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Abstract

This study explores the business dynamics, opportunities, and challenges faced by women street food vendors in selected in-
formal settlements of Nairobi. It examines how they manage these challenges, including the adverse effects of the COVID-19 
pandemic. While many studies have investigated informal food vendors, less is known about women operating in these roles 
within urban informal settlements. This paper presents results from a new quantitative survey of 448 women informal food 
vendors across four informal settlements in Nairobi: Mukuru Kwa Njenga, Mukuru Kwa Reuben, Viwandani, and Mathare. 
Our findings show that most women vendors are recent entrants to the informal food vending sector, and their participation 
is mainly driven by economic survival. However, they face numerous operational challenges that limit their daily income, 
despite adopting multiple strategies related to location, operations, pricing, stock, security, and partnerships to grow their 
enterprises. These challenges intensified during the COVID-19 pandemic due to public health measures aimed at limiting the 
spread of the virus. The paper highlights some key pandemic-related challenges faced by the participating vendors.
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Introduction
Most of the urban poor in the Global South live in informal 
settlements marked by high poverty, food insecurity, and 
poor health and nutrition (Agyebang et al., 2022; Ewnetu 
& Seo, 2025; Ren et al., 2020). In many of these cities, the 
informal economy plays a crucial role in economic growth 
and social well-being (OECD, 2019). In Kenya, around 60% 
of Nairobi’s population is estimated to reside in informal 
settlements (UN-Habitat, 2023). Many residents rely heav-
ily on the informal economy for their livelihoods (Tucker & 
Anantharaman, 2020). Therefore, the informal economy is 
not just a temporary situation; it provides employment to a 
large portion of the urban population (Singh, 2020). It acts 
as a safety net and a means of survival for the urban poor, 
including women. It is estimated that 83% of Kenya’s work-
force is informally employed, and over 89% of employed 
women work in the informal sector (UNDP, 2020).

The informal food economy is a key part of the broader 
informal economy and urban food systems in the Global 
South (Young & Crush, 2020). Urban food systems in the 
Global South feature a mix of market and non-market food 
sourcing methods, along with formal and informal food 
retail outlets, the latter including street and market food 
vendors (Battersby & Watson, 2018). These informal urban 
food systems have proliferated, attracting more attention 
from academics, researchers, and policymakers. According 
to Giroux et al. (2021), informal food vendors are individual 
retailers who usually operate outside the formal food provi-
sioning system and often conduct business without legal 
status or protection. The role of the informal food economy, 
especially street and market vendors, is vital in providing 
food for the poor (Young & Crush, 2020).

Battersby & Watson (2018) noted that while urban house-
holds may buy from both informal and formal outlets, poorer 
households rely more heavily on informal vendors. Informal 
vendors offer food on credit and sell smaller, affordable por-
tions, making food accessible to low-wage earners. Informal 
food vending provides essential opportunities for livelihoods 
and income, particularly for women in informal settlements 
(Mwango et al., 2019). These vendors play a crucial role in 
providing affordable, accessible, and diverse food to the 
urban poor, while also supporting the livelihoods of many 
others, including vendors, small-scale farmers, transporters, 
and other actors in the food supply chain (Kazembe et al., 
2019; Tawodzera, 2019). Overall, the importance of informal 
food vendors for urban food security and urban livelihoods 
cannot be overstated.

Typically, many informal food vendors are women, although 
the gender balance varies within and across Global South 
countries (Adeosun et al., 2022; Crush et al., 2023; Nickanor 
et al., 2021; Raimundo et al., 2020; Ramirez & Vanek, 2024). 
They are present in large numbers due to the sociocultural 
roles of food preparation, traditionally associated with 
women, and the ease of entering food vending enterprises. 
Ramasamy (2018) notes that informal food vending pro-
vides employment and livelihood opportunities for women 
who are more vulnerable to fluctuating economic conditions 

and environments. Chege et al. (2021) estimate that 61% 
of food vendors in Nairobi’s slum and non-slum areas are 
women, a trend common in many cities across the Global 
South. The activity has helped women in the informal sector 
achieve financial independence and contribute to household 
incomes (Singh, 2020).

However, women street food vendors face multiple chal-
lenges in managing their enterprises (Kawarazuka et al., 
2017; Khumalo & Ntini, 2021; Zingkhai & Anand, 2019). For 
instance, they have poorer access to capital due to limited 
collateral, reduced bargaining power, and face discrimina-
tion from financial institutions like banks (Aberman et al., 
2021). They often carry the additional burden of caring 
for their families and encounter sociocultural barriers that 
affect their business ventures. Women involved in informal 
sector activities must balance their cultural, reproductive, 
and productive roles, which increases their overall workload, 
much of which is undervalued, unmeasured, and unpaid 
(Odhiambo et al., 2025).

Women workers in the informal sector, especially street 
vendors, were among the most adversely affected groups 
during the COVID-19 pandemic (Chen et al., 2024; Khan, 
2024; Skinner & Watson, 2021). In many sub-Saharan Afri-
can countries, the pandemic caused multiple unintended 
and unprecedented negative consequences for the infor-
mal sector and informal food systems (Chen et al., 2024). 
Bene (2020) argues that the COVID-19 pandemic exposed 
the fragility of our food systems and how easily they can 
be unsettled. Global food supply chains faced significant 
disruptions (OECD, 2020). As urban areas were ‘hotspots’ 
for the novel coronavirus infections, the normal business 
activities of urban food vendors were also significantly 
impacted. Several large cities, including Nairobi, faced ex-
tended public health restrictions and experienced stronger 
socioeconomic shocks due to the pandemic (UN, 2020). 
Furthermore, the negative economic, health-related, and 
food security impacts and challenges of the COVID-19 crisis 
were most sharply felt by women who were employed and 
self-employed in the informal food sector (Skinner & Wat-
son, 2021).

This study explores the dynamics, opportunities, and chal-
lenges faced by women informal food vendors in urban 
informal settlements, focusing on how they navigate these 
issues, including the negative impacts of the COVID-19 pan-
demic. There is significantly less research on the street food 
vending activities of women in informal urban settlements 
and their experiences during the COVID-19 pandemic. The 
quantitative survey aimed to achieve four main objec-
tives: first, to identify the key characteristics of informal 
food vending enterprises operated by women in Nairobi’s 
selected informal settlements; second, to examine the op-
portunities and challenges faced by women-run informal 
food businesses in these areas; third, to assess the impacts 
of COVID-19 on the vendors’ businesses as well as on the 
health and well-being of their households; and finally, to 
identify the coping strategies employed by women informal 
food vendors during the pandemic and how these strategies 
supported their recovery from its adverse effects.
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Methodology
The survey was carried out in four informal settlements in 
Nairobi: Mukuru Kwa Njenga, Mukuru Kwa Reuben, Viwan-
dani, and Mathare. Administratively, Mukuru Kwa Njenga 
and Mukuru Kwa Reuben are located within Embakasi sub
-county, while Viwandani falls within Makadara sub-county, 
and Mathare is part of Mathare sub-county. To ensure more 
comprehensive spatial coverage of the four settlements, the 
study used a stratified random sampling method. Stratifi-
cation was based on the villages within each settlement. In 
each stratum (village), a random sample of informal food 
vendors was chosen, paying attention to their distribution 
along specific streets or roads. Data collection took place in 
May-June 2024 using the KoBoCollect platform and the sur-
vey was administered by the fieldworkers or data collection 
assistants through android mobile phones. The research 
team consisted of 4 project coordinators from the Univer-
sity of Nairobi, 2 co-researchers from the federation of slum 
dwellers (SDI-Kenya), 4 community-based field supervisors 
(one from each settlement), 13 data collection assistants 
from the community, and 7 data collection assistants from 
the University of Nairobi (4 postgraduate and 3 undergrad-
uate students). Table 1 shows the distribution of sampled 
women informal food vendors across the four settlements.

Key Characteristics of Participating 
Vendors
Socio-Demographic Characteristics

Table 2 displays the socio-demographic characteristics 
of the sampled women food vendors. More than half of 
the vendors were aged between 18 and 39 years, while an 
additional 24.1% were aged between 40 and 50 years. The 
remaining 9.6% were aged 50 years or older. This finding 
suggests that most vendors are in the youth age group in 
Kenya, specifically those between 18 and 34 years.

More than half (55%) of the vendors were married, while 
5% were cohabiting. The remaining participants (40.6%) 
were either never married, separated, divorced, or widowed. 
Most vendors had some secondary schooling, with 33% 
completing their secondary education and an additional 
21% not finishing it. Furthermore, 13% had received college, 
technical training, or university education. However, 24% 
of participants had only completed primary school, and 
another 7% had not finished it. Very few vendors (3%) had 
no formal education.

Table 1: Sampled Women Informal Food Vendors by Settlement

Settlement No. of Villages Frequency Percentage
Mukuru Kwa Njenga 6 65 14.5
Mukuru Kwa Reuben 12 172 38.4
Viwandani 14 129 28.8
Mathare 11 82 18.3
Total 43 448 100.0

Table 2: Socio-Demographic Characteristics of Participating Vendors

Frequency Percentage

Age

18-28 87 19.4
29-39 210 46.9
40-50 108 24.1
51-61 35 7.8
62+ 8 1.8

Marital status

Never married 60 13.5
Married 243 54.9
Separated 79 17.8
Divorced 7 1.6
Widowed 34 7.7
Co-habiting 20 4.5

Highest level of education

No formal education 12 2.7
Primary (incomplete) 31 7.0
Primary (complete) 108 24.3
Secondary (incomplete) 91 20.5
Secondary (complete) 146 32.9
College 32 7.2
TVET 18 4.1
University 6 1.4
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Economic Characteristics

Table 3 shows the types of previous and additional em-
ployment or businesses among the study participants. 
More than half (53%) of the vendors reported that they had 
previously worked in another job or run a business before 
starting their food vending ventures. Among these, nearly 
one-quarter (24%) had worked full-time in the formal sector, 
while an additional 22% had full-time employment in the 
informal sector. A further 48% had held part-time jobs in 
either the informal sector (27%) or the formal sector (21%). 
A smaller portion operated a different informal business 
(14%), and 3% managed a formal business. Conversely, only 
17% of the vendors were involved in extra employment or 
business activities outside their food vending at the time of 
the survey. Of these, over half (56%) ran another informal 
business selling a different product, while 8.0% sold the 
same food items at their second business. An additional 
27% and 17% were employed part-time in the informal and 
formal sectors, respectively.

Enterprise Characteristics
Location and Type of Enterprise Premises

Table 4 shows that these food vending enterprises were 
more likely to be in or near prominent public areas with high 

foot traffic, such as neighbourhood streets (55%) and main 
roads (36%), mainly to attract passersby. Other vendors 
were found along railway lines (10%) and close to bus stops 
(6%). Ten percent of these enterprises operated outside the 
vendors’ homes and near visible institutions like schools 
and churches. Only 1% of vendors were part of a designated 
market.

Regarding the type of enterprise premises, most vendors 
operated their food vending businesses on a raised, make-
shift platform with a shade (48%) or without a shade (13%). 
Others spread their goods on the ground with (11%) or with-
out (12%) a makeshift shade. Nine percent of vendors were 
operating as a kibanda or makeshift hotel, while 6% were 
running their food business from a mobile container.

Entry into Food Vending: Timing and Motivation

More than half (53%) of the women informal food vendors 
started their food vending businesses between 2020 and 
2024, with another 37% beginning between 2010 and 2019 
(Figure 1). Very few (10%) vendors started their operations 
before 2010. This finding indicates that most vendors are 
recent entrants into the informal food vending sector and 
that these businesses generally have limited longevity.

Table 3: Type of Previous and Additional Employment or Business

Frequency Percentage

Previous employment or 
business 

Full-time employment (formal sector) 56 23.6
Full-time employment (informal sector) 52 21.9
Part-time/casual wage employment (formal sector) 50 21.1
Part-time/casual wage employment (informal sector) 63 26.6
Own formal sector business 8 3.4
Own informal sector business (different activity) 32 13.5

Additional employment or 
business 

Another informal business (same activity) 6 8.0
Another informal business (different activity) 42 56.0
Part-time/casual wage employment (formal sector) 13 17.3
Part-time/casual wage employment (informal sector) 20 26.7

Table 4: Location and Type of Enterprise Premises

Frequency Percentage

Location of enterprise

Along a neighbourhood street 245 54.7
Along a major/main road 160 35.7
Along a railway line 45 10.0
At a bus/boda boda (motorbike) stage 25 5.6
Outside vendors house 42 9.4
At a designated market space 5 1.1
Next to an institution (school, church) 44 9.8

Type of enterprise premises

On a raised makeshift platform with a shade 217 48.4
On a raised makeshift platform with no shade 59 13.2
On the ground with no shade 55 12.3
On the ground with a makeshift shade 51 11.4
Makeshift hotel (kibanda) 40 8.9
Mobile food selling container 26 5.8



Enterprise Dynamics and COVID-19 Struggles of Women Informal Food Vendors in Nairobi’s Informal Settlements 54 MiFOOD Paper No. 50

There were several main reasons why participants engaged 
in informal food vending ventures. We have categorized 
these reasons into economic survival and sources of live-
lihood, business prospects and ease of entry, and factors 
related to the COVID-19 pandemic (Table 5). Half (49%) of 
the vendors stated that they started their business because 
they could not find other forms of employment. 28% indi-
cated that they wanted to contribute to their household’s 
financial resources through their informal enterprise, and 
11% aimed to support their left-behind relatives in their rural 
homes. 21% said they sought higher earnings than those 
from their previous jobs. 20% of participants wished to run 
their own business. 14% wanted to be productively engaged 
through their enterprises, while 13% cited the ease of entry 
and perceived business opportunities as their main motiva-

tions. A small portion of the sample (7%) began their own 
informal food businesses after losing their jobs during the 
pandemic.

Enterprise Start-Up Capital

Almost all participating vendors (95%) indicated they 
needed some capital to start their food vending businesses. 
As shown in Table 6, most vendors relied on two main 
sources of start-up capital: personal savings (69%) and 
loans or support from social networks (38%), including 
family members, relatives, friends, and chamas (informal 
savings groups organized mostly by women). Nearly 16% 
of participating vendors took out loans to finance this start-
up, with 10% borrowing from mobile phone apps, such as 
Tala and M-Shwari. These are popular mobile phone-based 

Table 5: Main Reason for Entry into Food Vending Enterprise

Frequency Percentage

Economic survival and 
source of livelihoods

I was unemployed and unable to find a job 219 48.9
I wanted to contribute to my family source of income 123 27.5
I had another job, but the pay was low 93 20.8
I had another business, but it was not doing well 53 11.8
I wanted to help my family back home 48 10.7

Business opportunity and 
ease of entry

I have always wanted to run my own business 91 20.3
I wanted to keep myself busy than sit idle at home 64 14.3
I saw a business opportunity in this business 58 12.9
I did not require any skills to start this business 57 12.7
I did not require much capital to start this business 31 6.9
I was influenced by a relative/friend/neighbour 12 2.7

COVID-19 pandemic related 
reasons

I had another job, but it was terminated due to the pandemic 32 7.1
I had another business, but it closed due to the pandemic 6 1.3
I needed additional source of income due to the pandemic 5 1.1

Figure 1: Year of Entry into Food Vending Enterprise

Table 6: Main Source of Enterprise Start-Up Capital

Frequency Percentage
Personal savings 294 68.9
Loan or support from social networks (family, relatives, friends, chamas) 160 37.5
Loan from mobile phone apps (Tala, M-Shwari) 39 9.1
Loan from a financial institution (bank, micro-credit, SACCO) 30 7.0
Sale of personal or family assets 14 3.3
Loan from a shylock (against an item or for payment with interest) 5 1.2
Help from an NGO, CBO or FBO 4 0.9
Help from the government (county, national) 2 0.5
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apps in Kenya that one can use to apply for an instant loan 
of smaller amounts without any security, but repaid within 
a given period with some interest. The loan is credited into 
one’s mobile phone money account, and the amount is 
determined by assessing the applicant’s M-Pesa (mobile 
money service) transaction history and previous loan repay-
ment behaviour on the same app. Only 7% obtained loans 
from various financial institutions, like banks and micro-
credit organizations.

Types of Food Sold and Sources of Food Products

Our survey revealed that vendors offered a diverse selec-
tion of food products (Figure 2). The most common items 
included fruits (48%), green vegetables (38%), ready-to-eat 
cooked foods and snacks (33%), and roots and tubers 
(24%). Nearly one-fifth of vendors sold processed foods and 
beverages. About 9% of sales consisted of dried cereals and 
grains. An additional 10% sold fish, while a smaller portion 
(7%) sold fresh meat. Although roughly 20% of vendors 
sold less nutritious options such as processed foods and 
beverages, the remaining vendors provided a wide variety 

of nutrient-rich foods, including fruits, vegetables, cereals, 
grains, and both meat and fish products.

As shown in Figure 3, wholesale or retail food markets in 
Nairobi were the primary sources of food products for our 
participants, followed by suppliers within Nairobi. Sources 
from outside Nairobi were also utilized, mainly by those sell-
ing roots and tubers (34%) and fish products (34%). Addition-
ally, cereals and grains vendors sourced their products from 
stores within Nairobi (26%), while vendors selling processed 
foods obtained their supplies from wholesale or retail shops 
in Nairobi (37%). Notably, supermarkets were not a common 
source of food products for most participants, except for a 
few vendors who sold cooked and processed foods.

The food supplies were primarily transported from their 
sources to retail points and vendors’ premises using pub-
lic transportation (Figure 4). 65% of the vendors relied on 
public transit, while 33% transported their products on foot, 
26% used motorbikes, and 17% relied on hand carts. 14.5% 
of participating vendors had their supplies delivered by the 
suppliers.

Figure 2: Types of Food Products Sold

Figure 3: Sources of Food Products

Figure 4: Mode of Transporting Supplies
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Enterprise Operational Strategies
Locational Strategies

Figure 5 shows that the primary locational strategy for the 
participating food vendors was easy access to customers 
(82%) and proximity to the vendor’s home (44%). Other 
strategies considered by vendors included operating from 
spaces where they did not have to pay rent (18%), having 
adequate space (18%), and securing locations (15%). Mod-
est rents (13%) and access to amenities such as water (12%) 
and electricity (9%) were other important considerations.

Operational Strategies

Effective daily management is crucial for a business’s suc-
cess, as it directly influences customer satisfaction, profits, 
and growth. Participating food vendors employed several 
operational strategies, including extended business hours, 
providing customer care, analyzing business dynamics, and 
engaging additional labour (Table 7). The most common 
operational strategy, used by over three-quarters of the 
vendors, was responding to regular customer demands 
and preferences (83%), followed by operating beyond 7 pm 
(82%), and offering credit facilities and special prices to their 
regular customers (80%). Notably, two-thirds of vendors 
regularly used mobile phones to take orders and payments 
from their customers, which is linked to the rapid expansion 
of mobile use and mobile money in Kenya (Brazzel, 2025). 
Another striking finding is that over two-thirds of vendors 
maintained detailed records of their business activities 

and evaluated market conditions to inform their business 
decisions. It marks a departure from the typical survivalist 
vending pattern, with several studies suggesting that most 
small, informal businesses do not keep written accounts 
(Mramba et al., 2016; Thangaraj & Koluthungan, 2023). Fu-
ture research could explore this notable aspect in greater 
detail.

The segment of vendors using extra labour for their enter-
prises is relatively low. However, a quarter or more of partic-
ipants received some form of assistance, including a little 
over one-third (35%) who relied on family members for help 
and 27% who used paid employees.

Pricing and Stock Strategies

The food vendors used different strategies to set retail prices 
for their food products and choose the variety of foods they 
sold (Table 8). Nearly two-thirds of vendors (66%) said that 
wholesale prices mainly influenced the retail prices of their 
food. About one-third of vendors set their prices based on 
a target profit margin (31%) and the interaction of demand 
and supply forces (30%). Meanwhile, the variety of stock 
kept by vendors depended on several factors, including the 
supply price, overall demand and supply conditions, specific 
customer preferences, and the seasonality of the products. 
Supply prices (47%) and customer demand (45%) were the 
two most important factors affecting stock variety, followed 
by demand from regular customers (37%) and the seasonal 
nature of the foods (36%).

Figure 5: Enterprise Locational Strategies

Table 7: Operational Strategies

Frequency Percentage

Extension of 
business hours

Operating after 7 pm at night 368 82.1
Opening business before 8 am 275 61.4

Customer care
Responding to regular customer demands and preferences 373 83.3
Offering credit facilities and special prices to regular customers 357 79.7
Use mobile phones for customer orders and payments 303 67.6

Analysis of business 
dynamics

Frequently assessing market dynamics 316 70.5
Keep written records of business activities 293 65.4

Engaging extra 
labour

Engaging a relative to help in the business 156 34.8
Engaging an employee 119 26.6
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Security and Partnership Strategies

More than half of our study participants (56%) operated 
their businesses from negotiated spaces from which they 
paid rent. Vendors were renting spaces from local “gate-
keepers”, outside official or legal frameworks, to secure their 
trading premises. Over half (53%) of the respondents paid 
for private night security to ensure the safety of their stock, 
particularly those who kept their products at their business 
premises (Table 9). Nearly 20% paid protection fees to local 
“gatekeepers” or corrupt officials to ensure the safe opera-
tion of their businesses without harassment. Around 10% 
were paying county government rates to operate their busi-
nesses. In terms of collaborative activities, 28% of partici-
pants had partnered with other local vendors for the supply 
and transportation of stock. Only 12% were members of an 
association of informal food sellers in their areas, although 
37% of the vendors were members of a welfare group. This 
group consists of people who come together to support 
each other socially and/or economically, mostly during diffi-
cult times for a member.

Vending Opportunities and 
Challenges
Importance of Food Vending Enterprise

The participating food vendors were asked how important 
their food vending businesses were to them, both personally 
and to their families. A majority (93%) said it was important, 
with over two-thirds (69.4%) of vendors indicating it was 
very important for them and their families, and an additional 
23% saying it was important (Figure 6). Furthermore, a large 

majority (92.4%) of vendors reported that the business was 
their primary source of income. Similarly, 63.4% stated they 
could not survive without the income from their vending 
businesses. Notably, 47.1% of respondents were able to 
save and invest some money through their involvement in 
the food vending enterprise.

Business Loan, Training and Growth Opportunities

It has been demonstrated that training benefits informal 
food vendors by helping them expand their businesses, re-
duce losses, and increase sales (Alonso et al., 2018). Other 
research has indicated that access to affordable credit, 
such as interest-free, long-term loans through cooperative 
groups, helps address common challenges faced by women 
informal entrepreneurs (Karl et al., 2022). Consistent with 
patterns observed in other countries, our study participants 
had limited access to business loans and training opportu-
nities (Figure 7). Only 64 vendors, representing 14% of the 
study sample, had previously applied for and been approved 
for a bank loan to grow their businesses. An additional 11% 
had applied for a loan but were rejected. Similarly, very few of 
our study participants had received formal training on how 
to operate and expand their businesses. Fifteen percent of 
vendors had participated in a training programme organized 
by non-state actors, including non-governmental organiza-
tions (NGOs), community-based organizations (CBOs), and 
faith-based organizations (FBOs). However, only 9% had 
received any training from a government or state-organized 
programme. Despite these challenges, most vendors (95%) 
expressed their intention to grow their food vending enter-
prises in the long term. Over half (53%) aimed to seek better 
business opportunities or employment for themselves.

Table 8: Pricing and Stock Strategies

Frequency Percentage

Determination of 
retail prices

Based on wholesale prices 319 71.2
Based on targeted profit margin 137 30.6
Based on demand and supply forces 134 29.9
Setting standard prices in the area 86 19.2
Negotiate with customers 67 15.0
Give discount to regular customers 32 7.1

Determination of 
stock variety

Based on supply price of stock 211 47.1
Based on general demand and supply 200 44.6
Based on specific demand of regular customers 165 36.8
Based on seasonality of product 159 35.5

Table 9: Security and Partnership Strategies

Frequency Percentage

Security 
strategies

Pay rent to operate business in the location 252 56.3
Pay night security fees for safety of goods 236 52.7
Pay protection fees to operate their business 81 18.1
Pay rates to county government to operate 42 9.4

Partnership 
strategies

Membership in food vendors’ welfare group 167 37.3
Partner with other food sellers for supplies and transport 126 28.1
Membership of local association of food sellers 54 12.1
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Enterprise Challenges

The participating food vendors in our study faced multiple 
business-related challenges, which can be broadly cate-
gorized into operational, security and policing, and envi-
ronmental challenges (Table 10). A variety of operational 
challenges affected nearly half or more of the vendors. The 
most common operational challenge was weak sales due to 
a shrinking customer base (61%). Another significant chal-
lenge reported by most participants (51%) was the limited 
shelf life and spoilage of perishable foods, especially fresh 
produce. Nearly half (49%) of the respondents identified the 
high cost of doing business, along with weak profit margins, 
as a major issue. Additionally, 46% of participants cited 
competition from other vendors offering similar products 
near their business premises or within their settlement as 

a key difficulty. Over one-third (35%) of vendors said that 
non-payment of dues by customers was a tough challenge 
for them.

Few vendors reported facing security and policing chal-
lenges, partly because many vendors pay private security or 
protection fees to local “gatekeepers” to ensure their safety. 
Only 8% of vendors had been victims of crime or theft. 
Notably, fewer than 2% of participants reported that county 
officers had harassed them or demanded bribes. Some 
experienced arrests, eviction, or confiscation of goods by 
Nairobi City County officers. A small segment (6%) of ven-
dors complained about harsh weather (hot sun, heavy rains, 
flooding), along with inadequate water and electricity, and 
poor roads, drainage, and sanitation. 

Figure 6: Importance of Food Vending Enterprise

Figure 7: Business Loan, Training and Growth Opportunities

Table 10: Food Vending Enterprise Challenges

Category Type of challenge Frequency Percentage

Operational 
challenges

Low sales due to fewer customers 272 60.7
Spoilage of fresh produce 230 51.3
High cost of doing business with little profit 221 49.3
Business competition from similar food sellers 206 46.0
Non-payment of debts by customers 157 35.0
Lack of adequate storage facility 102 22.8

Security 
and policing 
challenges

Crime and theft 35 7.8
Harassment and demand for bribes by county officers 8 1.8
Arrests by county officers 8 1.8
Eviction from business premises by county officers 7 1.6
Confiscation of goods by county officers 5 1.1

Environ-
mental 
challenges

Harsh weather conditions 26 5.8
Lack of water and electricity 11 2.5
Poor roads, drainage and sanitation 10 2.2
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Migration and Urban-Rural 
Interactions 
Migration Profile

Of the sampled food vendors, 21% were born in Nairobi, 
while 77% were born in other parts of Kenya (Table 11). 
Most (98%) of the vendors were Kenyan citizens. Only 2% of 
respondents were born outside Kenya, in other East African 
countries, including Uganda, Rwanda, and Burundi. Among 
the vendors born in Kenya, 9% reported that their county of 
origin was Nairobi County, while 91% identified other coun-
ties across the country. Those who were not born in Nairobi 
County, came from different counties in Kenya (Figure 8). 
Notably, 24% were from Kisii County, followed by Makueni 
(9%) and Machakos (8%) counties. About 5% of the internal 
migrant vendors were from Murang’a (6%), Kisumu (5%), 
and Nyamira (5%) counties.

Nearly half (45%) of the vendors who were born elsewhere 
migrated to Nairobi between 2010 and 2019, with an addi-
tional 10% arriving between 2020 and 2024 (Figure 9). More 
than one-quarter (28%) arrived in Nairobi between 2000 
and 2009. Some (17%) were early arrivals who had lived in 
Nairobi for at least 25 years. The main reason for relocating 
to the city was to find work (73%) (Figure 9). 15% of par-
ticipants moved to Nairobi, accompanying family members. 
Almost a quarter (23%) migrated to the city to join a spouse 
or other relatives. Six percent came to Nairobi to further 
their studies.

Urban-Rural Interactions

Previous studies have shown that internal migrants in Kenya 
maintain strong ties and connections with their rural areas of 
origin, and remittances are a key aspect of these urban-rural 
relationships (Onyango et al., 2021; Owuor, 2025). Our 
study cohort, consisting of internal migrants born outside 
Nairobi, was asked several questions about their links with 
their rural or ancestral homes. They were also asked how 
often they visited their rural homes, whether they had sent 
cash remittances to relatives in rural areas, or received food 
products for sale or personal consumption in the past year. 
The results are shown in Figure 10. While some vendors in 
this cohort rarely or never visited or sent money to their rural 
homes, others did so occasionally or regularly. Eight percent 
of the sample visited their rural homes regularly, while an 
additional 40% visited at least once in the past year. Over 
half of the cohort visited less frequently, with 33% and 18% 
visiting rarely or never, suggesting that their ties may have 
been severed. 51% sent cash remittances occasionally to 
their relatives in rural areas, while 13% sent money regularly 
to their rural homes. Another 36% remitted less frequently, 
with 19% not remitting at all. Some vendors received food 
products from their rural homes either for sale or for house-
hold consumption, though with varying frequency. Notably, 
36% of vendors sometimes received food remittances, and 
6% received them regularly, used for personal and house-
hold consumption in Nairobi. Additionally, 13% and 5% of 
participants received food items sometimes or regularly, 
respectively, from their rural homes, for sale in Nairobi.

Table 11: Participants by Birth and Origin

Frequency Percentage

Place of birth
Born in Nairobi 92 20.5
Born outside Nairobi in Kenya 356 79.5

Nationality
Citizens of Kenya 437 97.5
Non-citizens born outside Kenya 11 2.5

County of origin
Nairobi County 39 8.9
Other counties 398 91.1

Figure 8: Counties of Origin in Kenya
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The reasons for sending cash remittances are shown in 
Table 12. The main reason was for daily food and living 
expenses, reported by 80% of the vendors. Other important 
reasons include paying for school fees and educational 
costs (28%) and medical care (28%). About 22% of respon-
dents sent remittances to support their relatives’ farming 
activities. Seven percent sent money for investments, such 
as buying livestock, property, or building their own home. 
Five percent contributed remittances to cover special social 
events, including wedding costs. Only 1% of the remittances 
were used for entrepreneurial activities in rural areas.

The Impact of COVID-19
Next, we examine the impact of COVID-19 containment 
measures on the business enterprises of the participating 
female food vendors. The results presented here are for 
260 participating vendors (58% of the total sample) whose 
businesses were operational in 2020 and 2021, the first 
two years of the COVID-19 pandemic. The remaining par-
ticipants (188 vendors, 42% of the sample) started their 
businesses between 2022 and 2024. Using a Likert scale, 

vendors were asked to indicate the extent to which they 
observed the COVID-19 containment measures. They were 
also asked to identify if and how these measures affected 
their businesses, addressing multiple aspects, including 
the cost of operations, prices of food items sold, daily sales 
and profits, demand, spoilage of certain food products, and 
overall business operations and patronage. In addition, the 
vendors were asked about the overall impact of COVID-19 
containment measures on their enterprises, the support 
received, if any, during the pandemic, coping strategies 
adopted at the enterprise level, and the extent of recovery in 
2024, nearly two years after the pandemic ended.

The Government of Kenya implemented a series of public 
health measures to limit the spread of the virus across 
the country, including Nairobi, such as dusk-to-dawn cur-
fews, restrictions on public gatherings, and lockdowns for 
“hotspot” locations (Wangamati et al., 2025). It also man-
dated the use of face masks in public places, along with 
frequent hand washing and other sanitation measures. The 
high-risk areas of Nairobi experienced targeted lockdowns 
at various points during the pandemic. These restrictions 

Figure 9: Year and Reasons for Coming to Nairobi

Figure 10: Frequency of Urban-Rural Interactions

Table 12: Reasons for Sending Cash Remittances to Rural Home

Frequency Percentage
For day-to-day food and upkeep expenses 260 80.0
For school fees and education expenses 92 28.3
For medical care and expenses 90 27.7
For agricultural purposes 72 22.2
For contribution to funeral expenses 60 18.5
For investment purposes (buy livestock, property) 23 7.1
For building own house 23 7.1
For contribution to wedding expenses 15 4.6
For business purposes 4 1.2
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had profound consequences for the lives of residents in 
informal settlements, affecting economic stability, food 
security, general well-being, and the operations of informal 
entrepreneurs in these neighbourhoods (Joshi et al., 2022; 
Kimani-Murage et al., 2022; Pinchoff et al., 2021; Quaife et 
al., 2020). For example, a study conducted between April 
and June 2020 in Nairobi’s three informal neighbourhoods 
of Mukuru Kwa Njenga, Kwa Reuben, and Viwandani found 
that 40% of vendors were forced to stop operating their 
businesses (Joshi et al., 2022). These locations were also 
the research sites for our study. Another study in Nairobi’s 
informal settlements found that women were more severely 
affected and much more likely to face income losses and 
food insecurity, forgo healthcare, and experience increased 
risks of household violence (Pinchoff et al., 2021).

Adherence to COVID-19 Containment Measures at 
Business Premises

Participating vendors followed government and public health 
advisories on curfew hours, physical distancing, face mask 
use, and handwashing at their business locations, though 
to varying extents (Figure 11). Most vendors consistently 
observed curfew hours (85%) and wore face masks (84%). 
A larger percentage (92%) washed their hands frequently. 
However, physical distancing was regularly maintained by a 
slightly lower proportion of participants (67%).

Impact on Cost of Business Operations

The pandemic increased the overall costs associated with 
operating a business. Figure 12 shows that most of our 
participants were negatively affected by these higher costs, 
including the increased cost of stock due to food inflation. 
Only a small segment of vendors remained unaffected, with 
a mere 5% unaffected by the increased cost of running a 
business. The higher cost of transporting stock did not 
impact only 7% of participating vendors, and just 4% were 

unaffected by the increased cost of purchasing their stock. 
The rest were moderately or significantly affected by the 
higher costs of supplies and transportation. Over half (57%) 
reported being significantly impacted by the overall higher 
costs of running a business. Another 27% said that the pan-
demic increased their operating costs to a moderate extent. 
61% were affected by the increased cost of transporting 
stock (61.2%), and the increased cost of purchasing it (59%). 
These increased costs were caused by a combination 
of factors, including extra hygiene measures and limited 
transportation operations. They disrupted food supplies, 
which ultimately led to higher costs for both supplies and 
transportation.

Impact on Prices of Food Items

Study participants were asked whether they had altered 
the prices of their food products during the pandemic. A 
segment of our participants sold perishable and highly per-
ishable goods with a short shelf life, including cooked food, 
meat, and fresh produce. While some vendors managed to 
keep their regular prices, others indicated that they had to 
change the prices of their food items to varying degrees 
(Figure 13). During the pandemic, food vendors were reg-
ularly required to adjust their prices according to market 
conditions and the costs of operating a business. Notably, 
35.5% of vendors experienced a significant impact from 
rising prices, while 30.2% faced a substantial impact from 
falling prices of the food items they sold.

Impact on Daily Sales and Profits

Depending on market forces, study participants experi-
enced fluctuations in their daily sales and profits. While an 
increase in daily sales and profits was positive for vendors, 
a decrease could easily lead to negative consequences 
for small-scale businesses. Nearly all vendors, except for 
9 participants and 3.5% of the research sample, reported 

Figure 11: Frequency of Observing COVID-19 Containment Measures at Business Premises

Figure 12: Extent of Impact on Cost of Business Operations
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being negatively affected by reduced daily sales and profits 
(Figure 14). Moreover, for 61.1% of the vendors, this impact 
was significant. 19% of participants reported moderate in-
creases in daily sales and profits, while 44% experienced a 
considerable boost. Restrictions on mobility, curfews, lock-
downs, a general fear of contracting the virus, and reduced 
financial resources likely compelled residents to change 
their shopping habits, adversely affecting these vendors’ 
sales.

Impact on Demand and Spoilage of Certain Food 
Products

About one-third (34.8%) of the women informal food vendors 
experienced a significant impact, mainly due to increased 
demand. In comparison, 49.2% experienced a considerable 
effect, primarily because of a decline in demand for certain 
foods (Figure 15). During the pandemic, some food items 
were in high demand because of the popular belief that 
they could boost immunity and reduce COVID-19 exposure. 
Similarly, limited supplies of certain food varieties from their 
sources also led to increased demand from consumers.

The increased demand for specific food products clearly 
benefited vendors, enabling them to maintain supplies; 
however, a decline in demand inevitably led to adverse out-
comes. For instance, 95% of vendors reported that, due to a 
lack of customers and appropriate storage facilities, perish-
able food was often spoiled and wasted, causing financial 
losses.

Impact on Business Operation and Patronage

The curfews and lockdowns introduced in Nairobi signifi-
cantly disrupted the normal operations of our research 
sample. Over two-thirds (69%) of the vendors were heavily 
affected, and an additional 24% experienced moderate im-
pacts due to the reduced hours of operation (Figure 16). A 
further direct result of the curfew and movement restrictions 
was a decline in the number of daily customers, which had 
a very significant impact on two-thirds (67%) of the vendors. 
Another 25% were moderately affected by the decrease in 
customer numbers.

Figure 14: Extent of Impact on Daily Sales and Profits

Figure 13: Extent of Impact on Prices of Food Items Sold

Figure 15: Extent of Impact on Demand and Spoilage of Certain Food Products
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Overall Impact on Enterprise, Extent of Enterprise 
Recovery and Support

Informal food vendors taking part in our study were asked 
to share insights on the overall impact of COVID-19 contain-
ment measures on their businesses, as well as how much 
their businesses had recovered from these effects. Results 
shown in Figure 17 indicate that nearly all vendors experi-
enced either major or severe negative outcomes related to 
the pandemic. Only 2% of vendors remained unaffected. 
About half of the vendors (50%) faced significant and hard-
to-manage impacts. An additional 31% had experienced 
severe outcomes that involved a high risk of closure and 
permanent shutdown.

The recovery of enterprises from the negative impacts of 
COVID-19 containment measures has been slow and grad-
ual. At the time of the survey, less than a quarter (20%) of 
vendors had largely recovered, and 39% had recovered to 
a moderate extent. However, nearly one-third (29%) had 
only recovered to a small extent. An additional 12% of ven-
dors had not recovered at all from the pandemic’s severe 
effects. These challenges were amplified by the fact that 
only a small segment of participants received any form of 
institutional support or assistance. Only 23 vendors (9% 
of the sample) reported receiving aid from the national or 
county government of Nairobi, mainly in the form of finan-
cial support such as cash or cash transfers. The number of 
vendors receiving other types of support was even lower. 

Two vendors reported receiving food supplies, along with a 
handwashing bucket and sanitizers. A comparable number 
(24 vendors or 9% of the sample) received assistance from 
non-governmental organizations (NGOs), community-based 
organizations (CBOs), or faith-based organizations (FBOs). 
This support was mostly financial, with some vendors also 
receiving food and other supplies, like soap.

Enterprise-Based Coping Strategies

Our study participants used various coping strategies to 
adapt to public health restrictions and continue their busi-
nesses during the pandemic (Table 13). These strategies 
broadly fall into categories such as price adjustments, 
stock management, reliance on credit and loan facilities, 
use of mobile phones for business activities, public health 
and hygiene measures, and temporary closures. The most 
common strategies among more than three-quarters of 
the vendors included reducing stock (92%) and frequency 
of supplies procurement in a week (77.3%) to avoid losses, 
improving hygiene conditions at their premises (95.4%), and 
installing handwashing stations for customers (92%). Other 
strategies used by half of the vendors included reducing 
prices (61.2%) and selling items on credit (64.2%) to avoid 
losses, as well as relying on mobile phones for business 
transactions (56.2% and 55.8%, respectively). Additionally, 
38.1% of vendors had to close their businesses temporarily. 
This finding aligns with other studies on street and market 
vendors in Nairobi’s informal settlements (Joshi et al., 2022).

Figure 16: Extent of Impact on Business Operation and Patronage

Figure 17: Overall Impact on Enterprise, Extent of Enterprise Recovery and Support
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Pandemic-Related Impacts on 
Vendors’ Households
Besides evaluating the impacts of COVID-19 containment 
measures on vendors’ businesses, the study also aimed 
to identify the effects of the COVID-19 pandemic on their 
households. This broad perspective was examined through 
key aspects such as the impact on spatial interaction, 
household food availability and affordability, the well-be-
ing of household members, and the overall effect on the 
household. Furthermore, the study assessed the extent of 
household recovery, the availability and types of support 
received, and the coping strategies adopted by vendors at 
the household level.

Impact on Spatial Interactions

In Nairobi, public health measures such as the emphasis 
on stay-at-home orders, social distancing, lockdowns, and 
curfews limited residents’ movement outside their homes 
(Pinchoff et al., 2021). For participating food vendors and 
their household members, these restrictions changed their 
spatial interactions with the city and other areas in Kenya, as 
well as their regular movements within and between these 
places (Figure 18). Nearly half (48%) of participants and 
their households experienced decreased regular mobility 
within the city. The lower restrictions during daytime hours 
probably lessened the impact on respondents’ mobility 
patterns. However, this effect was more pronounced regard-
ing their mobility outside the city, with two-thirds (65%) of 
households reducing visits to their rural homes.

Impact on Household Food Availability and 
Affordability

Disruptions in food supply chains, combined with food 
price inflation, negatively affected both food availability 
and affordability during the pandemic. A Nairobi-focused 
study found that the pandemic impacted both food supply 
and consumption among urban households through sharp 

increases in food prices for key staples, reduced supplies 
from source markets, and decreased consumer purchasing 
power (Kunyanga et al., 2023). Our study participants faced 
similar effects, even though offering a variety of food op-
tions to urban residents to help support their food security 
(Figure 19). Only 6% and 4% of vendor households remained 
unaffected in terms of food security, with the rest experi-
encing declines in access to food in terms of availability 
and affordability. While the decrease in food availability was 
limited for 21% of vendors’ households, it was moderate 
for 36% and severe for 38%. The findings related to food 
affordability showed a more troubling trend, with only 4% 
unaffected by rising food prices. 41% of vendor households 
faced severe impacts from reduced affordability, while an-
other 38% encountered moderate effects. These findings of 
overall deterioration in food security align with the results of 
the COVID-19 Socioeconomic Impact Wave 1 and 2 national 
surveys organized by the Kenya National Bureau of Statis-
tics (NIPFN, 2021).

Impact on Household Members

The average size of the vendors’ households was five peo-
ple, although the number of household members ranged 
from one to twelve. The majority (66%) of households con-
sisted of three to five members, with about half having two 
members aged 18 years or older (Figure 20). More than half 
(58%) of the households had one or two children aged five 
to seventeen years, while 36% had one child aged zero to 
four years. Notably, most households had only one or two 
members who were gainfully employed. In 42% of house-
holds, there was only one earning member, while 48% had 
two earning members. A small segment (10%) had three or 
more employed members who could contribute to house-
hold resources.

Table 14 highlights the main COVID-related impacts on 
vendors and their household members. In 13% of vendors’ 
households, one or more family members became seri-
ously ill, and 9% experienced the loss of a family member 

Table 13: Enterprise-Based Coping Strategies Adopted by the Vendors

Frequency Percentage

Price adjustment strategies
I reduced my prices to clear stock and reduce loss 159 61.2
I increased my prices because of high cost of stock 111 42.7
I increased my prices because of high demand of reduced stock 84 32.3

Stock adjustment strategies
I reduced my stock to avoid loss 239 91.9
I reduced the number of times in a week of getting stock 201 77.3
I increased my stock because of high demand 72 27.7

Reliance on credit and loan 
facilities

I sold my items on credit 167 64.2
I bought my stock on credit 124 47.7
I took a loan to help in my business 70 26.9

Reliance on mobile phone 
for business

I relied on my mobile phone to order for stock 146 56.2
I relied on my mobile phone to get orders from customers 145 55.8

Public health and hygiene 
strategies

I increased the hygiene conditions at my business 248 95.4
I placed a handwashing point for my customers 238 91.5

Temporary business closure I temporarily closed my business 99 38.1
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due to coronavirus infections. Although a small percent-
age of households faced physical health issues from the 
virus, they were more likely to experience mental health 
challenges. 39% of households reported facing high levels 
of stress and anxiety during this period. Economically, the 
most significant impact was a decline in household income, 

affecting 82% of households. Nearly half (46%) reported the 
temporary layoff of one or more members, and over one-
third (39%) witnessed a family member’s permanent job 
loss. Economic and employment shocks emerged as the 
main consequences of the pandemic for these households.

Figure 18: Extent of Impact on Spatial Interaction

Figure 19: Impact on Household Food Availability and Affordability

Figure 20: Household Size and Characteristics

Table 14: Impact on Household Members

Frequency Percentage

Economic 
impacts

Household experienced a reduction in income 367 81.9
One of the household members experienced a temporary lay-off from job 207 46.2
One of the household members experienced a permanent loss of job 176 39.3

Physical and 
mental well- 
being impacts

One of the household members experienced mental health problems due 
to stress arising from COVID-19 challenges

173 38.6

One of the household members became ill with COVID-19 complications 59 13.2
One of the household members succumbed to COVID-19 complications 39 8.7
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The survey questionnaire also aimed to evaluate how the 
pandemic years, 2020 and 2021, affected school-going 
children in the households of the participants. Nearly half 
(46.9%) of the households (210 in total) reported having 
children enrolled in school during that period. Remarkably, 
children in almost three-fourths (73%) of these households 
did not have access to online learning in 2020 and 2021. The 
small number of households (58 in total) whose children 
did have online learning access also encountered several 
challenges, mainly related to the cost of internet bundles, 
sharing cell phones with children, and the lack of electricity 
in their homes (Table 15).

Overall Impact on Household, Extent of Household 
Recovery and Support

Participants were asked to assess the overall impact of the 
COVID-19 pandemic on their households and how much 
they had recovered from its adverse effects by 2024, at 
the time of the survey (Figure 21). Twenty-six percent of 
households faced minor and manageable challenges. How-
ever, well over half (59%) reported that the overall impact 
of COVID-19 was significant and difficult to manage. An 
additional 12% experienced severe consequences that they 
could not effectively handle at all. Only 4% indicated that 
their lives remained unaffected during that period. 

Regarding household recovery from the various socioeco-
nomic and well-being shocks of the COVID-19 pandemic, 
61.7% of households had recovered, with 21.1% having 
achieved a largely complete recovery and 40.6% a moderate 
recovery. However, another 27% had recovered only mini-
mally, and 11.2% of households had not recovered at all by 
the time of the 2024 survey. A notable finding of this study 
is that nearly 40% of the sampled households had not over-
come the financial shocks related to the pandemic, some 
two years after it ended. Another significant outcome of the 
pandemic’s economic shocks was the evident decline in re-

mittances to relatives in other parts of Kenya or abroad. 85% 
of participating households reduced their remittances, while 
only 15% continued to remit unaffected. Among those who 
reduced remittances, 12% did so slightly, while 25% experi-
enced a moderate decline and 48% a substantial reduction.

To lessen the severe social and economic impacts of the 
pandemic, various levels of government introduced spe-
cific relief measures for their citizens, with some targeting 
women. According to UNDP and UN Women’s COVID-19 
Global Gender Response Tracker, Kenya implemented 28 
pandemic relief measures, of which 10 were gender-sensitive 
(UNDP, 2023). Six initiatives focused on women’s economic 
security, while the rest addressed violence against women. 
Our study participants were asked whether their household 
received any form of external financial support or other aid 
during the pandemic. Only about one in five (21.2%) vendors 
acknowledged that their households received support from 
both national and county governments. Additionally, 23.4% 
reported assistance from non-governmental organizations 
(NGOs), community-based organizations (CBOs), or faith-
based organizations (FBOs). Participants classified this 
support into four categories: financial aid, food items, non-
food items, and hygiene kits (Figure 22). Cash was the most 
common form of assistance received from both national/
county authorities and other organizations/groups, followed 
by food items. Our study confirms that, while pandemic relief 
measures helped some women and their households, many 
residents did not have access to these forms of assistance.

Household-Based Coping Strategies

The participating food vendors adopted several house-
hold-level coping strategies, which can be broadly catego-
rized into reliance on personal savings, assets, and additional 
income; reliance on loans and friends; reducing household 
consumption and expenditure; and temporary relocation to 
their rural homes (Table 16). However, the most common 

Table 15: Online Learning Challenges for School-Going Children

Frequency Percentage
Affordability of internet bundles 43 74.1
Sharing of my phone with the children 30 51.7
Lack of electricity in the home 29 50.0
I lacked the technical skills to help my children 18 31.0
My children had technical difficulties 12 20.7
Lack of a phone to use 7 12.1

Figure 21: Overall Impact on Household, Extent of Household Recovery and Support
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strategies used by more than half of the households were 
drawing on their personal savings to survive (82%) and 
reducing non-food household consumption (77%). A strik-
ing and challenging finding is that three-fourths (74%) of 
vendors reduced their household food consumption in re-
sponse to the pandemic’s financial shocks. One-third (34%) 
reported taking out loans more frequently through mobile 
phone apps. One-quarter (25%) of vendors reported that at 
least one of their household members temporarily returned 
to their rural homes as a pandemic-related coping strategy. 
13% of vendors also adopted this strategy.

Conclusion
Street food vendors provide employment and income for 
women involved in these activities within the informal set-
tlements of Nairobi. It also serves as a livelihood for many 
who face the dual burden of engaging in income-generating 
activities while fulfilling their socio-cultural obligations of 
caring for their families. Despite the livelihood opportunities 
that informal food vending offers, few strategies are in place 
to strengthen this potential, address the challenges faced 
by informal food vendors, and enhance their resilience to 
the changing global economic, climatic, and environmental 
conditions that can directly or indirectly impact their vending 
businesses. Two key challenges identified in this study are 
the lack of financial support and the training necessary to 
establish and grow their enterprises, which leads vendors to 
rely heavily on their social networks. While loans accessed 
through mobile apps have created new opportunities, fur-
ther research is needed to assess whether they contribute 
to new hardships or debt-related issues for vendors (Kim 

& Duvendack, 2024). This dependence on mobile app 
loans increased during the COVID-19 pandemic, when 
many households experienced income losses. Our study 
underscores the urgent need for tailored strategies that 
promote entrepreneurship, inclusive growth, and innovation 
within the informal food sector. As informal food vendors 
are a vital part of the urban landscape, city planners should 
incorporate them into their planning processes, including 
considering the gendered aspects of such planning.

Furthermore, the pandemic exposed the vulnerabilities of 
women informal food vendors operating in urban informal 
settlements while also showcasing their resilience and cop-
ing strategies. The main difficulties faced by these vendors 
and their households included a significant decline in finan-
cial resources and insufficient pandemic-related assistance 
for their families and businesses, which adversely affected 
their household food security. These negative impacts of 
COVID-19 highlight the importance of targeted support 
strategies for women-led informal sector economic activi-
ties, especially during crises. Such measures could involve 
improving access to business financing, organizational 
support, and training opportunities for women in informal 
vending to help build their resilience against external shocks 
like the COVID-19 pandemic. 
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Figure 22: Nature of Support for Household

Table 16: Household-Based Coping Strategies Adopted by the Vendors

Frequency Percentage

Reliance on personal 
savings, assets and 
additional income

I relied on my personal savings to survive 369 82.4
I sold some of my household assets to survive 147 32.8
I engaged in additional income-generating activities to survive 139 31.0

Reliance on loans and 
friends

I received assistance from family and friends 206 46.0
I increased my frequency of taking loan from mobile phone apps 150 33.5
I took a loan from banks and shylocks 72 16.1

Reducing household 
consumption and 
expenditure

I reduced my household non-food consumption 345 77.0
I reduced my household food consumption 333 74.3
I moved to a cheaper rental house 210 46.9

Temporary relocation to 
rural home

Part of my family temporarily moved to my rural home 110 24.6
I temporarily moved to my rural home 60 13.4
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