithima, 2012, 5). 

 

Since then Harambee became a political slogan for resource mobilisation and was then 

referred to as the “Harambee Movement” (Government of Kenya, 1988). The Harambee movement 

then evolved into a new model for development through which “Harambee projects” were conceived 

and proposed by locals to be supported by government, public donations and contributions from 

affluent people (politicians and business owners).  Its essence is rooted in resource mobilisation – 

physical, financial and human - for the common good. It “embodies values of mutual assistance, 

social responsibility, joint efforts, and community self-reliance (Chieni, 2001) for nation-building 

through participative and cooperative endeavours and to mobilise resources to better the lives of 

people. 

In the next section, we discuss the defining values of Harambee and then examine how such 

values (through available cultural repertoires) shape entrepreneurship. 

 

Conceptualising ‘Harambee’ 

 

In the Kenyan context, Harambee as a national culture manifest across political, social, and 

economic spheres (Ngau, 1987; Kanothi, 2009; Wamaitha, 2012). Harambee inspired projects aim at 

delivering public good (for example, schools, health centres and conservation projects) or helping 

disadvantaged individuals (through contributions to pay fees, medical bills, pre-weddings and funeral 

arrangements) among others (Chieni, 2001; Chepkyonyi, 2008). Based on  the review of literature, 

five core values of Harambee were identified (Table 1). 

 

-------------------Insert Table 1-------------------- 

 

These five Harambee core values infuse multiple societal levels and may be activated by 

multiple agents for the benefit of community members, organisations, regions and the nation. 

Therefore, Harambee acts as a lens through which stakeholders’ actions can be assessed and 
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evaluated, albeit being seen as having an enabling effect. In this article, we seek to advance 

propositions which show the positive and/or negative effects of Harambee values on aspects of 

entrepreneurship (entrepreneurial intention, opportunity seeking, social entrepreneurship, business 

creation and business growth) using a conceptual model (Figure 1).   

 

-------------------Insert Figure 1-------------------- 

 

Harambee as toolkit for  entrepreneurship action 

 

In this section, we develop propositions that elucidate Harambee’s enabling and constraining 

effects on entrepreneurial behaviours and how these values are translated into strategic action by 

different social actors.   

 

Collective reliance  

 Countries with individualistic oriented culture are more likely to display entrepreneurial 

orientation than countries with collectivist or uncertainty avoidance culture (Dickson and Weaver, 

2008; Mueller and Thomas, 2001; Morris et al, 1994).  Collective reliance is one of the values 

Harambee manifests in people’s high-level embeddedness, reciprocal gestures, mutual support and 

help at times of crisis. We conceptualise that collective reliance is a collective endeavour for common 

good, where mutual support is available when and as needed. Such collective behaviours are 

observable in "Chama" model or micro-finance institutions and are associated with less risky ventures 

to minimise uncertainty. Our use of the value of collective reliance mirrors the collectivist cultural 

dimension of Hofstede (1980). At national level, collective reliance represents the governments’ and 

societies’ preference to collective social-economic interest over the interests of individuals. Such 

behaviour is likely to manifest during times of crisis and, social and economic problems to provide 

protection to potentially vulnerable people and resilience at a societal level. Collective effort is 

celebrated as a group achievement in addressing socio-economic goals. Such collective efforts are, for 

instance, enabled through strong community relationship and social entrepreneurship. In an 

environment typified by collective reliance, both uncertainty and opportunity seeking behaviours 

(perceived opportunity) will be kept to minimum (Kropp et al. 2008, Webb et al., 2013) while 

addressing social issues.  We argue that collective reliance requires long-run commitments to manage 

uncertainty with clearly established rules and structures, and predictable stable relationships. Such 

requirements become constraints to engage in risky entrepreneurial activities and give a way to 

collective endeavours to address socio-economic problems. Predictability allows for actors to 

participate in effective future-oriented behaviours such as intention to create social enterprises. 

Harambee’s value of collective reliance, therefore, is more likely to drive the creation of social 

enterprises than purely profit oriented enterprises.   
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Proposition 1.  Harambee value of collective reliance is negatively associated with perceived 

entrepreneurial opportunity.  

Proposition 2. Harambee value of collective reliance is positively associated with creation of 

social enterprises. 

 

Social responsibility 

Entrepreneurship in Africa does not evolve in a vacuum, but rather within a complex 

framework of political, economic and social change (Johnson, 2000; Harding, 2006; Urban, 2008). 

The importance of entrepreneurship as a phenomenon in social life is critical; as entrepreneurs 

contribute to an economy by providing new business models for firms to trade commercially, and 

some of them engage in commercial activity in a socially responsible way (Urban, 2008). These 

individuals and ventures, provide an alternative delivery system for public services such as health, 

education, housing and community support (Harding, 2006, 10). Moreover, entrepreneurs in Africa 

are also seen to be a growing source of solutions to issues that currently plague society, such as 

poverty, crime and abuse (Schuyler, 1998; Williams and Kedir, 2016). Socially-oriented entrepreneurs 

provide solutions to social, employment and economic problems where traditional market or public 

approaches fail (Jeffs, 2006).  

For Santos (2012) social enterprises emerge in the context of either or both market or/and 

government failures. Compassion and pro-social motivation drive social entrepreneurship (Miller et al 

2012).  Recent scholarly works established the existence of significant interaction between social 

enterprises and the wider cultural and institutional environment (Miller et al 2012; Santos, 2012). 

Zahra et al (2009, 522) suggest social entrepreneurship involves “the activities and processes 

undertaken to discover, define, and exploit opportunities in order to enhance social wealth by creating 

new ventures or managing existing organizations in an innovative manner”.  In Kenya, individual 

entrepreneurs and communities engage in social practices to support disadvantaged fellow citzens 

(Chieni, 2001). Harambee projects are present across various sectors such as education, health, social 

amenities, infrastructure, water and electricity projects.  Here, resource availability drives the 

opportunity of establishing socially-oriented projects. 

Businesses in the Kenyan context are likely to frame their business goals to include aspects of 

“helping each other”, “building together” and adding value to business and beyond. There are cases 

where people’s willingness, collective mind-set and resource provisions enable the achievement of 

social goals. Such socially responsible behaviours are long-term oriented, grounded in national-level 

social capital and cooperative norms (Estrin, et al, 2013).  Based on the foregoing discussions, we 

propose: 
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Proposition 3: Harambee value of social responsibility is positively associated with creation 

of new businesses, large proportion of which will be  socially-oriented enterprises.  

 

Value of Enterprising  

Entrepreneurial intention is one of the defining characteristics of entrepreneurial behaviour, 

and is defined as “the conscious state of mind that directs personal attention, experience and 

behaviour toward planned entrepreneurial behaviour” (Bird and Jelinek, 1988). At national and 

regional levels, government enterprise policies promote the message that entrepreneurship is valued 

and respected endeavour. The 2017 GEM report showed that individuals in Africa reported the ‘most 

positive attitudes towards entrepreneurship; with three quarters of working-age adults considering 

entrepreneurship a good career choice, while 77% believe that entrepreneurs are admired in their 

societies’ (GEM, 2017, 8) indicating that entrepreneurs enjoy  high-level status and respect. In 

essence the value of enterprising enhances social legitimation, making self-employment a career 

valued and socially recognised (Linan & Fernandez-Serrano, 2014, 689) and hence, more people are 

likely to start new businesses regardless of ‘their personal beliefs and attitudes’ (Etzioni, 1987). 

According to Linan and Fernandez-Serrano (2014, 689) positive link exists between ‘a high perceived 

valuation of entrepreneurship in a society and more positive attitudes and intentions by individuals’.  

Entrepreneurial behaviours in Kenya are activated within the contours of the African 

traditional culture which does not prohibit personal wealth creation, but requires the rich to improve 

their communities (Lutz, 2009; Littrell et al., 2013) through voluntary distribution of their wealth to 

aid fellow-citizens’ empowerment (Amaeshi and Idemudia, 2015).  Such actions however, are not 

simply meant to promote the sense of collectivism but also to some degree question the relevance of 

previous literature that hypothesises collectivism is negatively related with entrepreneurial 

behaviours. Here, we propose that these socially-minded entrepreneurs can ‘tell stories which sound 

familiar to would-be entrepreneurs’, but which at the same time ‘smuggle’ a new message into 

people’s mind which signals the importance of entrepreurship for self- and- community development. 

In the Kenyan context, cases exist where firms and business owners commit substantial 

resources for mentoring, educating and upscaling the skills and knowledge of youth and 

disadvantaged in view of building their confidence and business-oriented mind-set. Such businesses 

engage in enterprising young people from less privileged backgrounds to help acquire basic education 

and skills and in doing so instil creativity and confidence that they can become entrepreneurs. 

Socially-minded businesses are likely to provide incentives and motivate youths, to develop self-

confidence and business acumen and such practices are positively related with entrepreneurial 

intention and starting of new businesses. These actions are instrumental in increasing both 

individual’s perception of the social pressure (subjective norm) to engage in, and the perceived ability 

(self-efficacy) to start, new business (Ajzen, 1991).  Therefore, we propose:   
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Proposition 4: Harambee value of enterprising  is positively associated with entrepreneurial 

intention.  

Proposition 5: Harambee value of enterprising is positively associated with new business 

creation.  

Resource Mobilisation 

In Kenya, where the market for mobilising resources is inefficient (Jackson et al., 2008; 

Zoogah et al, 2015), entrepreneurs have limited access to resources necessary to start business 

ventures. This necessitates local entrepreneurs to rely on family and community networks for 

mobilising resources for start-up and firm growth. Developing network relations enables an 

opportunity structure through which  entrepreneurs  access financial capital to start new  ventures.   

The influence of resource mobilisation as a cultural toolkit facilitates the creation of new 

ventures by the most vulnerable - Kenyan youth and women. Three funding programmes, the Youth 

Enterprise Development Fund (YEDF), The Women Enterprise Development Fund (WEF) and 

Uwezo Fund (targeting the youth, women and the disabled), were initiated by the government to 

address the spiralling unemployment and to nurture entrepreneurial behaviour in Kenya. By providing 

consolidated funds through, YEDF for the youth, and WEF for the women, the government has been 

making available finance for self-help groups and individuals who seek to venture into business 

(Shibia and Barako, 2017).  

The YEDF’s main objective is to provide finance to the youth enterprises through micro-finance 

institutions (MFIs), registered non-governmental organisations (NGOs) and credit cooperative society 

(SACCOs). In addition, it undertakes four strategic actions, which help spur entrepreneurship of the 

youth. First, it provides supporting infrastructure such as business or industrial parks, markets and 

business incubators. Second, it offers enterprise development services such as entrepreneurship and 

capacity building training. Third, it facilitates youth-owned businesses to have access to domestic, 

regional and international markets. And finally, it provides youth with an awareness of overseas 

employment opportunities with necessary support to complete successful applications. Similar to the 

YEDF, the WEF is a government agency set up to address the challenges of marginalisation or 

exclusion of women from access to economic resources and opportunities. It has provided over 3.2 

billion affordable credit to women-owned start-up and growth-oriented enterprises since its 

establishment in 2007. In addition, the Fund offers business support services, capacity building 

training, marketing, promotion of linkages and infrastructure support (WEDF, 2013). Entrepreneurial 

behavior is likely to be limited due to high uncertainty avoidance tendencies (Hofstede, 1980). But 

when actors see culture as a toolkit, they can draw on cultural repertoires such as metaphors, styles, 

simplified cognition to scan their environment and to identify entrepreneurial opportunities.   Further, 

the literature suggests entrepreneurship thrives on culturally supportive environment (Busenitz and 
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Lau, 1996; Estrin, Mickiewicz and Stephan, 2013; Stenholm et al, 2013). The resource mobilisation 

value of Harambee thus is likely to boost the perceived opportunity for starting a new businesses. We 

argue  that the social desirability of entrepreurship (Arenius and Minniti, 2005; Busenitz, Gomez, and 

Spencer, 2000; Koellinger, 2008), the existence of institutional support for entrepreneurial activities 

(Stephan and Uhlaner, 2010) and the perceived resources availability,  all combined,  drive the 

intention for creation of new businesses and continued operation of  exisiting enterprises. Based on 

the discussions above, we propose: 

 

Proposition 6: Harambee value of resource mobilisation is positively associated with new 

business creation. 

Proposition 7. Harambee value of resource mobilisation is positively associated with 

opportunity seeking behaviours. 

 

Political philanthropy 

Entrepreneurial activities take place in a context that shapes them, but the political dimension 

of entrepreneurship at the national level is rarely being discussed, albeit having an important 

influence. Any national level commercial activities are intertwined with political structures in these 

countries (Shaw, et al, 2013). Understanding how politics shape entrepreneurial activities is very 

important in the African context for three reasons. First, Africa is typified by institutional asymmetry 

(Bruton, et al. 2015). Second, we know less about how institutional (and/or political) actors’ strategic 

actions may enable or constrain the fostering of entrepreneurial activities where informal sector 

dominates the economy (Bruton et al., 2012; Webb et al., 2013; Webb et al., 2009). Third, there is an 

increasing emphasis placed by politicians and policy makers to developing entrepreneurial framework 

conditions by creating institutions meant to support the flourishing of entrepreneurial activities, 

allocating resouces and business incentives (Holcombe, 2002).   

 Strategic actions informed by political philanthropy are used by political actors to gain 

legitimacy and loyalty (Scott, 2001; Swidler, 1986). In Kenya, political actors have previously pulled 

together national resources to create entrepreneurial framework conditions (Bosma et al 2010; Bowen 

and de Clercq, 2008; Stephan and Uhlaner (2010). These entrepreneurial framework conditions refer 

to institutions supporting entrepreneurial activities (Stephan and Uhlaner, 2010) such as Enterprise 

Funds (YEDF, WEF and Uwezo) in Kenya. These Funds were/are an election promise by the 

incumbent governments (and/or political aspirants) to gain political mileage, and a form of political 

philanthropy. The main objectives of the funds were to (1) provide affordable capital finance to help 

the unemployed youth, women and disabled persons to engage in economic activities, (2) to offer an 

alternative model of distributing funds to communities and individuals at the grassroots level to 

encourage opportunity seeking behaviour. Overtime, the Funds gained legitimacy in the public 

domain and became policy action to drive entrepreneurial actions among the youth, women and 
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disabled, a group that was culturally disadvantaged due to exclusion from formal financial 

institutions.  

 Although the involvement of institutional/political actors in providing funds for business 

development might be a norm, what makes such support provision qualitatively different in Kenya 

(and largely in the African context) is the fact that they are informed by the Harambee cultural 

repertoires which see the state that empowers the people, long-term orientation toward the common 

good.  Political philanthropy in countries like Kenya is aimed at increasing the rate of 

entrepreneurship by providing business support and financial capital that promote opportunity seeking 

behaviour (Holcombe, 2002; Ndemo, 2015). However, political philanthropy is likely to be driven by 

the people at higher political echelons to skilfully mobilise support for their political agenda in the 

name of nation building (Nega and Schneider, 2013).  We argue that resources availed through this 

mechanism are likely to increase the national rate of entrepreneurial activities through creation of new 

businesses but the majority of  such businesses would either be less sustainable or lack growth 

ambition. Based on the foregoing discussion, we propose:  

 

Proposition 8: Harambee value of political philanthropy is positively associated with entrepreneurial 

intention. 

Propostion 9: Harambee value of political philantrophy is negatively associated with aspirations for 

business growth 

 

Discussion 

 

Above we have presented our theoretically driven propositions. We have attempted to unpack 

the main dimensions of Harambee and their effects on entrepreneurial behaviour by theorising them 

through dimensions of opportunity seeking, entrepreneurial intention, social enterprise, business 

creation and business growth (Dickson and Weaver, 2008; Mueller and Thomas, 2001; Morris et al, 

1994; Urban 2008; Webb, et al, 2010; Zoogah et al, 2015).  We have presented a conceptual model 

which showed the relationship between variables to inform future research on the influence of culture 

on entrepreneurial behaviour. Our propositions showed that Harambee values of collective reliance, 

social responsibility, enterprising, resource mobilisation and political philanthropy have both enabling 

and constraining effects on entrepreneurial behaviours. Specifically, the propositions provided initial 

explanations on which kinds of entrepreneurial behaviour could be associated with different cultural 

values of Harambee (for example, collective reliance and social responsibility is likely to drive social 

entrepreneurship; and political philanthropy may influence the increase in life-style entrepreneurship 

with little or no growth ambition). Social practices associated with enterprising value of Harambee 

can be associated with an increased rate of entrepreneurship because of subjective norms and an 

enhanced self-efficacy. Nethertheless, the constraining effects of cultural values of Harambee are also 
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evident: donation based financing may discourage opportunity seeking behaviours; over-reliance on 

community and collective support limits opportunity seeking behaviour and reduces growth 

aspirations. In such circumstances, opportunity identification follows availability of resources and this 

is likely to foster lifestyle and informal entrepreneurship (Webb et al., 2009; Godfrey, 2011; Webb et 

al., 2013).  

With the risk of oversimplification, we could hypothesise that socially-oriented businesses 

and social entrepreneurship are more likely to thrive in such environment than purely profit-seeking 

entrepreneurship (Thai and Turkina, 2013). There are also conditions in which social enterprises also 

help spur individual level entrepreneurship (examples include development-oriented micro finance 

institutions which provide small loans for start-ups and micro-enterprises). Although Harambee 

values may increase the national rate of entrepreneurship; it is the informal, lifestyle entrepreneurship 

with less ambition and scope for growth, which prevails in such a context. Those individuals that buy 

into the idea of collectivism are less likely to engage with formal entrepreneurship because the context 

is typified by supportive culture and not by the performance based culture as argued by Thai and 

Turkina (2013). 

Harambee values of social responsibility, resource mobilisation and the value of enterprising 

may enable entrepreneurs to set up their ventures. These individuals will be supported by their 

community through resource mobilisation activities (social capital and networking), which will 

ultimately enable entrepreneurial action. Moreover, narratives about the benefits of enterprising is 

likely to boost  opportunity seeking behaviour and proactiveness of enterprising individuals’ because 

of  perceived self-efficacy and social pressure to engage in self-employment. However, resources 

allocated by the government, primarily to achieve their political motives, though is likely to increase 

the entrepreneurial  behaviour of individuals, is less likely to lead to creation of a large number of 

sustainable ventures and may stifle the use of funding for growth oriented commercial opportunities.  

 

Conclusion and implications 

 

This paper sought to examine how the values of Harambee foster entrepreneurship in an 

African context, such as Kenya. The paper presented several propositions based on the ‘culture as 

toolkit’ perspective together with cultural dimensions developed by Hofstede (1990).  By doing this, 

we extend the perspective of culture as a toolkit by identifying social practices which  enable and/or 

constrain entrepreneurship. Specifically, we conceptualise Harambee into a toolkit consisting of a 

number of values that influence entrepreneurial actions. 

Collective reliance, social responsibility, enterprising, resource mobilisation and political 

philanthropy are salient Harambee values. These cultural values, according to our model, could be 

associated with different types of entrepreneurial actions, positively and/or negatively. Of these 

values, resource mobilisation and value of enterprising are more likely to be associated with the 
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increased perceived opportunity, entrepreneurial intention and new business creation. Such enterprises 

are likely to display growth-orientation with significant contribution to economy and the community. 

Collective reliance and  social responsibility, on the other hand, could be positively related to the 

social entrepreneurial behaviour shaped by the value of collectivism - ‘me because of you’. This 

accords with, the phrases of Mbiti (1969, 108-109), ‘‘I am, because we are; and since we are, 

therefore I am.’’ So, the value of collectivism somehow penetrates both the structure and stakeholders 

at the state, regional and local levels (Weber, 2005).  

We consider the policy initiatives and entrepreneurs’ actions reported in this paper as social 

actions by social actors to spur entrepreneurial behaviours in Kenya. These social actors whilst 

upholding the value of collectivism and humanity are also able, carefully, to instil confidence and   

perceived feasibility and desirability of entrepreneurship. As social actors, they function as skilled 

cultural operatives, sufficiently agentic to select those cultural elements, which align with the context.   

Political and social actors in the Kenyan context thus indicate a need to have enterprising culture that 

is different from the taken-for-granted Western view of entrepreneurship. That is, entrepreneurs 

engage in profit-making, growth oriented businesses but not at the cost of exploiting human beings for 

greater profit or selfish greed (Broodryk, 2005). Our propositions regarding collective reliance, 

enterprising, resource mobilisation and political philantrophy fit well with the recent work of Zoogah 

and Nkomo (2013), Nkomo (2017) and Welter et al (2017) in that we provide insights into the 

differentiated nature of Kenyan entrepreneurship, whilst maintaining some similarities with Western 

views of entrepreneurship. Thus, this paper extends research on entrepreneurship in Africa by 

suggesting the need for a careful hybridization of the Western concepts of entrepreneurship with 

appropriate African ways that explain the influences of national culture on entrepreneurial  behaviour. 

By focusing on Harambee values, we offer a more nuanced understanding of the mechanisms through 

which Kenya’s national culture enables and/or constrains the fostering of entrepreneurship and 

provide a conceptual model to further research on the linkages between national culture and 

entrepreneurship within an African context. Our paper challenges a view which suggests  only 

certain kinds of entrepreneurship leads to business creation and community benefits, and  extends 

the perspective which argues  cultural repertoires specific to context provide better explanations  

why and how entrepreneurship actions are enabled or constrained. 
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Table 1: Harambee values and meaning 

Harambee Value Value Meaning 

Collective reliance value of social and economic development for common good (Waiguru, 

2002, Kanothi, 2009, Jackson et al., 2008; Zoogah, et al. 2016) 

Social responsibility value of engaging in voluntary contribution of various types of 

resources for projects that target “communal good” (Chieni, 2001; 

Chepkyonyi, 2008 Mair, et al, 2012; Miller et al 2012; Santos, 2012; 

Zahra et al, 2009) 

Enterprising value which display entrepreneurship is valued and respected 

endeavour by community and society at large (Amaeshi and Idemudia, 

2015) 

Mobilising resources value that calls for social practices aimed at organising and 

recombining local (grassroots) and state-level various resources for 

socio-economic development, including fostering of entrepreneurial 

activities (Mbithi and Rasmusson, 1977; Ngau, 1987; Waiguru, 2002; 

Elumelu, 2012; Amaeshi and Idemudia, 2015).  

Political philanthropy Politically driven value  for  deployment or re-distribution of capital 

resources to individuals, communities or institutions (Akong’a, 1989; 

Romeo, 2006, Ndemo, 2015). 
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Figure 1: Conceptual Model 

 

 

 

 

Page 23 of 23 Journal of Small Business and Enterprise Development

1
2
3
4
5
6
7
8
9
10
11
12
13
14
15
16
17
18
19
20
21
22
23
24
25
26
27
28
29
30
31
32
33
34
35
36
37
38
39
40
41
42
43
44
45
46
47
48
49
50
51
52
53
54
55
56
57
58
59
60


