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Abstract: The Malawi Defence Forces (MDF) plays a critical role in safeguarding national
security, maintaining territorial integrity, and supporting civil authorities during emergencies.
This study examined the strategic significance of the MDF in border security, with particular
focus on the implications of recent restructuring initiatives. A descriptive research design was
adopted, supported by a mixed-methods approach. A sample of 104 participants was selected
using simple random and purposive sampling techniques. Quantitative data were collected using
structured questionnaires, while qualitative data were obtained through semi-structured
interviews and focus group discussions involving strategic and operational-level officers,
operational personnel, policymakers, and national security experts. Quantitative data were
coded, entered, and analysed using descriptive statistics, including frequencies, percentages, and
presented in tables and figures. Qualitative data were analysed thematically by identifying,
organising, and interpreting recurring themes and patterns from the interviews and focus group
discussions. The findings indicated that restructuring had strengthened the MDF s strategic and
operational capacity in border security, particularly through improved deterrence, surveillance,
and responses to transnational threats. Initiatives such as Operation Malire and the
establishment of Maritime Forces enhanced the MDF's ability to respond to emerging security
threats and contributed to regional stability. However, inadequate equipment, technology, and
other operational resources continued to constrain the effectiveness of these efforts. The study
recommends increased investment in defence infrastructure, logistics, professional military
education, and modern surveillance technologies, including drones for border operations.
Strengthening regional partnerships and intelligence-sharing mechanisms is also recommended
to improve rapid response and transnational threat deterrence.

Keywords: Malawi Defence Forces, National Security, Restructuring Initiatives, Operational
Efficiency, Strategic Capacity, Border Security, Drones, Border Operations, Intelligence.

INTRODUCTION

Strategic transformation refers to the comprehensive process through which an organisation
modifies its strategy, operations, structure, culture, and capabilities to respond to significant
changes in its environment and remain effective over time (Sustainability Directory, 2025). It
involves changes in organisational direction, leadership, operations, culture, and strategic
alignment (Wu, 2018), with the broader aim of improving long-term effectiveness and value
(Johnson & Yip, 2006). Institutional restructuring is closely related to this process and involves
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the deliberate reorganisation of institutional structures, governance, roles, processes, and legal
frameworks to improve effectiveness, efficiency, and accountability (Varghese, 2009). Both
processes are particularly important for institutions operating in dynamic security environments.
However, restructuring military organisations is more complex because of their hierarchical
structures, coercive mandates, historical traditions, and deeply embedded organisational cultures,
particularly in post-colonial African states (Albrecht & Jackson, 2016; Acemoglu & Robinson,
2012).

Military restructuring therefore extends beyond changes in organisational structures to include
changes in doctrine, culture, professional norms, and the relationship between the military and
civilian authorities. In the Malawi Defence Forces (MDF), this process is closely associated with
Security Sector Reform (SSR), which emphasises the transformation of security institutions
alongside stronger civilian oversight, transparency, and accountability. Changes to the MDF’s
structure, mandate, and operations must therefore be understood within the broader framework of
democratic security governance. This is significant because military culture is traditionally
characterised by historical continuity, group loyalty, conformity, and obedience to superiors
(Zellman et al., 1993). At the same time, changing security environments have required defence
forces to become more flexible and responsive to threats such as terrorism, transnational crime,
cyber threats, pandemics, and climate-related disasters (Huntington, 1957; Johnson & Yip,
2006).

Internationally, defence restructuring has increasingly focused on professionalisation, joint
operations, technological integration, and the capacity to respond to multidimensional threats.
Following the Cold War, countries such as Germany and the United Kingdom restructured their
defence forces to improve agility, reduce reliance on traditional territorial defence, and
strengthen capabilities in areas such as rapid deployment and cyber security (Egnell & Haldén,
2009; UK Ministry of Defence, 2010). Similar reforms in China, India, Japan, and the United
States have emphasised joint command structures, technological capabilities, operational
coordination, and emerging domains such as space and cyber security (Fravel, 2019; Pant &
Kumar, 2020; Hughes, 2022; U.S. Department of Defense, 2020). In Africa, military
restructuring has largely been influenced by democratisation, professionalisation, post-conflict
transitions, and regional security commitments. South Africa, Rwanda, Kenya, and Ghana, for
example, have undertaken reforms aimed at improving professional standards, strengthening
civilian oversight, enhancing joint operations, and responding more effectively to contemporary
security threats (Esterhuyse & Mokoena, 2017; Rever, 2018; Kagwanja & Mourjan, 2020; Aning
& Aubyn, 2013).

The evolution of the MDF reflects both these wider developments and Malawi’s own political
and security history. Established in 1964 from the 1st Battalion of the King’s African Rifles, the
MDF initially inherited a military structure designed largely around colonial interests rather than
the requirements of an independent state (Mambo, 2019; Malawi Defence Force, 2024). During
the early post-independence period under Hastings Kamuzu Banda, the force operated in an
authoritarian political environment and was primarily concerned with regime protection and
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internal security. It remained largely a mono-service institution dominated by the Army, with
limited technological development, professional military education, international engagement,
and civilian oversight (Mandiza, 2005; Malawi Defence Force, 2024).

Malawi’s transition to multiparty democracy in 1994 marked an important turning point in the
transformation of the MDF. Operation Bwezani, which involved the dismantling of the Malawi
Young Pioneers, highlighted the need for professionalisation, stronger command structures,
constitutional loyalty, and democratic civilian oversight (Cawthra & Luckham, 2003; Chazema
& Chaika, 2024). The post-1994 period consequently witnessed a gradual reorientation of the
MDF towards a broader national security mandate. The force evolved from a single-service army
into a quad-service institution comprising the Army, Air Force, Navy, and Malawi National
Service (Mambo, 2019). Professional military education was strengthened through institutions
such as the Malawi Armed Forces College and the Malawi Defence Force Command and Staff
College, while military doctrine increasingly emphasised joint operations, peacekeeping, and
Military Aid to Civil Authority (MACA). Participation in international peacekeeping missions
also contributed to the development of operational capabilities and professional experience
(Wilén & Williams, 2025).

The restructuring of the MDF has also broadened its role beyond conventional territorial defence.
The force has increasingly participated in disaster response, humanitarian assistance,
infrastructure support, flood rescue, cyclone preparedness, and pandemic response, reflecting a
wider understanding of national and human security (Kalua, 2015; Mambo, 2019). The
development of the quad-service structure and the adoption of capability-based planning, force
restructuring, and new technologies represent efforts to improve the MDF’s readiness and
adaptability to emerging threats. The Malawi National Service also provides a reserve capability
while contributing to internal security and national development initiatives.

The MDF’s transformation has further been reflected in its conduct during periods of political
transition. Its adherence to constitutional mandates during the 2012 presidential succession and
the 2019-2020 electoral crisis demonstrated its evolving role as a professional and stabilising
institution (Chazema et al., 2025). Governance and oversight reforms have reinforced
constitutional loyalty, democratic control, and accountability, reflecting a broader shift from a
predominantly state-centric and internally focused defence orientation towards a
multidimensional security posture encompassing territorial defence, human security, civil
support, and regional security cooperation. Within this broader transformation, border security
remains an important aspect of the MDF’s mandate, particularly given emerging transnational
security threats and the need to protect Malawi’s territorial integrity. The study therefore sought
to examine the strategic and operational significance of the restructured Malawi Defence Force
in the country’s border security.

Theoretical Basis
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Modernization Theory

Modernization Theory emerged in the 1950s and 1960s to explain the transition of traditional
societies towards modern political, economic and institutional systems. It is associated with
scholars such as Rostow (1960), Parsons (1951), Lerner (1958) and Huntington (1968). The
theory argues that as societies undergo economic, social and political change, their institutions
must also adapt to remain effective, stable and legitimate. In the security sector, modernization is
reflected through professionalisation, rationalisation of organisational structures, technological
advancement, improved command and control, and clearer separation between military and
political authority. Huntington (1968) further argues that rapid social change without
corresponding institutional development can generate instability, making strong and professional
institutions important for maintaining political order.

Applied to defence institutions, modernization involves moving from inherited structures,
doctrines, capabilities and organisational cultures towards more professional, integrated and
technologically capable forms. This may involve restructuring command systems, improving
personnel training and doctrine, upgrading equipment and technology, and strengthening
accountability and civil-military relations (Alfred, 2016). Military modernization is therefore
expected to enhance the capacity of armed forces to respond to both traditional and emerging
security challenges.

In the context of this study, the restructuring of the Malawi Defence Force (MDF) is viewed as
part of a broader modernization process. The post-1994 transition to multiparty democracy,
development of a quad-service force, expansion of professional military education, participation
in peacekeeping, and increased involvement in border security and disaster response demonstrate
efforts to align the MDF with changing national and regional security requirements.
Modernization Theory therefore provides a basis for examining whether institutional reforms,
professionalisation and capability improvements have strengthened the MDEF’s contribution to
national security. Where modernization is constrained by inadequate resources, institutional
capacity, colonial legacies or external dependencies, its contribution to security outcomes may be
limited (Alfred, 2016).

The theory nevertheless has limitations. Its assumption of a relatively linear movement from
traditional to modern institutions may not adequately capture Malawi’s historical, political and
resource context. Defence modernization also does not automatically translate into improved
strategic effectiveness, since outcomes depend on the quality of institutional integration,
doctrine, leadership, organisational culture and adaptation. External assistance and technology
transfer may further create dependency or introduce capabilities that are not fully aligned with
local security needs. These factors demonstrate the importance of considering the broader
governance and institutional environment when assessing military modernization.

For this study, modernization of the armed forces is understood as the deliberate transformation
of MDF structures, capabilities, personnel, equipment, institutional culture and governance to
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create a professional and strategically relevant force capable of responding effectively to national
security challenges. The theory thus guided the assessment of MDF restructuring by linking
institutional and capability reforms to changes in national security, while recognising the
contextual factors that may enable or constrain this relationship.

METHODOLOGY
Research Design

The study adopted a cross-sectional survey research design to examine the restructuring of the
Malawi Defence Force (MDF) and its implications for national security at a specific point in
time. The design was appropriate because it enabled the researcher to collect quantitative and
qualitative data from participants through structured questionnaires, interviews, and Focus Group
Discussions (FGDs), capturing their perceptions and experiences regarding organisational
restructuring, Military Aid to Civil Authority, and border security functions. The cross-sectional
approach allowed the study to assess the prevailing conditions, relationships, and patterns among
the variables without manipulating them, making it suitable for examining an ongoing
institutional process such as MDF restructuring.

Target Population

The exact number of the target population for this study was not publicly provided due to
security considerations. However, the study targeted senior military leadership from the rank of
Major and above with sound historical background of the Malawi Defence Force. The targeted
senior officers were drawn from all the four services of the Malawi Defence Force. The study
specifically targeted officers with command responsibilities and senior staff officers at formation
level. Further, the target population extended to include Ministry of Defence personnel and select
civilian stakeholders with knowledge and direct experience with MDF and its restructuring.

Sampling Technique

Sampling technique is the process of selecting a number of items, subjects or respondents from
the target population to represent that population for the purpose of research or study (Mugenda
& Mugenda, 2003). This study employed simple random and purposive sampling techniques
because of complexity and security issues of some high-profile respondents from which data was
to be collect from. The targeted senior officers were those who had undergone professional
military education like the grade two staff course or senior command and staff course and career
officer at formation level of command.

Sample Size Determination

The study utilized Cochran’s formula for sample size to arrive at the projected sample size for
this study as follows:
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Where:
e 7 = initial required sample size
e / = 7-score at the desired confidence level (1.96 for 95%)
® p = estimated proportion of the population with the characteristic of interest

e ¢ = margin of error (0.05 for 5%)

For a finite population, the adjusted Cochran formula is:

o
n= ng—1
1+ 5%
Where NN is the total target population.
So, with ng = 384 and N = 142:
384
n= gt ~ 104
1+ 142

Final sample size = 104 respondents.

75

The use of Cochran’s formula in this study was justified because it provided a statistically robust

method for determining the minimum sample size required to achieve reliable and generalizable

results. Cochran’s formula is particularly appropriate for studies involving finite populations,
such as the Malawi Defence Forces, where precision and confidence levels must be explicitly

defined. By incorporating the desired confidence level, margin of error and estimated proportion
of the population with the characteristic of interest, the formula ensured that the sample is

sufficiently large to accurately reflect the views and experiences of the target population while
minimizing sampling error. Additionally, Cochran’s formula allowed for adjustment for small
populations, as in the case of the MDF personnel, ensuring that the derived sample size was both

practical and representative. This made it an ideal choice for this study, where the goal was to

rigorously assess the impact of MDF restructuring on national security outcomes.
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Table 1: Sample Size Distribution

SERVICE RANK TOTAL
Maj— Lt Col Col Brig Gen — Maj Gen

MA 30 6 3 39

MAF 15 3 2 20

MN 15 3 2 20

MNS 12 2 1 15
MAFCO/MDFCSC 7 2 1 10
TOTAL 80 16 9 104

Data Collection Instruments

Data were collected using structured questionnaires, semi-structured interviews, and Focus
Group Discussions (FGDs) to obtain both quantitative and qualitative evidence on MDF
restructuring and its implications for national security. The structured questionnaires, comprising
closed-ended and Likert-scale items, were administered to MDF personnel to assess
organisational restructuring, Military Aid to Civil Authority, border security activities, and
perceptions of the MDF’s contribution to national security. Semi-structured interviews were
conducted with selected strategic- and operational-level MDF personnel and Ministry of Defence
officials to obtain in-depth information on the rationale, challenges, implementation, and
operational implications of the restructuring. FGDs involving operational personnel and selected
civilian stakeholders provided additional perspectives on the MDEF’s performance and
experiences in Military Aid to Civil Authority and border security activities. The use of the three
instruments facilitated triangulation of the findings by combining measurable responses with in-
depth individual and group perspectives.

Data Analysis

Quantitative data were coded, entered, and analysed using descriptive statistics, including
frequencies and percentages, to summarise respondents’ views on MDF restructuring and its
implications for national security. The results were presented using tables and figures to facilitate
interpretation. Qualitative data from the semi-structured interviews and Focus Group Discussions
were analysed thematically. The analysis involved organising the responses, identifying
recurring patterns and themes, and interpreting the findings in relation to the study objectives.
Findings from the quantitative and qualitative analyses were subsequently compared and
integrated to provide a comprehensive assessment of the restructuring of the MDF and its
contribution to national security.

Ethical Considerations

The researcher adhered to relevant research ethical guidelines throughout the study. Before
commencement of data collection, a letter of introduction was obtained from the National
Defence University (NDU) Kenya, a research permit was secured from the National Commission
for Science, Technology and Innovation (NACOST]), and authorization to conduct the study on
the restructuring of the Malawi Defence Force was obtained from the Malawi Defence Force.
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Participation was voluntary, and respondents were informed of the purpose of the study and their
right to withdraw at any stage without consequence. Confidentiality and anonymity were
maintained throughout the study, and the data collected were used solely for academic purposes.
Electronic data were securely stored, while hard copies were shredded at the end of the study.

RESULTS
Demographic Information

The study considered the demographic characteristics of the respondents in terms of gender, age,
service branch, rank and length of service. These characteristics were considered important in
describing the composition of the respondents and providing context for the interpretation of the
study findings.

In terms of gender, the respondents were predominantly male, accounting for 66.3% of the
participants, while females accounted for 33.7%. The distribution therefore indicates a higher
representation of male participants in the study. However, the inclusion of female participants
provided an opportunity to capture views from both genders in examining restructuring within
the Malawi Defence Force.

The age distribution of the respondents was relatively balanced across the four age categories.
Participants aged 18-30 years accounted for 23.6%, those aged 31-40 years represented 25.8%,
while 27.0% were aged 41-50 years. Respondents aged 51 years and above accounted for 23.6%.
The distribution shows that the study included participants from different age groups, providing
perspectives from younger, middle-aged and older personnel.

The respondents were also drawn from the different service branches of the Malawi Defence
Force. The Army accounted for 25.8% of the participants, while the Air Force also accounted for
25.8%. The Navy represented 24.7% of the respondents, whereas the National Service accounted
for 23.6%. The relatively even distribution across the four branches ensured that the study
captured views from personnel serving in the different components of the defence establishment.

With regard to rank, Officer Cadets constituted the largest group of respondents, with 43
participants, followed by Captains with 14 respondents and Majors with 12 respondents.
Lieutenant Colonels and Colonels accounted for seven and eight respondents, respectively. At
the senior command level, the study included two Brigadier Generals, two Major Generals and
one Lieutenant General, while there was no respondent at the rank of General. The distribution
therefore provided greater representation of junior and middle-ranking personnel than senior
officers, allowing the study to capture perspectives from different levels of the command
structure.

Regarding length of service, 30.3% of the respondents had served for less than five years, while
16.9% had between five and ten years of service. Those who had served for 10-20 years
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accounted for 18.0%, while 34.8% had served for 21 years or more. The distribution included
both relatively new personnel and those with extensive experience in the Malawi Defence Force,
thereby providing perspectives from respondents with varying levels of experience and exposure
to organisational changes.

The strategic and operational significance of the restructured MDF in the Country's border
security

The study sought to evaluate the strategic and operational significance of the restructured MDF
in enhancing the country’s border security. Participants rated their level of agreement with the
statements on a five-point Likert scale, where 1 = Strongly Disagree and 5 = Strongly Agree. The
results are presented below.

Table 2: Strategic and operational significance of the restructured MDF in the Country's border

security

Statement 1 2 3 4 5

The restructured MDF plays a critical role in securing Malawi’s land 0 O 29.21% 35.96% 34.83%
borders.

Border deployments such as Operation Malire have improved 0 134% 29.00% 49.44% 20.22%
surveillance and deterrence.

The MDF Maritime Force has enhanced security and monitoring of 0 O 31.46% 43.82% 24.72%
Lake Malawi.

Restructuring has improved MDEF’s capacity to counter transnational 0 0 29.21% 38.20% 32.58%
crimes such as smuggling and trafficking.

Joint border operations with neighbouring countries are more effective 0 5.00% 26.46% 49.44% 19.10%
following restructuring.

Intelligence sharing and coordination have improved due to MDF 0 0 30.34% 46.07% 23.60%
restructuring.

MDF border security operations contribute to regional peace and 0 0 29.21% 38.20% 32.58%
stability.

The restructured MDF is capable of responding rapidly to emerging 0 246% 29.00% 48.31% 20.22%
border threats.

Resource availability (personnel, equipment, logistics) adequately 0 5.00% 26.46% 42.70% 25.84%
supports border security operations.

MDF restructuring has significantly strengthened Malawi’s border 0 O 29.21% 35.96% 34.83%

security posture.

Slightly more than a third (35.96%) of the respondents agreed and 34.83% strongly agreed that
the restructured MDF plays a critical role in securing Malawi’s land borders while 29.21% being
neutral. This highlights MDF's perceived importance, though neutrals may indicate resource or
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deployment issues. Further, 49.44%, of the respondents agree and 20.22% strongly agreed that
border deployments such as Operation Malire have improved surveillance and deterrence,
29.00% being neutral and 1.34% disagreeing. This suggests Operation Malire's success, but
neutrals could reflect on sustained effectiveness.

On the question of enhanced lake security, 43.82% of the respondents agreed and 24.72%
strongly agreed that the MDF Maritime Force has enhanced security and monitoring of Lake
Malawi while 31.46% were neutral. This indicates maritime gains, though higher neutrals may
stem from non-Navy respondents’ limited exposure. 38.20% of the respondents agreed and
32.58% strongly agreed that restructuring has improved MDF’s capacity to counter transnational
crimes such as smuggling and trafficking while 29.21% remained neutral. This reflects capacity
building, with neutrals possibly noting persistent challenges like equipment shortages.

Slightly less than a half (49.44%) of the respondents agree and 19.10% strongly agree that joint
border operations with neighbouring countries are more effective following restructuring,
26.46% being neutral and 5.00% disagreeing. This suggests regional cooperation benefits,
though neutrals may indicate diplomatic or logistical hurdles. On the question of improved
intelligence, 46.07% agree and 23.60% strongly agree that intelligence sharing and coordination
have improved due to MDF restructuring while 23.60% and 30.34% being neutral and no
disagreement. This points to coordination gains, with neutrals potentially highlighting tech or
training needs.

More than a third (38.20%) of the respondents agree and 32.58% strongly agree that MDF border
security operations contribute to regional peace and stability while 29.21% were neutral. This
affirms regional impact, though neutrals may reflect on broader geopolitical factors. Rapid
response capability was agreed to by 48.31% with 20.22% strongly agreeing that the restructured
MDF is capable of responding rapidly to emerging border threats, 29.00% being neutral and
2.46% being in disagreement. This indicates agility gains, but neutrals suggest possible delays in
resources.

The study established that 42.70% agreed that resource availability (personnel, equipment,
logistics) adequately supports border security operations with 25.84% strongly agreeing, 26.46%
being neutral and 5.00% disagreeing. This shows support but highlights potential shortages via
neutrals. The study finally noted that 35.96% of the participants agreed that MDF restructuring
has significantly strengthened Malawi’s border security posture, 34.83% strongly agreed and
29.21% were neutral. This confirms positive posture, with neutrals indicating areas for
enhancement.

The overall mean score calculated from the above responses was 3.97 with a standard deviation
of 0.76, affirming the strategic and operational benefits of MDF restructuring for border security,
leaning toward agreement. Strongest support appears for land border roles, transnational crime
countering, regional contributions and overall posture, reflecting perceived enhancements in
deterrence and cooperation. Slightly lower scores for joint operations and rapid response point to
potential logistical or coordination hurdles, with standard deviations indicating relatively
consistent views but possible variations by branch, such as Navy personnel rating lake security
higher.
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Findings from key informant interviews corroborate the above quantitative findings. The
strategic significance of MDF in border security was portrayed as vital for sovereignty,
countering transnational crimes like smuggling and fostering regional stability through
operations like Malire, which reduced incursions by 40-50%. Effectiveness of operations Malire
was rated high for surveillance, with the Maritime Force enhancing Lake Malawi monitoring
against poaching and trafficking. Contributions to bilateral cooperation included joint patrols
with Mozambique and Tanzania, though challenges like terrain, funding and tech limitations
were noted, with calls for intensified intelligence sharing. One of the key informants interviewed
note that:

Such specific operations and missions are strategic for preventing transnational crime and
protecting sovereignty. Operations Malire has reduced smuggling by 50%. Maritime Force
monitors Lake Malawi effectively. (Respondent KII-MDF15)

One other key informant added that:

Operations Malire has been vital for lake borders against trafficking. It has been effective
in patrols and is key in SADC cooperation. (Respondent KII-SME3)

Findings from the FGDs underscored MDF's critical border role through patrols and intelligence
sharing, with Operations Malire deemed effective in deterrence but constrained by equipment
and logistics, while joint arrangements with neighbours improved post-restructuring yet faced
terrain issues. For instance, one of the FGD participants noted that:

MDF secures borders well in deployments, joint patrols effective but equipment shortages
constrain. Intelligence sharing improved post-restructuring. (Participant FGD 1)

One other participated reiterated by averring that:

By playing a key role in patrols, Operations Malire reduced incursions. While joint
arrangements are timely, operational constraints affect border security missions.
(Participant FGD 2)

These findings converge with findings from the quantitative analysis that showed high agreement
on surveillance and intelligence, where about 31% neutral opinion on resources and joint
operations parallel FGD constraints, aligning with border security research in Malawi
emphasizing transnational crime countering but highlighting logistical gaps (Club of
Mozambique, 2021; Kleynhans, 2019).

The findings indicate that Operation Malire has had a positive impact, particularly in reducing
smuggling, which aligns with the quantitative results showing strong agreement on surveillance
and crime prevention, with approximately 70% of respondents reporting positive perceptions and
minimal disagreement. Neutral responses regarding joint operations and resource availability
reflect challenges such as limited funding and technological constraints, as highlighted by key
informants during interviews, demonstrating a convergence between quantitative and qualitative
data. This alignment supports the broader border security literature, where Malawi’s operations


mailto:arjessjournal@gmail.com
http://www.arjess.org/

= 81
ARJESS

Journal  african Research Journal of Education and Social Sciences, 13(2), 70-87
| ISSN: 2312-0134 | Email: arjessjournal@gmail.com | Website: www.arjess.org

contribute to regional peace in a manner consistent with SADC frameworks (East African
Community Secretariat, 2024). However, resource limitations mirror trends observed in Sub-
Saharan Africa (Kleynhans, 2019), while the MDF’s maritime focus aligns with lake-specific
security reports (GlobalSecurity, 2023).

Perceptions of border security were overwhelmingly positive, with over 70% of respondents
affirming the effectiveness of land-based roles, crime prevention efforts, and regional security
contributions. Improvements in intelligence and the implementation of Operation Malire
received strong support. Lower levels of strong agreement regarding joint operations, however,
suggest challenges in collaborative efforts. Overall, the MDF’s posture and resource allocation
were seen as adequate, with lake monitoring initiatives highlighting gains in maritime security
(Malawi Defence Force, 2024). These findings are consistent with MDF reports indicating that
Malire has effectively deterred smuggling and strengthened patrols against transnational threats
(Club of Mozambique, 2021).

DISCUSSION

The triangulated findings drawn from questionnaires, key informant interviews and focus group
discussions indicate that the restructuring of the Malawi Defence Forces (MDF) since 1994 has
had a positive and sustained impact on organisational effectiveness. Across the different data
sources, respondents consistently highlighted improvements in role alignment, joint operations
and overall efficiency following the transition to a quad-service framework. Survey responses
show broad support for the view that restructuring enhanced clarity of responsibilities and
operational coordination, while interview participants described notable improvements in joint
command arrangements. These institutional changes were further reflected at the operational
level, where focus group participants reported more streamlined daily duties and clearer
command relationships.

Taken together, these findings point to a successful shift from a mono-service force primarily
oriented towards regime protection to a more professional and multidimensional military
institution. This transformation aligns with Mambo’s (2019) analysis of military modernisation
in Malawi, which emphasises the role of post-democratisation reforms in fostering
interoperability and institutional professionalism. At the same time, the persistence of more
cautious or neutral responses in the survey data, alongside qualitative references to resource and
capacity gaps, suggests that implementation challenges remain. These constraints are consistent
with broader African security sector reform literature, which identifies limited funding and
uneven resource allocation as enduring obstacles to comprehensive institutional transformation
(Aning & Aubyn, 2013; Esterhuyse & Mokoena, 2017).

The strategic and operational significance of the restructured Malawi Defence Forces (MDF) in
border security is strongly supported by evidence across all data sources. Survey findings
indicate broad agreement that the MDF plays an increasingly effective role in securing land and
lake borders, countering transnational crime and contributing to regional stability. These
perceptions are reinforced by key informant interviews, which highlighted tangible
improvements associated with initiatives such as Operation Malire, as well as by focus group
discussions that pointed to more consistent patrols and improved operational presence in border
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areas. Taken together, these convergent findings suggest that restructuring has enhanced
Malawi’s capacity to safeguard territorial integrity and respond to cross-border security threats.
This assessment aligns with existing reports on intensified border measures and regional security
cooperation frameworks involving Malawi (Club of Mozambique, 2021; East African
Community Secretariat, 2024).

At the same time, qualitative evidence and more cautious survey responses point to enduring
challenges related to resource availability and logistical capacity. Participants frequently noted
equipment limitations and operational constraints, particularly in remote border areas, which
affect the speed and sustainability of response. These concerns mirror findings in the wider
Southern African security literature, where gaps in technology and infrastructure are identified as
persistent obstacles to effective border management (Kleynhans, 2019). Nonetheless,
respondents also observed that the MDF has leveraged experience gained through peacekeeping
deployments to strengthen domestic border operations. In this respect, the MDF reflects
characteristics of small-state security models in which professionalisation and external
engagement compensate, to some extent, for resource constraints, enabling meaningful
contributions to regional stability (Wilén & Williams, 2025).

The broader national security outcomes associated with restructuring also reflect a largely
positive trajectory. Survey data indicate strong agreement that restructuring has enhanced
national security, preparedness and institutional credibility. These views are corroborated by
interview accounts emphasising improved internal stability and resilience, as well as by focus
group discussions highlighting increased perceptions of safety within local communities. The
convergence of evidence across methods suggests that respondents view the benefits of
restructuring as outweighing associated costs, and as being broadly aligned with Malawi’s
national development objectives. This pattern is consistent with Chazema et al.’s (2025) rhombus
model of civil-military equilibrium, which emphasises the role of professional reform in
consolidating constitutional loyalty and public trust during democratic consolidation.

The forward-looking implications emerging from the integrated findings emphasise the
importance of continued technological adaptation, enhanced training and deeper regional
cooperation. Across interviews and focus group discussions, respondents consistently highlighted
the need for the MDF to strengthen its capacity in areas such as surveillance technologies, cyber
capabilities and unmanned systems, often drawing lessons from comparative cases such as
Kenya. These perspectives are supported by survey findings indicating strong confidence in the
MDF’s preparedness and ability to respond to contemporary security threats. Collectively, these
priorities reflect broader trends in defence scholarship that call for African militaries to adapt to
hybrid, transnational and climate-related security challenges through flexible and technology-
enabled force structures (Hughes, 2022; Pant & Kumar, 2020). For the MDF, such adaptations
are critical to sustaining operational relevance in an increasingly complex security environment.

At the theoretical level, the findings provide empirical support for the application of
Modernization Theory within defence and security contexts. The restructuring of the MDF
demonstrates how deliberate organisational, professional and governance reforms can enhance
institutional capacity and national security outcomes, particularly in post-authoritarian and post-
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colonial settings. Evidence from across data sources indicates that the transition from a colonial-
era, mono-service force to a quad-service professional institution has improved coordination,
efficiency and responsiveness. These developments align with core propositions of
Modernization Theory, which emphasise the role of institutional differentiation,
professionalisation and rational organisation in managing social and security change (Rostow,
1960; Huntington, 1968).

The findings further reflect Lerner’s (1958) emphasis on adaptability as a key determinant of
institutional viability. Interview and focus group recommendations advocating greater investment
in technology, youth-oriented training and specialised skills suggest an emerging recognition
within the MDF of the need to continuously evolve in response to shifting threat landscapes,
including hybrid warfare and non-traditional security risks. At the same time, persistent concerns
regarding resource constraints and uneven capacity underscore the limitations identified by
dependency-oriented critiques of modernization in African contexts. As Alfred (2016) argues,
structural and financial dependencies can moderate reform outcomes, constraining the pace and
depth of institutional transformation.

Nevertheless, the overall trajectory observed in this study supports the relevance of
Modernization Theory as an explanatory framework for defence reform in Malawi. While
resource limitations continue to shape the scope of reform, the MDF’s restructuring has
demonstrably strengthened institutional effectiveness, professional norms and operational
readiness. In this respect, the Malawian case illustrates how modernization processes, even when
imperfect, can generate meaningful security gains when adapted to local conditions and
supported by incremental investment and strategic vision.

Across the data sources, respondents consistently assessed the benefits of restructuring as
outweighing associated costs and viewed the reforms as broadly aligned with Malawi’s national
security and development objectives. This convergence supports the proposition that institutional
redesign can yield positive security outcomes when reforms extend beyond form to substance. At
the same time, persistent concerns regarding funding and resource adequacy point to the
structural constraints that continue to shape reform trajectories. Such limitations resonate with
Acemoglu and Robinson’s (2012) analysis of how deeply embedded institutional legacies in
post-colonial states can inhibit the full realisation of accountability and effectiveness, even where
reform intent is strong.

However, the findings also caution against uncritical expansion of military roles. Qualitative
concerns regarding overstretch and capacity limitations highlight the risks associated with
extending mandates in resource-constrained settings. These observations are consistent with
Johnson and Yip’s (2006) emphasis on the importance of strategic alignment in organisational
transformation, particularly where limited resources heighten the risk of diluting core
institutional functions. Taken together, the evidence suggests that while institutional
transformation has enhanced the MDEF’s effectiveness and legitimacy, the sustainability of these
gains depends on careful calibration of roles, resources and strategic priorities.

The study’s findings support the theoretical framework, indicating that defence modernization
and institutional reform contribute positively to national security outcomes. This is reflected in
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the high level of agreement (over 70%) among respondents regarding improvements in
operational effectiveness and institutional credibility. Contextual factors, such as resource
availability, were found to moderate these effects, aligning with the observations of Alfred
(2016). By empirically linking defence reforms to national stability, the study extends the
literature on Malawi (Chazema et al., 2025) and underscores the importance of sustained
investment to fully realize the anticipated benefits of modernization. These insights also offer
valuable lessons for other African states navigating post-colonial institutional transformations
(Cawthra & Luckham, 2003).

CONCLUSION

The study concluded that restructuring has provided the Malawi Defence Forces (MDF) with a
more coherent and professional organisational framework, particularly through the adoption of
the quad-service model, while strengthening its strategic and operational contribution to border
security. Although challenges related to resources, training, equipment, and technology remain,
reforms have improved surveillance, deterrence, intelligence sharing, and responses to
transnational threats, with initiatives such as Operation Malire and the enhanced Maritime Force
contributing to territorial security and regional stability. The sustainability of these gains,
however, depends on continued investment in resources, professional training, technology, and
institutional integration.

The study therefore recommended strengthening institutional capacity through sustained
investment in logistics modernisation and professional military education. The Government of
Malawi should prioritise adequate resources for the effective functioning of the quad-service
structure and strengthen institutions such as the Malawi Armed Forces College and the Malawi
Defence Force Command and Staff College to enhance operational professionalism. The study
further recommended continued investment in border surveillance, intelligence, and rapid-
response capabilities. Particular attention should be given to modern border monitoring and
maritime surveillance technologies, supported by specialised training for personnel deployed in
border areas. Strengthening cooperation with neighbouring states through regional security
frameworks would also enhance information sharing, coordinated responses, and the
management of cross-border security threats.

REFERENCES

Acemoglu, D., & Robinson, J. A. (2012). Why nations fail: The origins of power, prosperity and
poverty. Crown publishers.

Albrecht, P., & Jackson, P. (2016). Security sector reform and post-conflict state-building. Third
World Quarterly, 37(9), 1657-1675.


mailto:arjessjournal@gmail.com
http://www.arjess.org/

= 85
ARJESS

Journal  african Research Journal of Education and Social Sciences, 13(2), 70-87
| ISSN: 2312-0134 | Email: arjessjournal@gmail.com | Website: www.arjess.org

Alfred G Nhema. (2016). Modernization, Dependency and Structural Adjustment Development
Theories and Africa: A Critical Appraisal. International Journal of Social Science
Research \Vol. 4, No. 1.

Aning, K. W., & Aubyn, F. (2013). Ghana’s security sector governance. Friedrich-Ebert-Stiftung.

Cawthra, G, & Luckham, R. (2003). Governing insecurity: Democratic control of military and
security establishments in transitional democracies. Zed Books.

Chazema, J., Kanyongolo, F., & Chaika, J. (2025). Civil-military relations and constitutionalism
in Malawi’s democratic transitions. University of Malawi Press.

Chazema, T. A., & Chaika, J. S. (2024). Road to Malawi Defence Force International
Peacekeeping and other Expeditionary Deployments: Multiple Players with Multiple
Interests. Journal of Political Science and International Relations, 7(4), 89-94.

Chirwa, M. C. (2016). Transformation of the Security Sector in Malawi — 1994 to 2014 (PhD
Thesis, University of the Witwatersrand).

Club of Mozambique. (2021). Malawi army, police step up joint border patrols in Mangochi.
Club of Mozambique.

Club of Mozambique. (2021, August 12). Malawi police, MDF move to fight border crime. Club
of Mozambique https://clubofmozambique.com/news/malawi-police-mdf-move-to-fight-
border-crime-198266/

East African Community Secretariat. (2024). Regional security cooperation framework for
countering transnational crime. EAC.

Esterhuyse, A., & Mokoena, B. (2017). The Need for Progress in an Era of Transformation:
South African Professional Military Education and Military Effectiveness. Stability:
International Journal of Security and Development.

Fravel, M. T. (2019). Active defense: China’s military strategy since 1949. Princeton University
Press.

Global Security. (2023). Malawi Navy. GlobalSecurity

Hughes, C. W. (2022). Japan’s remilitarisation and the restructuring of the Self-Defense Forces.
International Affairs, 98(2), 403—-421. https://doi.org/10.1093/ia/iiab225

Huntington, S. P. (1957). The Soldier and the State: The Theory and Politics of Civil-Military
Relations. New York, N.Y.:Vintage Books.


mailto:arjessjournal@gmail.com
http://www.arjess.org/
https://clubofmozambique.com/news/malawi-police-mdf-move-to-fight-border-crime-198266/?utm_source=chatgpt.com
https://clubofmozambique.com/news/malawi-police-mdf-move-to-fight-border-crime-198266/?utm_source=chatgpt.com
https://doi.org/10.1093/ia/iiab225

= 86
ARJESS

Journal  african Research Journal of Education and Social Sciences, 13(2), 70-87
| ISSN: 2312-0134 | Email: arjessjournal@gmail.com | Website: www.arjess.org

Huntington, S. P. (1968). Political order in changing societies. Yale University Press.

Isacson, A. (2020). Colombia’s long war: Lessons from security sector reform. Washington
Office on Latin America (WOLA).

Johnson, G, & Yip, G. S. (2006). Achieving Successful Strategic Transformation. MIT Sloan
Management Review.

Kalua, T. (2015). Military Presence and Dzalanyama Forest Plunder. Times Group. Retrieved
from https://archive.times.mw/index.php/2015/08/01/military-presence-and-dzalanyama-
forest-plunder/ on July 14, 2025.

Kleynhans, E. P. J. (2019). Border security challenges in Southern Africa. Scientia Militaria,
47(1), 1-25. https://doi.org/10.5787/47-1-1230

Kleynhans, 1. (2019). African Defence and Armed Forces Handbook. Pretoria: Institute for
Security Studies.

Lerner, D. (1958). The passing of traditional society: Modernizing the Middle East. Free Press.
Malawi Defence Force (MDF). (2025a). Mission and vision. Malawi Defence Force

Malawi Defence Force (MDF). (2025b). Internal operations: Operation Malire. Malawi Defence
Force.

Malawi Defence Force (MDF). (2025c). Maritime force overview. Malawi Defence Force

Malawi Defence Force (MDF). (2025d). Malawi and Mozambique urged to intensify border
security. Malawi Defence Force

Malawi Defence Force. (2024). Origins of the Malawi Defence Force. Malawi Defence Force.
Mambo, J. M. (2010). Cost Benefit Analysis of Military Involvement in Peace Support Operation
(PSO): A Case of Malawi Defence Force (MDF) (Master’s Thesis). Mzuzu University,

Mzuzu, Malawi.

Mambo, J. M. (2019). Determining Military Modernization Process in Malawi Defence Force
(Master’s thesis). U.S. Army Command and General Staff College.

Mandiza, E. I. (2005). Civil-military Relations in Malawi: An Historical Perspective. In M.
Rupiya (Ed.), Civil-Military Relations in Southern Africa (pp. 30-72).


mailto:arjessjournal@gmail.com
http://www.arjess.org/
https://doi.org/10.5787/47-1-1230

= 87
ARJESS

Journal  african Research Journal of Education and Social Sciences, 13(2), 70-87
| ISSN: 2312-0134 | Email: arjessjournal@gmail.com | Website: www.arjess.org

Mugenda, O., & Mugenda, A. (2003). Research Methods Quantitative and Qualitative
Approaches. Nairobi: Act Press.

Pant, H. V., & Kumar, A. (2020). India’s Chief of Defence Staff and the challenge of military
reform. Observer Research Foundation Occasional Paper.

Parsons, T. (1951). The social system. Free Press.

Rostow, W. W. (1960). The stages of economic growth: A non-communist manifesto. Cambridge
University Press.

U.S. Department of Defense. (2020). Defense support of civil authorities. Department of Defense
Directive 3025.18.

UK Ministry of Defence. (2010). Military aid to the civil authorities (MACA). Ministry of
Defence.

Varghese, N. V. (2009). Higher Education Reforms: Institutional Restructuring in Asia. UNESCO
International Institute for Educational Planning. liep.unesco.org

Walt W. Rostow (1960), Samuel P. Huntington (1968), Talcott Parsons (1951) and Daniel Lerner
(1958)

Wilén, N., & Williams, P. D. (2025). Small State, Big Impact: Rethinking Malawi’s Role in UN
Peacekeeping. International Peacekeeping, 32(1), 45-62.

Wu, Y. T. (2018). Strategic Transformation: Changing the Strategic Logic and Framework in
Order to Maintain Competitive Advantage in an Increasingly Complex and Dynamic
Environment. American Journal of Industrial and Business Management, 8(2), 221-238.

Zellman, G. L., Heilbrunn, J. Z., Schmidt, C., & Builder, C. (1993). Implementing Policy Change
in Large Organizations. In National Defense Research Institute (Ed.), Sexual Orientation
and U.S. Military Personnel Policy: Options and Assessments (pp. 368-394). RAND
Corporation.


mailto:arjessjournal@gmail.com
http://www.arjess.org/

