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Abstract
Weekly Food Markets (WFMs) are an increasingly important feature of urban food systems in sub-Saharan Africa, particularly in the underserved peripheries of rapidly growing cities. In Dar es Salaam, Tanzania, WFMs serve as critical access points for affordable and diverse foods. Despite their importance, the gendered dynamics within these markets remain underexplored. This study investigates women’s participation and well-being in WFMs, focusing on how socio-cultural norms, institutional arrangements, and structural barriers shape their engagement and outcomes. Using a mixed-methods approach—including a cross-sectional survey of 381 vendors and 506 buyers across 31 WFMs, complemented by focus group discussions and key informant interviews—the study applies the Social Relations Approach (SRA) to analyze gendered access to resources, decision-making power, and autonomy within market settings. Findings indicate that women’s participation in WFMs is driven by a number of interrelated factors reflecting both livelihood necessities and seeking of opportunities. In addition, WFMs contributes to enhanced income, economic security, personal autonomy and overall wellbeing.  However, these are undermined by social reproductive responsibilities, gender-blind market regulations, environment and infrastructure. Supportive policy interventions are essential. This underscores the need for gender-aware and gender-transformative measures to address existing barriers and transform WFMs into more equitable spaces, enhancing both urban food security and gender justice.



1. ntroduction
Food markets play a pivotal role in ensuring urban households have access to affordable, diverse, fresh, and physically available nutritious foods. In sub-Saharan Africa (SSA), particularly in low-income urban settings, many residents rely more heavily on local markets and small retail shops than on supermarkets to meet their food needs (FAO et al., 2020; Davies et al., 2022). However, in urban peripheries, the availability of permanent food markets and informal retail outlets remains limited. This gap has contributed to the rise and evolution of Weekly Food Markets (WFMs) as an alternative mode of food provisioning. These periodic markets, held on a weekly or bi-weekly basis, typically consist of small-scale vendors selling directly to consumers in authorized public spaces. The vendors operate on a regular schedule—often once a week—and are permitted by local authorities, usually in exchange for a nominal fee (Hiebert et al., 2017). Although some research has started to focus on the economic and logistical roles of WFMs, studies examining their social structure, particularly regarding gendered patterns of participation, mobility, and wellbeing, are still limited (Battersby & Watson, 2019; Resnick, 2022).
Existing literature on urban food vending underscores the prominent role of women in food markets. Female traders are documented to dominate food vending activities across SSA cities (Davies et al., 2022; Giroux et al., 2021) but often encounter systemic barriers such as restricted access to capital, limited control over market spaces, and inadequate infrastructure. In addition, socio-cultural constraints, including entrenched gender norms and community attitudes, further shape women’s participation and impact their economic opportunities and well-being outcomes (Kapinga & Montero, 2017; Davies et al., 2022). Drawing from Kabeer’s Social Relations Approach (SRA), women’s participation in WFMs can be viewed not as an isolated indicator of presence but as embedded in social relations that influence access (rules, institutions, and norms), as well as activities (work, mobility, and remuneration) and outcomes (control and well-being). Essentially, gendered power dynamics at the household, market, and municipal levels affect how and if women gain from taking part in these markets (Kabeer, 1999; Kabeer, 2012).
More broadly, women working in urban informal and semi-formal food retail environments face a range of interconnected gender-based challenges that affect their livelihoods and wellbeing. First, mobility and time pressures are significant issues. Working in these retail spaces often requires moving between different selling points or market locations. This movement comes with high physical and time costs, which add to unpaid domestic and caregiving duties, leaving less time for rest, childcare, and other paid work (Porter et al., 2021; Ambikapathi et al., 2021). Second, these market spaces are often characterized by unequal access to resources and power, including safe space, capital, credit, storage, and municipal services. This limits women's economic independence and bargaining power in both markets and households (Kabeer, 2012; Simba et al., 2024). Third, the informal nature of many urban retail spaces means vendors lack formal protections like contracts, social security, or legal recognition. Women are especially vulnerable in this regard, as situation that increases their risk of income instability, harassment, and exclusion from formal governance and services (Roever & Skinner, 2016; Ambikapathi et al., 2021). Fourth, market work is closely linked to social roles and wellbeing. Women often have to balance between caregiving and selling, creating a dual burden that negatively impacts both their physical and mental health, even as income from the market serves as a crucial source of financial stability (Seedat, 2021; Sinha et al., 2024). Finally, rapid urbanization and the growth of urban areas have heightened the reliance on food retail markets for livelihood while also worsening the infrastructural, regulatory, and economic challenges that disproportionately affect women vendors (Skinner, 2016; Ambikapathi et al., 2021).
Recent work has begun to explore how gender norms, social reproductive responsibilities, and urban marginality affect women’s participation in everyday food vending (de Kanter et al., 2024; Porter et al., 2021). However, there is limited research focus on WFMs – a market type that combines some level of municipal recognition with high mobility – and how this shapes gender-related capabilities and constraints (Skinner & Haysom, 2017; Crush & Skinner, 2022). WFMs differ from permanent markets or daily street vending in a number of important ways. They operate on a fixed, once-a-week schedule per location, requiring vendors to set up and dismantle stalls each market day and move between different locations across municipalities. While this transitory nature demands distinct forms of labor and negotiation, it also intersects with gender-related challenges such as access to transport, safety concerns, and caregiving responsibilities, all of which can impact women’s income stability and independence (Porter et al., 2021; Tacoli, 2017).
From a policy perspective, focusing on women’s role in WFMs is important for three interlinked reasons. First, women vendors play an important role in local food distribution, which directly impacts household access to nutritious foods (Battersby & Watson, 2019). Second, participation in markets is among the main sources of income and coping ability for many urban households, but structural barriers can limit women’s ability of turning participation into stable livelihoods (Kabeer, 2012; Chant, 2023). Third, being involved in these markets has important implications on women’s agency, bargaining power, and wellbeing, so efforts that overlook power relations may strengthen existing inequalities (Agarwal, 1997; Cornwall, 2016). Therefore, understanding these gendered dynamics is essential to informing policies that enhance women's participation, economic empowerment, and well-being in urban food systems. 
In view of the foregoing, this study aims to: (i) explore the forms of women’s participation in WFMs and examine the socio-cultural and institutional factors that shape their engagement; and (ii) assess the economic and well-being outcomes of women’s participation in WFMs, with a focus on income, economic security, and personal autonomy. In doing so, the paper contributes to the growing body of research on gender and urban food markets by focusing on WFMs in urban peripheries. Through an examination of women’s participation, the socio-cultural and institutional factors shaping their engagement, and the resulting economic and well-being outcomes, the paper offers new insights into how market design and governance intersect with gender. Finally, the findings aim to inform more inclusive policy frameworks that support women's income security, autonomy, and broader empowerment within evolving food retail environments. 
The remainder of the paper is organized as follows. Section two presents the materials and methods, including the conceptual framework, study area, study design and data sources, and analytical techniques. Section three presents the results, section four discusses the findings, and section five provides the conclusions.

2. Materials and Methods
2.1. Conceptual framework
This study uses SRA by Kabeer (1994) as clear perspective for looking at gender inequalities in access to resources, division of responsibilities, and distribution of power. It is especially useful in situations where understanding gender dynamics can lead to meaningful policies and improve women's empowerment. The approach focuses on five connected ideas: development as human well-being, social relations, institutional analysis, institutional gender policies, and identifying the immediate, underlying, and structural causes of inequality (Kabeer, 1994; March et al., 1999). Further, the relevance of the SRA stems from the fact that this study links human well-being, social relations, and institutional contexts: assessing women’s participation in WFMs in Dar es Salaam’s peripheral areas as a livelihood strategy, examining how gender roles shape women’s participation, and exploring how formal regulations, informal rules, and socio-cultural norms jointly affect women’s opportunities, constraints, and power.
To interrogate women’s participation in WFMs and its effects on economic and human well-being, we use the four SRA concepts—development as well-being, social relations, institutional analysis, and institutional gender policies. Figure 1 shows this conceptual framing, demonstrating how women’s participation in WFMs is connected to overlapping social, institutional, and policy contexts. Social relationships, such as norms and networks, interact with institutional structures and gender-specific policies to influence participation in market activities like vending and leadership. These interactions affect economic results, like income, food security, and profits, as well as human well-being, which includes personal freedom and agency. Therefore, the model places individual market participation within larger social and institutional frameworks. Finally, the SRA helps to analyze who does what (activities), who benefits (benefits), and who has power (decisions) at household, market, and municipal levels. It connects individual well-being to broader patterns of inequality (Kabeer, 1999; Kabeer, 2012; Resurrección & Bee, 2021).
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Figure 1. Conceptual model for examining women’s participation in WFMs and associated outcomes within the SRA framework. Adapted from Kabeer (1994, 2005).

2.2.  Study area 
Dar es Salaam, Tanzania’s commercial capital and one of Africa’s fastest-growing metropolises, provides an appropriate case for examining women’s participation in informal food markets (Figure 2). The city spans 1,393 km² across five municipalities - Kinondoni, Ubungo, Kigamboni, Ilala, and Temeke - housing approximately 5.3 million residents (NBS, 2023). Dar es Salaam presents an ideal case study due to two interrelated factors: its explosive peri-urban growth characterized by informal settlements and inadequate infrastructure (Lupala, 2021), where 37% of the city's population now resides according to 2022 census data; and its representative nature as a prototype for urbanization patterns seen across fast-growing sub-Saharan African cities. These characteristics make the city particularly relevant for investigating informal food markets and their gendered dimensions.
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Figure 2. Study area (WFMs in five municipalities of Dar es Salaam).
As Dar es Salaam undergoes rapid urban expansion, accompanied by rising demand for accessible food retail infrastructure, city authorities have responded by permitting food traders to operate on a weekly basis in designated open spaces located near residential areas in peripheral wards. This policy shift has led to the emergence of approximately 31 WFMs across the city's five municipalities. These markets operate on specific days of the week, varying by municipality, and serve as critical nodes for food access and informal trade in the city’s urban peripheries. 

2.3.  Study design and data sources
A mixed-methods design was adopted to integrate quantitative measures with qualitative inquiry, enabling both a systematic assessment and a deeper understanding of gendered participation in WFMs. The quantitative component provided measurable patterns of participation, and the extent of male and female involvement in selling in WFMs. The qualitative data offered contextual insights into gender dynamics, socio-cultural norms, institutional factors, and participation outcomes. For the quantitative survey, a mixed sampling strategy combining probability and non-probability techniques was employed to ensure adequate representation across Dar es Salaam’s five municipalities. All 31 WFMs in Dar es Salaam’s five municipalities were purposively selected, and sample size was determined using recommendations from Memon et al. (2020), Green (1991), and Cochran (1977), given the informal nature of WFMs and the absence of a known sampling frame for vendors and buyers, while also considering time and budget constraints. In total, 381 vendors and 506 buyers were surveyed. 
For the qualitative component, purposive sampling identified diverse participants, resulting in five Focus Group Discussions (FGDs)—one per municipality—and 15 Key Informant Interviews (KIIs) with market leaders, local government officials, and other WFM stakeholders. Focus group discussions (FGDs) involved both male and female participants (Table 1), reflecting the everyday interactions of traders in the market. Mixed-gender FGDs are particularly useful for revealing social dynamics and challenging gender stereotypes (Tawana & Romm, 2023). Since the topics were not sensitive, the groups were mixed, allowing researchers to observe interactions, power dynamics, and how men and women negotiate and discuss issues together. This approach also enabled comparison of perspectives across genders and identification of agreements or differences. 
The research team followed a semi-structured guide (see Annex 1), covering themes such as participation, access to market spaces, decision-making, and well-being outcomes. KIIs were conducted with WFM leaders, municipal officers in urban planning, trade, and business departments, as well as relevant national-level officials. These interviews provided institutional insights into the governance and planning of WFMs, and the extent of gender inclusion in market processes.
Table 1. WFMs FGDs composition across the five municipalities
	No.
	Municipality
	Name of WFM
	Number of Participants
	FGD Date

	1
	Ilala
	Tabata-Kimanga
	5 (3 male, 3 female)
	March 12, 2025

	2
	Kigamboni
	Kigamboni-Tungi
	6 (3 male, 3 female)
	March 13, 2025

	3
	Kinondoni
	Kunduchi
	7 (3 male, 4 female)
	March 14, 2025

	4
	Ubungo
	Kibamba
	7 (3 male, 4 female)
	March 19, 2025

	5
	Temeke
	Mgeninani
	8 (4 male, 4 female)
	May 9, 2025



To ensure consistency, a single study team facilitated all FGDs, minimizing interviewer bias and maintaining uniformity in moderating techniques across groups. This approach enhances data quality and comparability, especially in studies with a limited number of focus groups (Guest, Namey, & Chen, 2020).

2.4.  Analytical techniques
We employed a descriptive analytical approach to examine women’s participation in WFMs in Dar es Salaam, focusing on the social, cultural, and institutional factors shaping their involvement and the related economic and well-being outcomes. The analysis drew on participants’ own accounts to capture their lived experiences within the market environment.
Transcripts from FGDs and KIIs were analyzed thematically to explore market roles, access to resources, decision-making, and structural barriers from a gender perspective. Rather than using formal coding, interpretation prioritized narrative depth to preserve contextual meaning and participant voice. Data were organized around the study’s objectives, showing how gender norms, caregiving responsibilities, mobility constraints, and market infrastructure influence women’s participation and benefits. Direct quotations and detailed descriptions illustrate the strategies women use to navigate challenges, sustain livelihoods, and enhance economic and social well-being. In the SRA, wellbeing components are measured primarily through subjective, perception-based assessments, reflecting the socially mediated and relational nature of empowerment (Kabeer, 2001; Kabeer, 1994). This goes beyond traditional economic indicators to capture individuals’ lived experiences and self-evaluation (Jones and Tanner, 2017). Participants were asked to provide a self-assessment of how their participation in WFMs has influenced various outcomes, including income (perceptions of earnings and control over resources), economic security (livelihood stability and capacity to cope with shocks), personal autonomy (perceived decision-making power and voice within household and market contexts), and overall wellbeing (self-reported life satisfaction and improvements in living conditions).
Quantitative survey data were analyzed to describe vendor characteristics, types of food sold, and gendered patterns of participation. Integrating qualitative narratives with quantitative findings provided a fuller understanding of participation patterns, revealing both practical realities and social dynamics shaping women’s economic agency. This mixed analytical strategy generated grounded, policy-relevant insights.

3. Results 
3.1 Operations and gender composition in WFMs
Findings from both the focus group discussions and the survey reveal that WFMs in Dar es Salaam are mainly managed by vendors but are partially regulated by municipal authorities. The markets follow a rotating schedule across the city’s five districts, with each location hosting activities once a week. This system gives traders flexibility while still being under municipal oversight. Daily operations generally follow four stages. Vendors start early in the morning by getting produce from wholesale markets like Kariakoo, Ilala, Mabibo, and Temeke, or directly from small-scale urban farmers. They then transport the goods to WFM sites and display them for sale. Trading usually begins around 10:00 a.m. and continues into the evening. Vegetable vendors often work until late at night, sometimes as late as 11:00 p.m. Unsold goods are packed up and moved to the market for the next day. Vendor associations work closely with municipal officials to keep order, manage logistics, and represent traders’ interests. 
Survey data show that vendors usually work in about four markets over the course of the week in different municipalities (Figure 3). Both men and women take part in four to five WFM activities, but women's involvement peaks at four markets. Overall, female vendors are more often engaged in multiple markets, which suggests they are more likely to diversify their activities compared to men. This pattern highlights the mobility and flexibility needed to support their livelihoods. In the share of food vendors by gender across municipalities, female vendors make up the majority. Their share ranges from 51% in Ilala to 63% in Ubungo. Male vendors account for 37% to 49%. This shows that food vending in Dar es Salaam’s WFMs is mainly a female activity. 

	

	


Figure 3. Vendor participation in WFMs and gender composition across municipalities

3.2 Women’s’ motivations to participate in WFMs
[bookmark: _Hlk212471895]Findings from the FGDs indicate that women’s participation in WFMs is driven by a number of interrelated factors reflecting both livelihood necessities and seeking of opportunities. Many women participate in WFMs out of livelihood necessity and the responsibility to meet social and family responsibilities. Female vendors, including single mothers, widows, and married women who carry the main financial responsibility, see market trading as a crucial way to support their families. They rely on it to meet household needs like food, education, and other essentials. At Tabata-Kimanga market, one vendor explained that market work allows her to secure daily income despite starting each day with very little:
I’m thankful because I earn money to eat. If I had stayed at home, it would be different. Sometimes I leave home with just fare money, but when I get here, I make enough for food and tomorrow’s fare too.
Beyond household obligations, women are also drawn to WFMs because they offer relative stability and better income opportunities compared to other small-scale retail outlets. The markets are perceived as more predictable and manageable spaces for earning a living, as another female vendor in Kigamboni market contrasted them with kiosks and neighborhood shops, pointing out how regular customers often demand goods on credit, reducing profits:
…those who have opened kiosks or shops in the neighbourhoods, their customers are the same ones who live there every day. And those regular customers often like to take goods on credit. Once you start offering credit in these small businesses, it drags you down and reduces your profits unlike in the WFMs where you meet new customers weekly.
In addition, the inclusive and flexible nature of WFMs appeals to a wide variety of traders. The markets have low entry barriers and few gender-based restrictions. This allows women to participate, no matter their age, marital status, or education level. At Mgeninani market, one vendor described how these conditions supported her gradual progress in business:
I’ve been in business for about 20 years. I began selling tomatoes, potatoes, onions, and okra... It’s not that I had a big starting capital; I began with little, and slowly, I thank God I’ve reached where I am, despite my humble background.
These insights suggests that WFMs provide women with a relatively secure and (semi)regulated space where small initial investments can grow into sustainable livelihoods. 

3.3 [bookmark: _Hlk212467019]Gendered roles, relationships and social norms within the WFMs space
Our conversations revealed that women’s participation in WFMs is influenced by gender roles, social expectations, and historical practices, which collectively define the opportunities and limits within these retail spaces. A key aspect is women’s involvement in sourcing food items for sale in WFMs, which is both active and strategic. They source from permanent markets like Kariakoo, Ilala, and Mabibo, as well as from small urban farms. This approach helps them ensure quality, buy manageable quantities, and build relationships for better prices. At Mgeninani market, vendors highlighted women’s direct involvement and collaboration in transporting goods:
We (women) go ourselves to the primary markets and other sourcing points to source the goods. We carry what we can, and also help to load onto motorbikes (Toyo), which transport the goods to our marketing locations.
Further, sourcing of produce from small-scale farms comes with logistical challenges. Collecting and loading goods takes long hours, and coordinating multiple sourcing points adds to the workload. This is particularly hard to balance for women traders who are expected to also shoulder household care responsibilities. Despite this, vendors said that sourcing typically happens individually, at a personal pace, with both men and women actively involved. Women mainly handle organizational and financial arrangements and make sure produce is packed, accounted for, and paid for before giving it to porters, trolley pushers, or transport units (Vitengo). This helps ensure that goods reach their destinations efficiently. One vendor at Tabata-Kimanga described: 
In the evening, after business is done, we pack our goods. Another person, like this gentleman and our leaders, organize the goods into sections. Once I’ve packed my load, I put it on a trolley, pay 500 shillings, and they deliver it to the storage area. There, the goods are collected, and a truck (Fuso) is hired to take them to another market scheduled for the next day—like Bunju or Tungi. Everyone knows where their goods are supposed to go.
These insights show that women’s contributions are essential but mostly shaped by a gender-based division of labor. Women coordinate and manage their sourcing and purchases of merchandise, while men take on physically demanding or supervisory roles. Further, cultural norms and historical practices further impact market participation. Although WFMs are not exclusively female spaces, decisions about what to sell often connect to capital, ability, and interest rather than strict gender roles. Vendors mentioned that vending is an adaptive livelihood, and that they change the type of merchandise they sell based on demand and earnings potential. Historical trends also affect participation. Men often began in hawking and retail first, with women coming in later and often focusing on food items related to household knowledge. An elder vendor at Mgeninani explained: 
When these markets started, those selling food items and other household items like kitchenware and second-hand clothes were men. They began with hawking and later transitioned to weekly markets. They started first, and women came in later. But when women found selling non-food items tough and full of challenges, most switched to food items. They found it more familiar since they’re used to kitchen-related items. Now, any woman coming in prefers to focus on the food business.
Social and demographic factors, especially marital status and age, shape women’s participation and experiences in WFMs, as they interact with gender norms and household structures to influence women’s independence, available time, and decision-making power. Insights from the FGDs reveal that unmarried and younger women have comparatively more freedom to organize their workdays, movement from one market to another, and manage their earnings without needing to negotiate or explain themselves to family members. In contrast, married women’s involvement is often linked to domestic duties and relationships with their spouses. The long hours typical of WFMs, combined with traveling between different market locations, often create tensions within the households, particularly when returning late contradicts social norms about women being present domestically. A married female vendor from Kunduchi recounted:
I live in Tegeta—from Nyuki WFM to home, I get there by 9 PM. Then my husband wonders, ‘Why are you arriving at this hour?’ One day he came to the market and saw how long it takes to wrap up, and how we walked slowly to Tegeta. He got tired and never asked again. For me, that was a challenge. Now I close by 10 or 11 PM, by midnight I’m home. But I balance—within the week, I make time to clean and attend other household chores—it’s just a routine.
Further, societal expectations that associate women to domestic roles further limit the roles played within the WFMs space. This is especially true when childcare and household duties are fully their responsibility. One female vendor noted:
If I don’t have a helper at home, I can’t come to the market—I have to stay home with the children, especially when I have a young child.
Encouragingly, Gender norms are slowly changing. Men are taking on tasks that have often been seen as women’s work, like cooking and childcare. At the same time, women are entering jobs that have traditionally been held by men. An elderly male vendor reflected:
Nowadays customs have loosened… the man washes his wife’s clothes, washes the child’s clothes… I enter the kitchen to cook, because when I cook, it doesn’t mean my manhood will leave, I’m helping my wife.
These narratives illustrate how gender roles are negotiated in households and WFMs, highlighting adaptive strategies women use to remain involved, even with social and cultural challenges.

3.4 [bookmark: _Hlk212467031]Institutional contexts shaping women’s engagement in the WFMs 
[bookmark: _Hlk211672595]Women’s engagement in WFMs is connected to various institutional contexts that shape how they organize, trade, and find opportunities. At the household level, women’s involvement is closely linked to care work and family duties. Our findings show that women, especially those with young children, struggle to balance unpaid domestic tasks with the demands of market trading. Many vendors mentioned bringing their children to the market, placing them in shaded areas, or carrying them while they worked. Single mothers pointed out the risk of relying only on market income, where missing a trading day directly impacts household welfare. On their part, married women often talked about needing to negotiate market hours and responsibilities with their partners, showing that women’s participation in the market often relies on support and cooperation at home. A female vendor from Tabata-Kimanga market summarized this challenge:
If I don’t have a helper at home, I can’t come to the market—I have to stay with the children, especially when I have a young child. For example, I currently have a one-year-old, and on those days, I don’t come at all or I have to bring my child here to the market, not often—only when it’s really necessary.
Such experiences show that childcare responsibilities are not just logistical constraints but are tied to social and cultural expectations that place women in the main caregiving role. This situation limits their ability to work regular hours, grow their business, or take on leadership positions within market associations.
[bookmark: _Hlk211672624]At the community level, informal vendor associations and women’s groups play an important role in sustaining market participation. These provide spaces for support, information sharing, savings, and solving problems together, thereby helping to create a sense of belonging among traders. However, despite their social importance, these groups rarely get formal recognition in the governance structures of WFMs. As a result, their influence over decision-making and rule enforcement is limited. Further, most leadership roles in these markets is male-dominated, which reflects ongoing cultural norms that link authority and public representation to men. Many women shared that juggling domestic duties and trading leaves them with little time to take part in market leadership or manage associations. Additionally, procedural barriers, such as needing long-term membership, specific registration status, or consistent attendance, further limit their chances of being elected to leadership positions. As a result, women mainly serve in supportive roles or on committees rather than in key decision-making positions. As one woman vendor in Kigamboni-Tungi market opined:
When you talk of leadership—you know, I’m already a leader in my home. But here, in formal leadership, even if I wanted to be, you know, since the time of Adam and Eve, women have been seen as helpers. They say a woman cannot lead us. But thankfully, now we have a woman president and even a woman speaker of parliament. However, truthfully, during elections even here at the market, I haven’t seen them (men) include women like us. Also, another thing is that sometimes we women may not even vote for another woman—we tend to put ourselves down.
This illustrates how gendered perceptions and self-limiting attitudes intersect to shape women’s exclusion from leadership roles, even within spaces where they form a significant share of the trading population.
Within the WFMs themselves, our results show that governance structures, stall allocation systems, and leadership arrangements directly affect women’s opportunities for participation. Some markets have seen gradual inclusion of women as chairpersons, secretaries, or committee members. Yet, women’s representation remains limited, and where it exists, it often depends on encouragement or support from male counterparts. Many respondents, both male and female, linked this imbalance to women’s time constraints and the belief that they are less fit for leadership roles that need endurance and a public presence. A male vendor at Tabata-Kimanga market captured this duality, acknowledging the presence of women leaders while also hinting at their limitations:
In leadership here, women are to some extent involved. Elections are held and women are not discriminated against. We have women chairpersons and secretaries. If a man misbehaves, a woman leader can direct and correct him. Currently we have three women leaders and six men. So it’s not exactly 50/50… like I said before, women tend to avoid hardship. The few who are leaders were encouraged to step forward.
Despite some notable progress, gendered expectations continue to influence how leadership is perceived and enacted. Women also face challenges related to stall allocation, payment of fees, and exposure to harassment, particularly during late trading hours. These dynamics reinforce the structural disadvantages women encounter within market governance.

3.5 [bookmark: _Hlk212467043]Gender-responsive policies and the functioning of WFMs
Building on the gendered dynamics of roles, responsibilities, and social norms within WFMs, our data indicate that institutional and regulatory frameworks further influence women’s participation. Analyzing municipal by-laws across Ubungo, Temeke, and Kigamboni, along with insights from FGDs with women traders, reveals that these regulations often use gender-neutral language. As a result, they are essentially gender-blind (GoT, 2018; GoT, 2019; GoT, 2022). While requirements for permits, registration, and renewal are applied equally to all traders, women participants reported that these procedures often pose challenges due to unpaid care work, limited mobility, and restricted time or access to complete administrative requirements. Similarly, standardized market fees and taxes, which are based on stall size or product type, are seen as disproportionately burdensome for women running small-scale or low-margin businesses. Further, contributions toward services such as water, sanitation, and electricity are formally equal, yet women noted that lower or irregular earnings intensify the relative burden. Equally important, provisions related to market operations, including fire safety, night trading, and general security, do not address women-specific constraints, such as safe mobility or childcare responsibilities.
FGD discussions and document reviews further highlight that formal structures for governance, like stakeholder committees and sub-committees, create chances for women to participate, but they are limited in practice. Procedural rules, including long-standing membership or prior registration, combined with domestic responsibilities and time constraints, reduce women’s capacity to engage meaningfully in leadership or decision-making. Reflecting this aspect, a female vendor at Mgeninani noted:
As women, we are busy with work both here at the market and at home, and that is why we are less concerned with leadership….
Women participants often observed that council-led, top-down management does not provide targeted support for women traders, and there are no systems in place to address structural disadvantages or redistribute opportunities. The absence of gender-redistributive measures, such as childcare facilities, women-friendly sanitation, flexible trading hours, or leadership training, emerged repeatedly in both FGDs and regulatory documents as a significant gap. While women can participate formally and contribute equally to revenue, these gender-blind regulations and deep-rooted social norms still limit their agency and ability to fully benefit from market participation.

3.6 [bookmark: _Hlk212467050]Women’s economic and wellbeing outcomes in WFMs
Findings from interviews and FGDs demonstrate participating in WFMs significantly improves women’s immediate earnings and their ability to grow financially over time. Women vendors reported that the income from these markets has been instrumental in covering daily household expenses like food, transportation, and children’s education. The rotating weekly structure of these markets exposes vendors to new customers and builds loyalty, leading to more stable sales. Many women testified that they started with a small captital but gradually grew their businesses, reflecting steady financial growth. One vendor from Mgeninani shared:
I’ve been in business for about 20 years… It’s not that I had a big starting capital; I began with little, slowly by slowly, and I thank God I’ve reached where I am.
In addition to immediate earnings, women pointed out other benefits, like lower credit risks compared to permanent markets, the ability to buy in bulk, and the flexibility to change their sales based on demand. Male vendors also shared that they have seen women progress in their trading, and attest that women’s income improves overall household well-being, showing social acknowledgment of their economic contributions. 
Participation in WFMs also contributes to women’s broader economic security by providing protection against financial instability and enabling investments in long-term assets such as housing, land, and children’s education. Vendors emphasized that market earnings support both daily needs and future plans, helping households weather fluctuations in partner income or other shocks. A widow from Kigamboni described her experience:
I thank God I’ve done business for a very long time. Given my age, I’ve been in business for years. I started with drying sardines in the sun, then selling vegetables in a basin, and I sold at Ilala for nine years. I once did business here in the market and earned up to one million shillings in a month.
Further insights from FGDs indicate that steadily building capital not only boosts financial independence but also strengthens women’s resilience against unexpected household challenges. Single mothers and widows, in particular, say they benefit from being able to support themselves and their children. Women navigate multiple social and cultural challenges including childcare, household negotiations, and expectations about finances—as they use WFMs to achieve economic stability, demonstrating both immediate security and ongoing control over their resources. 
Another important outcome noted is personal autonomy and decision-making. Involvement in WFMs is seen to increase women’s autonomy, giving them more control over household decisions and personal priorities. Income from market activities enables women to manage spending on food, education, and other household needs independently, while also supporting shared financial plans with their spouses. Married women reported negotiating responsibilities and planning budgets together to ensure that market income fits with their partner's contributions. Similarly, single women and widows noted the freedom to control resources according to their own priorities without needing approval. A vendor from Kibamba said:
"I thank God that I now have big capital. I order onions, tomatoes, carrots—anything I want, I order because I have the money in my pocket. I take care of my home, eat good food at home, and I can change meals whenever I want. I thank God for that.
Beyond managing resources, participation builds confidence in decision-making, business risk management, and navigating social settings often controlled by men. Vendors also described how they apply their autonomy in household negotiations, caring for children, and engaging in community decisions, illustrating the broader empowerment that WFMs offer. Equally important, involvement in WFMs positively impacts women’s overall wellbeing, including economic, social, and psychological aspects. Women reported acquiring housing, land, and savings, supporting both immediate household needs and long-term family security. A widow in Kigamboni explained:
The benefits I’ve gained from this market include buying a plot of land and building two rooms, which I expanded to five. I’ve even built another house worth 25 million TZS. I also have some money in the bank which I want to use to open another business. This business has profits, but it also has challenges. I’ve also managed to educate and raise my children well.
Lastly, social networks formed through WFMs create mutual support systems, enabling vendors to cope with illness, grief, or temporary absence while fostering community solidarity. Women's stories show that WFMs provide not just financial stability but also dignity, resilience, and stronger relationships within households and communities. This highlights the many ways these markets support women's overall wellbeing.
4. Discussion
This study examined women’s involvement in WFMs. It focused on their motivations for trading in these spaces, the ways they engage in various market activities, and the social and institutional factors that influence their daily practices. The findings revealed three key areas: the different ways women participate in WFMs and the cultural and institutional factors that affect their involvement; the economic and well-being results of their engagement, especially regarding income generation, financial security, and personal independence; and how women negotiate challenges tied to gender norms and social views while seeking income opportunities. In this section, these aspects are discussed within the broader debates on gender, markets, and livelihoods in urban food systems.
4.1 Women’s Motivation to Participate in WFMs 
Our FGDs showed that women participate in WFMs mainly to fulfill household and family responsibilities. This aligns with UN Women (2021), highlighting that women's involvement in the informal sector comes from limited chances in the formal economy. Single mothers, widows, and married women who bear the financial burden depend on market work for a daily income to pay for food, education, and basic needs. Similar observations in Ethiopia (Engidaw et al., 2024; Simachew et al., 2024) and Zimbabwe (Takaza & Chitereka, 2022) point to poverty, unemployment, and economic need as major factors. However, vending also serves as a practical livelihood option that helps women build resilience and diversify over time. 
Beyond necessity, WFMs provide predictable income, with weekly customers reducing reliance on credit. This aspect deserves more attention in the literature, but evidence from Benassai-Dalmau et al. (2025, preprint) indicates that better market access improves vendor outcomes. Low entry barriers and little starting capital further promote participation, consistent with findings from Ghana (Engidaw et al., 2023). However, our findings suggest that WFMs are seen as both economically helpful and socially limiting. While they offer women accessible spaces to earn daily income and grow small businesses, deep-rooted gender norms and caregiving duties restrict how much women can take full advantage of these opportunities. This duality reflects broader gender dynamics in informal economies, where economic decisions are made alongside ongoing domestic expectations. As Mundy et al. (2023) demonstrate in Tanzania's value chains, caregiving roles influence how women negotiate their economic positions, reinforcing similar restrictions within WFMs. 
4.2 Women’s Participation in WFMs
Women’s participation in WFMs is varied by activity and is seen to be influenced by a multiplicity of constraints and opportunities. In sourcing, they obtain goods from permanent markets and urban farmers to ensure quality and affordability. They often work alone, but sometimes they collaborate in ways that lower costs and risks. Studies show a strong presence of women in food vending across sub-Saharan African cities (Davies et al., 2022; Giroux et al., 2021) and their increasing involvement in the informal markets of developing economies (Ograh et al., 2025). Our findings suggest that WFMs offer women accessible spaces to control the quality of goods and to participate in both individual and group sourcing. However, logistical challenges and household responsibilities limit their level of participation. This highlights how women’s economic agency in informal markets is often balanced against domestic duties, reflecting the gender dynamics in urban food trade.
In the transport of goods to and between WFMs, women’s role is comparatively low, as both physical demands and financial constraints limit their direct involvement. The handling of heavy loads and transfer of goods from one market to another is a male-dominated activity, reflecting wider gender norms. Literature documents that women's mobility is limited by domestic responsibilities (Me-Nsope & Larkins, 2016), unequal access to transport resources (Masamha et al., 2018), and and institutional structures that put men at an advantage (Pyburn et al., 2023). These labor divisions go beyond physical strength and reinforce cultural expectations about women’s domestic roles. Participation is reshaped into less visible but crucial organizational tasks that support trade without challenging existing norms. Addressing these inequalities requires interventions that extend beyond technical training and confront the cultural barriers limiting women’s roles in market logistics.
Our findings show that selling in WFMs is largely gender-neutral. Individual capital and product choice matter more than gender. Historically, food vending has been linked to women (Levin et al., 1999), and they remain prominent in vegetables, fruits, beans, and fish (Davies et al., 2022), though men also play an active role. Women’s participation is still limited by domestic duties (de Kanter et al., 2024), yet they continue to dominate traditional markets (Cook et al., 2024). These findings suggest that even though vending has been culturally seen as women’s work, actual participation is more complex, with both men and women involved in various product lines. Women’s participation in selling is driven more by capacity, capital, and business interests, though social and cultural expectations still affect their engagement. For example, women might avoid physically demanding jobs like evening loading or focus on goods tied to “kitchen work,” while men often take on high-risk or physically intense tasks. These patterns show that while WFMs offer opportunities for economic independence, structural and cultural norms still influence participation. This highlights the need for policies and actions that acknowledge women’s independence, lower barriers to fair access to high-revenue or high-risk product areas, and challenge ongoing stereotypes about “men’s work” versus “women’s work” in market economies.
Results have shown that despite the large number of women traders, leadership positions are still mostly held by men. Structural barriers, limited time, and self-image limit women’s participation in decision-making roles. Davies et al., 2022, for example, in a study using the Zambian context, shows that women seldom hold executive positions, even though they make up the majority of sellers. Similar patterns appear in cooperatives in low- and middle-income countries, where traditional gender roles and lower education levels restrict leadership chances (Pyburn et al., 2023). These findings show that women's limited involvement in WFM leadership results from overlapping structural, procedural, and social barriers. Leadership remains male-dominated, shaped by norms that see authority and decision-making as male tasks, further reinforced by expectations related to women’s domestic responsibilities. Procedural issues, like membership rules and minimum required experience, also limit women’s access. Additionally, views on readiness and the focus on trading and household tasks over leadership roles add to these challenges. These factors underline the importance of tackling both social norms and structural barriers, highlighting the need for mentorship, skill-building, and procedural changes to create gender-inclusive leadership.

4.3 Social-cultural Contexts and Women’ Engagement in WFMs
Overall, results show that women’s participation in WFM activities is strongly influenced by their marital status and caregiving responsibilities. Unmarried women report greater flexibility. In contrast, married women must negotiate household support and trust with their spouses to maintain their engagement. However, joint decision-making is seen to help ensure continued participation. This is consistent with Azcona et al. (2019), who show that unmarried women have higher labor force participation, and Quisumbing et al. (2023), who emphasize the trade-offs between market work and caregiving. Childbearing and childcare, especially for young children, significantly limit women’s market activity (FAO, 2023). Some women take their children to markets to balance these demands, while others depend on household helpers. As such, most women within the food retail space are compelled to juggle the needs for income generation and caregiving (AGRA, 2020). These findings confirm that unpaid care work reduces the intensity and consistency of women’s market participation, and highlight the need for policies that transform gender roles by easing care burdens through childcare options, training, and awareness initiatives.
Changing gender norms are also affecting participation patterns. Focus group discussions reveal a gradual shift in traditional roles, with men increasingly taking on tasks once reserved for women, and vice versa, though tensions still exist. Aberman et al. (2022) note that women’s preference for informal food-based work reflects lasting gender norms. However, rapid urbanization has increased women’s involvement in informal food markets (AGRA, 2020; Levin et al., 1999). These dynamics emphasize the need for policies that break down structural barriers and expand training to support women’s ongoing participation in urban food markets.

4.4 The Structural and Institutional Landscape of Women’s engagement in WFMs
Insights from our findings show that women’s participation in WFMs is constrained by a range of structural and social barriers that affect both economic gains and reinforce gender inequalities. These include environmental conditions, infrastructure, social protection issues, and household dynamics.
Environmental and sanitation conditions are ongoing challenges. In all studied markets, vendors voiced their frustration with poor cleanliness and inadequate municipal services, impacting both health and business operations. Similar conditions exist throughout SSA, where markets frequently lack clean water, sanitary facilities, and waste management, putting traders at risk of health issues (Cook et al., 2024; Davies et al., 2022; Chilanga & Riley, 2022). These environmental problems often overlap with the insecurity of trading spaces. Roadside locations not only put vendors at risk but also limit their chances for stable businesses and long-term planning. This underscores the need for municipalities to include WFMs in urban planning and provide safe, accessible, and well-equipped spaces.
In addition to infrastructure, the lack of social protection and financial access further weakens women’s resilience. Without formal recognition, traders cannot receive basic protections and are vulnerable to shocks. Challenges in accessing credit add to these vulnerabilities (Addo et al., 2024; Peprah et al., 2019). Inclusive protection schemes, simpler administrative processes, and accessible financial services are therefore essential for women's ongoing participation. Further, market engagement is influenced by household dynamics. Domestic responsibilities and expectations for women to be primary caregivers limit their flexibility and time for trading, especially regarding childcare. As Quisumbing et al. (2023) point out, women frequently face trade-offs between household responsibilities and market activities. These underscores the need for measures that transform gender roles by redistributing care work and challenging restrictive social norms.
Finally, municipal market by-laws are largely gender-blind, as revealed through FGDs and document reviews (GoT, 2018; GoT, 2019; GoT, 2022). While regulations nominally treat all traders equally, women experience practical barriers linked to unpaid care work, mobility limitations, and restricted access to capital or time. This reinforces prior evidence that gender-neutral policies may inadvertently perpetuate inequalities (Agarwal, 2010; Cornwall et al., 2007; Kabeer, 1999). Formal inclusion in governance structures does not guarantee meaningful participation, highlighting the need for gender-aware or gender-transformative measures such as reserved leadership seats, women-friendly infrastructure, flexible market arrangements, and targeted capacity-building interventions.

4.5 Economic and Overall Wellbeing Outcomes of Women’s Participation
The findings show that WFMs give women a steady income and chances to build capital, in turn, strengthening household food security, education, and healthcare. These results support earlier studies that traditional markets make significant economic and social contributions (Cook et al., 2024) and that street food vending serves as a critical income source for poor urban women (Mahopo et al., 2022). Our study, aligning with Otoo et al. (2011), reveals that earnings from these markets can sometimes significantly surpass minimum wages. This primarily benefits single mothers and widows who invest their earnings in long-term household needs. While these results confirm that WFMs are essential for inclusive growth, they also highlight ongoing challenges such as limited access to credit, insecure trading spaces, and insufficient financial training. Improving infrastructure and targeted support could reduce transaction costs and boost profitability. 
Beyond from economic security, WFMs help women gain independence and improve their well-being. The income provides greater bargaining power, fosters joint decision-making, and supports independence for single women and widows. While Cook et al. (2024) view markets as places for upward mobility for the urban poor, our findings reveal overlooked autonomy outcomes for single women, indicating a need for further research. Participation in WFMs also helps in accumulating assets, improving housing, and building social connections. This is in line with Addo et al. (2024), who documented the social, economic, and nutritional benefits of women's roles in food systems. However, strong socio-cultural norms and limited resource access still hinder women's full participation, as noted by Xheneti (2019) and Magesa et al. (2013). Overall, these dynamics show that WFMs serve as both income sources and empowerment platforms. Their rotational and trust-based structure fosters stable customer relationships, gradual growth, and collective resilience. 

5. Conclusions 
This paper examined women’s participation in WFMs in Dar es Salaam, examining how socio-cultural norms, institutional arrangements, and structural conditions shape their engagement and outcomes (income, economic security, personal autonomy and overall wellbeing). Drawing on the SRA framework, the study revealed that women’s participation is shaped by both livelihood necessity and opportunity-seeking motives, reflecting their important but constrained roles in urban food systems. The findings further indicate that women are active across multiple functions of WFMs, particularly in sourcing and selling, where gender differences are less pronounced and participation is largely determined by access to capital, product type, and business capacity. However, women’s engagement remains limited in areas such as transport logistics and market leadership, where gender norms, procedural barriers, and the physical and time demands of unpaid care work continue to disadvantage them. While participation in WFMs contributes to improved income, economic security, decision-making power, and self-reported wellbeing, these gains are often undermined by gender-blind market regulations, poor environmental and infrastructural conditions, and weak municipal support systems.
Several policy implications emerge from this paper. First, addressing the burden of unpaid care work through community-wide gender awareness and sensitization programs is critical to provide women with greater flexibility to engage fully and benefit from market activities. Second, enhancing gender-inclusive infrastructure and municipal services is essential, as improvements in sanitation, water access, waste management, and trading site safety can increase productivity, reduce vulnerability, and support the sustainable operation of WFMs. Third, fostering inclusive leadership and governance within WFMs can further amplify women’s voices in market management and decision-making, ensuring their perspectives shape market operations. Lastly, gender-transformative interventions are necessary to address structural and cultural barriers that limit women’s participation in higher-value and physically demanding market segments.
Overall, the study highlights that while WFMs offer accessible entry points for women’s economic engagement, they remain embedded within unequal social relations that limit their transformative potential. Strengthening gender-aware and gender-transformative policies will be crucial to ensuring that WFMs evolve into more equitable and empowering spaces—advancing both women’s economic autonomy and the resilience of urban food systems.
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Number of WFMs that the Vendor participates

Female	One 	Two	Three	Four	Five	Six	Seven	32	13	30	56	41	26	12	Male	One 	Two	Three	Four	Five	Six	Seven	35	8	12	25	29	34	28	



Percentage of vendors by gender across municipalities

Female	Ilala	Kigamboni	Kinondoni	Temeke	Ubungo	0.51315789473684204	0.58333333333333304	0.623529411764706	0.434782608695652	0.63157894736842102	Male	Ilala	Kigamboni	Kinondoni	Temeke	Ubungo	0.48684210526315802	0.41666666666666702	0.376470588235294	0.565217391304348	0.36842105263157898	
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