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Abstract

There is limited understanding of how gendered intersectionality
affect food vendors' capacity to source, provide, and sustain safe,
affordable, and nutritious food for low-income households in African
cities. This study explored the intersectionality of gender and socio-
economic characteristics of food traders and their effects on traders’
ability to supply safe, affordable, and nutritious food in Nairobi,
Kampala, and Lilongwe. A multistage sampling approach was used to
select 760 respondents, and both qualitative and quantitative data
were collected from male and female food SMEs. Descriptive and
econometric analyses, including multivariate regression, examined
how socio-economic factors influence the trivariate outcome of food
safety, affordability, and nutrition. Food trading is mainly undertaken
by youthful traders, with more married males participating. Most

Page 1 of 14


https://verixiv.org/articles/3-30/v1
https://verixiv.org/articles/3-30/v1
https://verixiv.org/articles/3-30/v1
https://verixiv.org/articles/3-30/v1
https://orcid.org/0000-0001-7219-4375
https://orcid.org/0009-0002-6939-9200
https://orcid.org/0000-0002-2662-4984
https://orcid.org/0000-0002-2662-4984
https://doi.org/10.12688/verixiv.2216.1
https://doi.org/10.12688/verixiv.2216.1
http://crossmark.crossref.org/dialog/?doi=10.12688/verixiv.2216.1&domain=pdf&date_stamp=2026-01-14

VeriXiv VeriXiv 2026, 3:30 Last updated: 14 JAN 2026

SMEs have limited education, constraining compliance with hygiene
and safety regulations. Credit access is a major challenge, with most
relying on personal savings. Many operate informally without
registration, limiting financial support. Older traders commonly join
business groups, while younger traders, especially in Malawi and
Kenya, have lower participation. Business mentorship is generally
lacking, though young traders in Kenya benefit more from
government and development partner initiatives. Key determinants of
food safety, affordability, and nutrition include household
demographics, business licensing, sanitation, and credit access.
Access to bathrooms significantly affected food safety in Kenya and
Uganda but not in Malawi. Credit improved food safety among older
male traders. The study recommends SME formalization, improved
sanitation, expanded credit, capacity building, and gender-sensitive
policies to enhance food system sustainability.

Keywords
Intersectionality, Food SMEs, Gender barriers, Gender dynamics,
Multivariate regression, Urban markets.
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1. Introduction

Urbanization in sub-Saharan Africa has led to significant transformations in food systems, particularly in cities like
Nairobi, Kampala and Lilongwe (Glatzel et al., 2024; Mackay et al., 2022). Small and Medium-sized Enterprises (SMEs)
play a pivotal role in ensuring the availability of safe, affordable, and nutritious food to low-income households in these
urban centers (Hanjra & Williams, 2020). However, the dynamics within gender and other socio-economic dimensions in
the environment that SMEs operate significantly influence their operational capacities and the quality of food supplied in
urban areas and cities. In many African cultures, food preparation and vending are traditionally seen as women’s roles and
operated by women. This cultural norm is evident in the street food sector, where a high proportion of vendors are women
(Hill et al., 2019). For instance, in Uganda, the predominance of female street food vendors is attributed to the cultural
expectation that women are responsible for food preparation (Kisakye ef al., 2020). This trend is not unique to Uganda;
similar patterns have been observed in other African countries including Kenya and Malawi. The involvement of women
in food vending is often a coping strategy to generate income while balancing household responsibilities (Wango ef al.,
2022).

Food safety and hygiene practices among food vendors have been a subject of concern among scholars and development
practitioners. A study assessing hygienic and food handling practices among street food vendors in Nairobi County,
Kenya, highlighted issues related to inadequate training and poor adherence to safety standards (Kinyua, 2024). These
challenges are compounded by the informal nature of the sector, which often lacks regulatory oversight and access to
resources that could enhance food safety practices. The intersection of gender with these challenges is an area that requires
further exploration to develop comprehensive strategies that address both gender equity and food safety. However, the
dominance of women in this sector does not necessarily translate to equitable access to resources, decision-making
power, or benefits derived from these enterprises. Gendered power dynamics often position men as primary decision-
makers, even in domains where women are the main actors (Adjei & Chan, 2023; Masamha ef al., 2024). This disparity
can affect the efficiency and effectiveness of food SMEs in sourcing and providing quality food products.

Despite a substantial literature on the role of SMEs in urban food systems and the participation of women in the food-
vending sector, there is a paucity of research examining the intersectionality of gender within these enterprises.
Specifically, there is limited understanding of how gender dynamics influence the ability of food vendors to source
and provide safe, affordable, and nutritious food to low-income households. Additionally, the extent to which gendered
differences affect the utilization of food preservation and handling techniques, as well as adherence to safety measures,
remains underexplored. Addressing this gap is crucial for developing targeted interventions that enhance the capacity of
food vendors and ensure food security in urban settings.

This study aims to explore the intersectionality between men and women and its impact on the ability of food SMEs to
source and provide safe, affordable, and nutritious food to low-income households in major urban markets in Kampala,
Lilongwe and Nairobi.

By shedding light on the intersectionality of gender within food vending, this study aims to contribute to the development
of policies and interventions that promote gender equity and enhance the capacity of these enterprises to provide safe,
affordable, and nutritious food. Addressing the research gap on gendered intersectionality within food vending is crucial
for enhancing food security in urban centers in African cities such as Kampala, Lilongwe and Nairobi. The findings will
inform the development of targeted strategies that promote both gender equity and the provision of safe, affordable, and
nutritious food in urban settings.

2. Literature review

2.1 Food environment dimension in developing countries

The food vendors operate in an environment based on the external food domain that consists of food availability, pricing,
vendor and food properties and marketing regulations (Turner et al., 2018). Understanding the interaction between the
drivers of structural gender inequality (both formal and informal individual and systemic gendered inequality) with the
external food environment is imperative (Njuki et al., 2023). In that regard, literature attest that, discerning the the food
vendors’ environments helps to understand the limitations, opportunities and benefits and thereby improves the economic
and livelihood of men and women (Mohanty ez al., 2024).

Understanding food environments requires understanding the demographic composition and characteristics of the
population concerning urbanisation, their incomes, consumer preferences and contextual institutional factors (Béné
etal., 2019). This in turn influences the choices of what to acquire and eat, and have a direct influence on food availability
and affordability, food quality and safety. Moreover, the socio-cultural and environmental drivers influence conscious
and unconscious preferences, choices of what to acquire and eat. Food availability and affordability, marketing,
information, services, and food quality and safety are achieved through well-established infrastructures and technology.
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Furthermore, individual and systemic gendered inequalities may lock women from participation in managing food
trading enterprises due to challenges such as women’s agency (choices, bargaining power, aspiration, capacities),
gendered social norms (social and traditional roles and expectations), women'’s inability to access and control resources
(limited access to business finances, information, education, technology) and gendered governance (policies and
institutions) (Shaikh, 2020). For instance, women-owned food enterprises compared to their male counterparts may
not easily access information on where to source cheap food. In case women traders access that information, they may
lack bargaining power, negotiation skills, power relations (Hazudin et al., 2021). Likewise, institutions, for instance
by-laws, which are passed by local governments may be gender-blind or insensitive in the provision of facilities and
infrastructure to support women in the provision of nutritious, affordable and safe foods.

2.2 Gender barriers affecting food SMEs

The concept of gender helps in understanding how roles, responsibilities, opportunities and constraints are framed in
various social, economic and political contexts. Thus, in the context of market-places, undertaking a gender analysis is
useful to understand how socially-constructed roles and responsibilities assigned to men and women affect how men and
women food traders access various opportunities, and/or are constrained in running their enterprises (Quisumbing et al.,
2014). Despite the significance of both women and men traders as suppliers of food in local markets to low-income
consumers, there are various gender-related barriers that distinctively impinge these categories of traders (Adeosun et al.,
2023).

Women play a vital role as food vendors in urban areas of African cities, particularly in slums and neighborhoods
inhabited by low-income populations. Women food traders are key contributors to the economy and social cohesion,
ensuring the availability of affordable foods that cater to the daily needs of their communities. Historically, women’s
involvement in food systems can be traced to their role in ensuring community sustenance, which has evolved to include
vending as a primary livelihood strategy in urban settings (Rice et al., 2023).

Despite their significance in urban food systems, women face numerous systemic barriers rooted in colonial-era policies
and enduring cultural norms. For instance, women are significant challenged to access affordable and sufficient business
loans/credit, proper storage facilities, and adequate food vending supportive infrastructure like clean water and proper
sanitation service (Mahopo et al., 2022). Furthermore, in urban food markets, women are disproportionately affected by
restrictive public policies, harassment by local authorities, and unfair competition from formalized food suppliers
(Adeosun et al., 2023). Women food vendors are also constrained to balance time between household chores, such as
childcare, and food trading (Daudi, 2015; Mramba et al., 2024). These obstacles hinder the women traders to effectively
and adequately source and provide low-income urban consumers with safe, affordable and nutritious foods (Adeosun
et al., 2023).

While women dominate the food SME sector in many African contexts, food trading has recently seen increased male
participation (Abukari & Abukari, 2022). Economic necessity often motivates men to participate in food trading in low-
income areas, particularly in the context of limited formal employment opportunities (Hill e al., 2019). Men often align
their participation in food vending with their responsibilities as providers, based on societal gender norms (Aberman
et al.,2022). In terms of profit-driven roles, men often gravitate toward activities perceived as more lucrative or scalable,
such as wholesale trading or managing larger food trading operations (Hill ez al., 2019). Regarding consumer behaviours,
research has examined preferences for male versus female food vendors, exploring factors like hygiene, safety, and
sociocultural norms (Haleegoah ez al., 2020). Despite their role in food trading, men’s participation often faces challenges
like social stigma, especially where food trading is viewed as women’s work (Resnick, 2020). This stigma can deter men
from engaging openly in informal food trading roles in urban areas. Further, like their female counterparts, men may
struggle with access to credit or financial services to scale their food SME operations (Berry, 2009).

Regarding policy frameworks and market governance, most local food markets in low-income African cities have
gender-insensitive market policies and governance systems, which perpetuate economic inequality between men and
women. For instance, women food vendors often face systemic barriers in accessing credit and financial services, as
traditional policies do not consider their unique needs or the cultural biases they encounter (Buvini¢ & Furst-Nichols,
2016). In addition, rigid tax regimes, food trading licence requirements, and allocation of market space policies
disproportionately affect women, who often have smaller businesses or lack the social networks necessary to secure
prime locations (Khoza, 2024; Charmes, 2012). These policies often ignore that women in these informal markets tend to
have limited access to resources, making it more difficult for them to comply with regulations or grow their businesses
(Charmes, 2012). Therefore, this study intends to address the knowledge gap and contribute in devising inclusive policies
that can strengthen and grow food SMEs for both men and women and, by extension, develop robust and inclusive urban
food systems.
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2.3 Theoretical framework: Intersectionality theory

Notwithstanding the significance of undertaking gender analyses in various contexts, recognition is also burgeoning of
the importance of understanding the role individuals’ socio-economic and demographic identities (e.g. age, ethnicity,
economic status, marital status, sexual orientation, physical disability, ownership of assets, religion) intersect with gender
to create unique outcomes (Ravera et al., 2016). This perspective is known as intersectionality.

The concept of intersectionality was first defined as “the interaction between gender, race, and other categories of
difference in individual lives, social practices, institutional arrangements, and cultural ideologies and the outcomes of
these interactions in terms of power” (Crenshaw, 1989). Instead of mere differentiating the unique circumstances that
affect men and women, intersectionality goes deeper, to interrogate complexities and diversities within gender categories
(i.e., among women, men, and other gender categories) (Djoudi et al., 2016). ‘Intersectionality is premised on the notion
that individual human beings cannot be reduced to single characteristics’; and ‘human experiences cannot be accurately
understood by prioritizing any one single factor or constellation of factors’ (Hankivsky et al., 2014). In other words, the
implication of an intersectional perspective is that “individuals within social groups are positioned at the intersection of
multiple identity axes (e.g., race, gender, social class, health status),” which expose them to overlapping advantages or
disadvantages (Saatcioglu & Corus, 2014). Employing intersectionality entails adopting a multi-dimensional analysis of
how various social processes interrelate to shape people’s socio-economic outcomes and inequalities (Larson et al., 2016)
for people with different social identities. Application of the intersectionality concept reinforces analyses of social power
relations through understanding how numerous individual’s social identities and positions interact (de-construct and/or
co-construct unique opportunities or disadvantages in various social-cultural contexts (Clement et al., 2019; Tavenner
et al., 2022).

Thus, through the intersectionality lens, researchers are able to explore how relationships, expectations, roles, respon-
sibilities, activities and outcomes are formed, assigned and reinforced in various socio-economic situations (e.g. at local
food markets) (Tavenner et al., 2022). In a study to understand gender relations in dried fish value chains in Tanzania and
Bangladesh, Galappaththi et al. (2021), using intersectionality framework, found that women fish traders were benefitting
differently because of various forms and degrees of discrimination and exclusion the women were facing, because of
various social identities the women possessed. For instance, in Bangladesh the authors noticed that some women fish
traders were ill-treated and faced discrimination due to their race (e.g. Rohingya vs. Bengali ethnic origins), localism
(local-inhabitant groups vs. migratory workers with Bengali and Rohingya origins), and marital status (widowed,
abandoned, or divorced).

Furthermore, in Mwanza region (Tanzania), the authors discovered that some women fish traders were advantaged in
their trade due to social networks they established with powerful businessmen. The social networks were largely based on
nationality of the women (Congolese vs. Tanzanian), unrestricted mobility of women and business freedom the women
had (freedom to conduct business without interference from their partners). One key study finding was that Congolese
women fish traders had more trade opportunities and benefits compared to their Tanzanian counterparts, as the Congolese
traders had formed strong trade network with the powerful businessmen.

Thus, this study explored how gender of food traders (in the local food markets in Nairobi, Kampala and Lilongwe cities)
interact with food traders’ other selected socio-economic identities (e.g. age, marital status and education level, and how
such interaction affects the ability of food traders to provide safe, nutritious and affordable food to low-income
consumers.

2.4 Conceptual framework

In this paper the intersectionality framework was used to analyze the interaction of several socio-economic and
demographic identities of food SMEs, and their resultant influence on food SMEs’ ability to provide safe, affordable,
and nutritious food to low-income households. Specifically, the study focused on how food SMEs’ gender intersected
with other axes of identity (such as age, marital status and education status) to produce differentiated experiences of
opportunities and constraints among food SMEs in the provision of safe, affordable and nutritious food to low-income
households. The framework was used to critically analyse the effect of intersectionality on food SMEs’ (lack of) access to
support at three levels: micro (individual/household), meso (enterprise/market), and macro (policy/governance), and the
resulting outcomes in urban food systems (provision of safe, nutritious and affordable food to low-income consumers) as
shown in Figure 1.

Page 5 of 14



VeriXiv 2026, 3:30 Last updated: 14 JAN 2026

Institutional Factors: Socio-Economic Factors:
= Inclusiveeconomic policies and interventions * Community norms aﬂd roles
* Inclusivemarket governance structures * Householdrelations »
= Inclusive markets support services =  Availability of inclusive social services
= Norms and structures for possession &

utilization of productive assets

* Food Traders’ access to & control over resources
= Food Traders’ agency and voice
=  Poor work environment and informality

=  Perpetuation of unequal eender norms & roles
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Food Traders’ Outcomes

Provision of Safe, Affordable & Nutritious Food

Figure 1. Study’s conceptual framework. Source: Authors.

3. Methodology

3.1 Study sites

This study was conducted in three cities namely Kampala, Lilongwe and Nairobi, in Uganda, Malawi and Kenya,
respectively. In Nairobi the study was carried out at Githurai and Toi markets, two large markets that serve the informal
settlements of Kibera and Githurai, and Kasarani settlements, respectively. In Kampala, the study was conducted at
Kalerwe and Owino Markets. In Malawi, the study was carried out at Wakawaka, Chinsapo, Kauma and Nsungwi
markets. A purposive sampling technique was used to select these food markets, based on their popularity (volumes of
food items purchased) among the low-income consumers.

3.2 Sample size and sampling techniques

The total sample size for the in-depth interviews across the three countries was 760 local food traders, with Kenya,
Uganda and Malawi, respectively, contributing 242; 247 and 271 respondents (Table 1). Out of the total sample,
424 respondents (55.8%) were respondents aged above 35 years while 336 respondents (44.2%) were respondents who
were at most 35 years old. The study’s participants were selected through purposive sampling technique, based on factors
such as age, gender, and type of food traded in the local markets.

Collection of qualitative data through FGDs was done through convenience sampling, where food traders were put in
different groups based on age and gender (i.e. aged men, aged women, young men and young women). Table 1 provides
the distribution.

This paper employs an adapted gender and intersectionality framework to analyze the role of food SMEs in providing
safe, affordable, and nutritious food to low-income households. The framework builds on Crenshaw’s (1989, 1991)
theory of intersectionality, which emphasizes how gender intersects with other axes of identity such as class, age, and

Table 1. Distribution of respondents.

Country Kenya Uganda Malawi Study
Women Men Total Women Men Total Women Men Total ?:'farlall

Number of All Food 149 93 242 128 119 247 125 146 271 760

Traders/Study

Participants

Number of Food 107 50 157 85 39 124 56 87 143 424

Traders above 35 Years

Old

Number of Food 42 43 85 43 80 123 69 59 128 336

Traders Below 35 Years

Old
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ethnicity among others to produce differentiated experiences of opportunity and constraint. It also integrates established
gender analysis tools from development practice, notably Moser’s Gender Planning Framework (1989), as well as recent
gender-transformative food systems approach advanced by FAO and CGIAR (2018-2022). In this study, the framework
is operationalized across three levels of analysis, micro (individual/household), meso (enterprise/market), and macro
(policy/governance) to capture the ways in which intersecting social identities and structural inequalities shape SME
participation and outcomes in urban food systems.

The study used a mixed method approach, which involved collection of both quantitative and qualitative primary data.
This approach was selected due to its ability to enable researchers to benefit from quantitative and qualitative
triangulation. Quantitative data were collected through a semi-structured questionnaire and in-depth interviews with
food vendors/traders, while qualitative data were collected mainly through Focus Group Discussions (FGDs). The
questionnaires were administered by trained research assistants. To ensure clarity and relevance of the questions, the
questionnaire was pre-tested in different local markets in each country prior to actual data collection.

A total of 32 FGDs were facilitated across the three countries. At each market, four separate FGDs were facilitated (with
older men, older women, young men and young women) using a tailor-made checklist/interview guides. Segmentation of
the FGD participants with homogenous characteristics was done to enable food traders to explain how other socio-
economic and demographic identities intersect with gendered barriers/opportunities or dynamics in creating advantages
and/or disadvantages. According to Peek and Fothergill (2009), segmentation of participants based on homogeneous
demographic characteristics enhances response rate and willingness to discuss particularly regarding sensitive topics
such as gender dynamics in settings such as market-places.

The collected data were analysed using STATA software. Both descriptive and inferential analytical techniques were
employed to analyse the data. Descriptive statistics were used to describe the socio-demographic characteristics of the
food traders, and traders’ accessibility to various essential business development services. Means and percentages were
used to describe the data. To further understand the effect of intersectionality among the food traders, a trivariate system of
equations (three outcome variables estimated jointly) on pooled data from three countries with country-specific intercepts
and slopes using Stata’s MVREG (following a trivariate series) (Greene, 2012; Medard et al., 2022). This regression is
appropriate because it estimates each equation separately but jointly accounts for contemporaneous correlation among the
three equations’ error terms for the trivariate dependent variables (Food Safety (FS), Use of Nutritional Content
(NC) Information and Food Availability (FA)). The multivariate regression improves efficiency of coefficient estimates
relative to estimating each equation independently when errors are correlated (Binder, 1985; Izenman, 2013).

To estimate the model, country fixed effects (dummies) and joint estimation, MVREG model was used. The
country fixed effects (dummies) included dummies for specific i.e., Kenya, Uganda and Malawi (where Kenya =
reference country). These shift the intercept per country and captured unobserved mean differences across countries. In
that regard, the MVREG was used to jointly determine and sort the results of the system of equations and the cross-
equation error covariances. The model allows simultaneously estimation of the dependent variables, when the assump-
tion of the models such as multinomial probit and multinomial logit are not met (Binder, 1985; Liang et al., 1992). The
structural nature of the model can be specified as follows.

Let Y;; represent dependent variablesY ;= Food Safety (Composite index for food safety)
Y>,; = Nutritional Content (Composite nutritional content information utilisation)
Y3; = Food Availability (Composite index for food availability)

Let countries be A =Kenya (reference), B = Uganda, C = Malawi. With explanatory variables X, X5 .... X, as examples,
the structural system is:

Yii=ay + 11 X1 + B12Xoi + y18D8i + y1cDci + 018(X1i X Dgi) + 01¢(X1i X Dci) + ¢15(X2i X Dgi)
+ ¢1c(Xa2i X Dci) + €14 (D

Yoi = ap + Sy X1i + PaXoi + 728Dsi + 72¢Dci + 028(X1; X Dgi) + 62c(X1i X Dei) + 025(X2i X Dgj)
+ 03¢ (Xai X Dci) + &2 2)

Y3i = a3 + f3.X1i + B3,X0i + v3pDsi + v3cDci + 038(X1i % Dgi) + 03¢(X1; X Dci) + 933(X2i X Dgi)
+ ¢3c(X2i X Dei) + &3 3)
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Where:

Dg; = 1 if observation i is from Country B, 0 otherwise; similarly, for Dc;.

Errors (eli, €2i, £3i) may be contemporaneously correlated: Cov (g;, &) # 0 for j # k.
Country-specific slope for X1 in Country B (for Equation 1) = 1, + 015 k

The score ranged from 0-5 and was based on a set of Likert questions regarding food safety from the perspective of the
food trader. The weighted scores were then adjusted econometrically to generate a binary variable that indicated whether
the food traded was either safe or not. The same procedure was carried out to determine the binary variables for NC and
FA. The independent variables were a set of socio-economic, institutional and specific food traders’ performance related
variables.

4. Results and Discussion

4.1 Socio-demographic characteristics of food traders

The study revealed that more male food traders than their female counterparts were married in Kenya (77.4%) and
Uganda (67.2%), than was the case in Malawi (Table 2). In terms of the mean age of the food traders, it was revealed that
the food traders are mostly youthful. This calls for policies, programmes and interventions that target food traders in local
markets to be youth-centric. Similar findings were put forward by Hali et al. (2019) who found that the majority of food
vendors in Cape Town, South Africa are youth. The study found that most food traders had few years of education, with
most traders having just completed primary education. The food traders’ mean education status has implications on food
traders’ understanding and compliance to so many obligations for ensuring food hygiene and safety, preservation of food
nutrient content and management of food enterprises as indicated in Table 2.

4.2 Access to food trading enterprises’ development services

In terms of accessing essential enterprises’ development support services (Table 3), the study revealed not satisfactory
results. Except all categories of food SMEs in Kenya and older male traders in Uganda (half of them who slightly
indicated to have access to business credit), with exception to Malawi, the study discovered that most food traders
struggle to access business credit for growth of their food vending enterprises. The majority of food traders indicated that
the most reliable source of business finance are savings from the profits they make in their enterprises.

The study also revealed that most of the food traders operate informal enterprises as most food trading enterprises are
unregistered. This development was noticed across the study cities. Lack of business formalisation through proper
registration could partly account for the enterprises’ limited accessibility to formal business credit. Similar to the state of
enterprises’ formalisation, it was also noted that most food traders also operate without appropriate licences. This
revelation was very serious among the Malawian food traders as the aggregated number of food traders who were
operating without appropriate licensing were not more than 5% as shown in Table 3.

In terms of food traders” membership to business support groups, the study discovered that slightly more than half of the
all the food traders were members of some business development groups. Nonetheless, it was noted that not many food
traders in Malawi (except the young male traders’ group) and members from the young male traders’ group in Kenya are
not members of business groups. The study further observed that, generally, more food traders who were above 35 years
old belonged to business groups than was the case with food traders who were at most 35 years (except in Malawi for the
young male food traders).

Finally, the study noticed that more food traders had no access to business mentorship services. Despite this development,
in Kenya though, across the four categories, the young food traders accessed more business mentorship services
compared to the food traders who were above 35 years old. This could partly be explained by the fact that currently
the Government of Kenya and many of its development partners are implementing various business development
interventions (including business mentorship) that are targeting young entrepreneurs.

4.3 Regression results

The study’s findings in Table 4 illuminate how SME traders’ own and household characteristics, market dynamics, and
broader structural factors intersect to influence their capacity to provide safe (FS), nutritious (NC), and accessible and
available (FAA) food to low-income households in urban areas of Kenya, Uganda, and Malawi. Using the Gender and
Intersectionality Framework, the analysis shows that these outcomes are not driven by single variables but by overlapping
social identities (gender, age, household composition), institutional arrangements, and market structures that shape SME
traders’ practices in differentiated ways across contexts.
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A notable household-level factor is the number of adults (aged 18—60) in SME traders’ households, which has a negative
and statistically significant effect on FS maintenance practices by the SME traders in Kenya (1%) and Uganda (10%),
though not significant in Malawi. A unit increase in adult household members reduces the probability to maintain FS by
5.6% and 2.4% in Kenya and Uganda respectively. This may reflect how, as adult members increase, SME traders
allocate less attention to enforcing food safety practices, potentially due to lower food safety concern or shifting
household roles. Prior studies (Cates et al., 2009; Katherine et al., 2011) have shown that traders with adult household
members often show reduced attention to priority food safety concerns thereby increasing exposure to unsafe food. This
aligns with Moser’s emphasis on strategic positioning, formalization which provides traders with better access to
regulatory frameworks, resources, and networks that support improved food system practices. In Malawi, these effects
are not statistically significant, pointing to differences in institutional enforcement and market structure.

In contrast, the number of adults positively influences NC in Kenya and Malawi, at 5% and 1% significance levels
respectively, indicating that adult household members may drive demand for or facilitate the provision of more nutritious
food. These divergent effects across FS and NC highlight the intersection between household composition and traders’
roles: while adult members may not prioritize safety practices, they may influence nutritional choices within SME
operations. Moser’s Gender Planning Framework helps unpack these dynamics by distinguishing between practical
gender needs (e.g., nutrition knowledge at household level) and strategic needs (e.g., empowerment to influence food
safety norms), both of which affect SME outcomes.

At the trader identity and group membership level, the results reveal important intersectional patterns. Being a young
male and member of a traders’ group is negatively associated with FAA in Uganda, although not significant in Kenya and
Malawi. This suggests that market linkages and economic positioning intersect with age and gender to shape young male
traders’ ability to ensure food availability and affordability to buyers. Weak market connections in Uganda, as highlighted
by Loga et al. (2022), limit youth traders’ capacity to source and distribute food effectively, leading to poorer FAA
outcomes. Similarly, older male traders who are group members in Malawi display negative associations with FS and
FAA, significant at the 1% level. This may reflect gendered norms in food handling and safety practices, where
interventions and capacity-building have traditionally focused on women, leaving male traders less engaged in these
dimensions (Zulu et al., 2020; Tembo et al., 2024). Crenshaw’s framework helps interpret these findings as products of
intersecting gender, age, and institutional dynamics that differentially shape traders’ roles and outcomes in food systems.

Market-level infrastructure emerges as another critical factor. Access to bathroom facilities in market spaces significantly
improves FS in Kenya and Uganda at the 1% level, underscoring the importance of basic sanitation in supporting hygienic
food handling which also mirros the results by (Mulyatna et al., 2021; Nijhawan et al., 2023). Bathroom access also
positively influences NC in Kenya and Uganda at 5% significance. However, in Malawi, the relationship is negative for
NG, possibly few available facilities (Lazaro et al., 2019). These findings illustrate how infrastructure interacts with local
practices and cultural norms to shape SME food safety and nutritional outcomes. Investments in sanitation facilities alone
may not yield uniform outcomes across contexts; they need to be coupled with behavioral change interventions that
address local gendered practices and norms.

Institutional factors such as business formalization through licensing also shape SME performance. Across Kenya and
Uganda, holding a business license is positively associated with FS and NC across trader age and gender groups,
indicating that formalization enhances adherence to food safety and nutritional standards (Mehjabeen & Khan, 2024).
This aligns with Moser’s emphasis on strategic positioning, formalization provides traders with better access to
regulatory frameworks, resources, and networks that support improved food system practices. In Malawi, these effects
are not statistically significant, pointing to differences in institutional enforcement and market structure.

Access to credit, a macroeconomic and institutional factor, intersects with gender and age to influence SME traders’
outcomes in complex ways. Among older male traders in Malawi, credit access has a strong positive impact on FS (1%
level), while older female traders in Kenya also experience significant FS improvements (5% level). These results suggest
that financial access, combined with trader experience, can support investments in safer food handling and business
upgrading (Gichuki et al., 2014; Kyeremateng et al., 2024). However, older female traders in Malawi show a negative and
significant association between credit access and NC (1%), indicating that credit may be allocated to other business
priorities rather than nutritional enhancements. Among young male traders in Uganda, credit access is positively
associated with both FS (1%) and NC (5%), likely reflecting targeted financial inclusion and literacy programs for
youth (Nyeko et al., 2024; Johnson et al., 2011). These patterns underscore the differentiated impacts of financial
inclusion, depending on age, gender, and national context.
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5. Conclusion and recommendations

5.1 Conclusions

Overall, applying an intersectional lens reveals that SME traders’ roles in providing safe (FS), nutritious (NC), and
accessible/available (FAA) food are shaped by interlocking household characteristics, trader identities, market structures,
and institutional factors. Moser’s framework highlights the interplay of practical and strategic gender needs within trader
households and enterprises, while the FAO-CGIAR gender-transformative food systems approach underscores the need
to address the structural gender norms and power relations that shape these outcomes. For example, targeting male traders
with food safety training, strengthening youth market linkages, and pairing infrastructural improvements with gender-
sensitive behavioral change programs could yield more equitable and transformative impacts.

In sum, the study demonstrates that gender, age, household structure, infrastructure, licensing, and credit access intersect
to produce differentiated FS, NC, and FAA outcomes across Kenya, Uganda, and Malawi. Recognizing and addressing
these intersectional dynamics is essential to designing gender-transformative interventions that enhance the role of SME
traders in delivering safe, nutritious, and accessible food to urban low-income populations.

5.2 Recommendations
1. There is a need to strengthen Food Safety and Nutrition Training for the Traders. Integrate targeted food safety
and nutrition education for adult SME traders and adults within SME households, recognizing their influence on
food handling and nutritional choices. Training should address both practical skills (e.g., hygiene) and strategic
empowerment to influence SME operations.

2. Need for the Design of Gender- and Age-Sensitive Market Linkage Interventions. This should be done by
developing programs that improve market access for young male traders, particularly in Uganda, to enhance
food availability and affordability (FAA). Strengthen trader groups with inclusive governance structures to
improve collective bargaining and resource sharing across age and gender groups.

3. Engage Male Traders in Food Safety and Nutrition Initiatives by expanding food safety campaigns and
capacity-building beyond women to include older and male traders, especially in Malawi, where their
engagement has been limited. Leverage trader associations to integrate male-focused behavioral change
components.

4. Pair Infrastructure Investments with Behavior Change Interventions by investing in sanitation and bathroom
facilities in markets while simultaneously promoting gender-sensitive hygiene practices to ensure consistent use
and impact on FS and NC, especially in Malawi.

5. Promote SME Formalization Through Business Licensing. This will help to facilitate access to licensing for
SMEs, combined with tailored regulatory guidance and incentives to strengthen compliance with food safety
and nutrition standards.

6. Expand Gender-Responsive Financial Inclusion Programs. There is need for tailored credit and financial
literacy programs to the needs of different trader groups by supporting older traders credit to use for food
safety improvements and business upgrading, the youth traders to expand financial inclusion initiatives that link
credit access with training on food safety and nutrition. And Female traders need provision of complementary
capacity-building to ensure credit translates into nutritional improvements.

7. Finally, adopt Intersectional Approaches in Food Systems Interventions whereby policies and programs should
move beyond “women-targeted” approaches to address the intersecting roles of gender, age, household
composition, market infrastructure, and macroeconomic factors that shape SME performance in FS, NC,
and FAA.

Ethical approval

Data collection began following ethical approval from the National Commission for Science, Technology and Innovation
(NACOSTI) in Kenya (Approval number: NACOSTI/P/24/32882). We also received ethical approval from the Lilongwe
University of Agriculture and Natural Resources in Malawi with reference number: LUANAR-REC-REVIEW-2024-
0024 approved on 26™ March, 2025.

Consent for participation
Consent to participate was obtained through detailed informed consent statements provided to all participants verbally.
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This approach was preferred due to low literacy levels among some participants and to ensure inclusivity and

comprehension.

Although the study did not involve medical procedures or the collection of human biological material, it involved human
participants through surveys. All procedures involving human participants were conducted following the ethical
standards of NACOSTI and with the principles of the Declaration of Helsinki (2013), including respect for persons,
informed consent, confidentiality, and the right to withdraw at any time.

Data availability

Data associated with this study will be made available upon reasonable request.
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