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Abstract  

Food retail in Africa is undergoing a dramatic transformation, threatening the existence 

of traditional retailing practices in urban metropoles. In particular, the issue of 

supermarket (SM) development is important because it threatens the continuation of 

the Mama Mboga (MM) retailing institution. Understanding the impacts of SM on MM 

is important because MM has historically been integral to the provisioning of fresh 

fruits and vegetables (FFV) to Kenya's urban population. The existing scholarship on 

retail development in Sub Saharan Africa (SSA) does not account for the persistence 

of the MM retailing practice, especially in an economy where SMs are prioritised; nor 

does it account for the various strategies employed by MM retailers to ensure their 

continuity. It is these strategies which have allowed MM to successfully transition from 

being an indigenous African trade to a commercially viable contemporary retailing 

institution.   

In this thesis, I study the impacts of the prioritisation of supermarketisation in Kenya's 

national development agenda on MMs. Specifically, this thesis focuses on MMs 

heterogeneous strategies and the factors that drive the re-configuration of their built 

environment, their carefully curated procurement strategies that enable MM to 

diversify their competitive positions, and their adoption of competition immiscible 

characteristic of MM enterprise behaviour. This study focuses on the urban 

marketplace of food in Nairobi, in particular, Hillview Estate in Kasarani. The analysis 

is based on qualitative fieldwork undertaken over a total of nine months between 2016-

2017, during which time the dynamics of MM and SM networks, experiences, 

behaviours, and changes were revealed by applying fourteen methodological 

techniques. These techniques helped to identify behaviour, practices and decision 

making that would have otherwise remained undiscovered.  

This thesis shows that the continuity of MM in the marketplace of food involves the 

adoption of strategies relating to their external and internal environments – the macro 

environment, the microenvironment, and the internal environment.  Within each of 

these environments, MM have rebranded themselves as competitive and 

commercially viable retailers operating on the margins of the urban retail marketplace. 

This finding challenges retail market literature which assumes that the teleology of 

retail development means that traditional retailers will become obsolete by usurpation 

by SMs.  
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Chapter One: Context and Problematic 

 

1. The focus of this study  
 

This research presents its findings on the response of Mama Mboga (MM) to changes 

in the marketplace of food in Nairobi, Kenya. MM forms the unit of analysis, and the 

term collectively refers to the men and women who specialise in the sale of fresh fruit 

and vegetables. MM directly translated means’ mother vegetable’ - a Swahili term 

today used to refer to men and women who specialise in the sale of fresh fruits and 

vegetables (FFV), including traditional varieties of mboga (vegetables) such as pulses 

and roots. These men and women specialise in the procurement and sale of fast-

moving consumer goods (FMCG) in Kenya’s food markets. In this way, they are 

comparable to the jua kali (directly translated to mean scorching sun) in that their title 

is a direct translation and description of the work that they specialise in and their work 

environments. This study’s geographical focus is on Hill View Estate, Kasarani which 

is the area’s main site of retail trade, specifically the ‘re-sale (sale without 

transformation) of goods to the general public for personal or household consumption 

or utilisation’ as per Kenya’s National Trade Policy (GOK 2017). 

The investigation into the nature of the MM business seeks to unpack the different 

strategies used to ensure food provisioning for Nairobi’s urban residents despite the 

increasing threat of Supermarket (SM) retail – which conventional theories of retail 

change, suggest will usurp MM. The marketplace in which the MM operate is designed 

to satisfy the needs of SMs and retailers that are categorised as formal businesses. 

The prioritisation of these retailers is indicative of Kenya’s Vision 2030 goal of 

promoting a vibrant retail sector. 

Amidst this shift, it is not very clear how MM is managing to adapt to their challengers, 

and this is what this research will investigate in the ensuing sections and chapters. 

Probing how MM and SM compete and sustain their positions as the primary food 

provisioners in Nairobi, uncovers the diverse processes and strategies used by MM to 
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ensure their place in a rapidly changing food marketplace. To facilitate this research, 

the main questions of the study are:  

1) What factors in the SM-led retail environment elicit different responses to the 

MM physical environment?  

2) What are the different types of strategies pursued by MM in the FFV value 

chains to maintain the viability of the business?  

3) What are the competitive dynamics between MM and how do these 

relationships underpin their business strategies?  

 

These questions are answered in this thesis by drawing on scholarship at the nexus 

of African studies, human geography, and urban studies, together with a parallel 

exploration of a theoretical framework influenced by marketing theory. This thesis 

draws on qualitative data from MM, retail experts, farmers, and farm owners as well 

as SM owners and employees. Ultimately, these research questions help to unpack 

the differentiated responses of MM and further scholarship by investigating the impact 

of SMs in Nairobi on micro retailers in the urban food market. These insights 

underscore the importance of understanding the heterogeneous approaches to the 

changing marketplace by MM businesses. Exposing the diversity of strategies MM 

employ in navigating the changing urban food marketplace – which often go unnoticed 

due to their assumed homogeneity (Wegerif 2018; Mungai et al. 2019) - allows - allows 

for a deeper understanding of the workings of Nairobi’s most dominant food 

provisioners, and how they have ensured their place in the Nairobi’s fresh fruit and 

vegetable retail market.  

 
This thesis applies an environmental theory to analyse Nairobi’s urban retail 

environment. This theory focuses on how MM businesses adapt to changes in 

economic, sociocultural, technological, ecological, political and demographic 

environments (Ilbery et al. 2004). The applied theory identifies the macro, micro and 

internal organisational environment, as key to a better understanding of the continuity 

of micro retailers of FFV in Nairobi through MM, specifically in the context of increasing 

supermarketisation.  
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The macroenvironment includes the larger societal forces that affect MM businesses. 

This thesis joins scholars such as Campbell (2015), Wegerif (2014); (2014), Kinyanjui 

(2016) and Vetter et al. (2019) in identifying retailers like the MM as enterprises that 

have taken action to deal with changes in their urban built environment and political 

environments, allowing them to adapt and form a sense of resistance or resilience 

towards environments that favour their SM competitors (Chikazunga et al. 2006; A. 

Louw et al. 2008; Wrigley and Dolega 2011).  

 

The microenvironment includes customers and their buying decisions, employers, 

suppliers and competitors of the MM; these factors are key to understanding how they 

meet their customers' needs. The internal marketing environment focuses on factors 

that are largely controllable by the MM, with a keen focus on the MM themselves, 

understanding the motivations behind the organisation structure and decision making 

(Constantinides 2006). This thesis has three core findings; MM businesses are built 

specifically to withstand and operate in the macro, micro and internal environments in 

which they exist. 

 

1.1 Contextualising the problem  
 

The purpose of this thesis is to investigate the strategies and response of MM to 

changes in their marketplace of food, unpacking the different strategies used to ensure 

food provisioning for Nairobi’s urban residents despite the increasing threat of SM 

retail. This chapter situates the study in the context of previous research and scholarly 

material pertaining to the micro retailers in Nairobi Kenya.  

 

The purpose of the following review of scholarship is to identify important bodies of 

work that relate to the MM and the marketplace of food to provide an intellectual 

context to this research, explore opposing views and identify the gap within the current 

knowledge of the MM response to SMs in the urban marketplace1. 

 

 
1 The words ‘market’ and ‘marketplace’ refer to the physical space in which food is procured and sold and the 
abstract, the process of exchange governed by varying principles over time (see section 1.1). 
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Markets and the sale of food lie at the heart of Kenyan economic and social history. 

This study explores the contemporary significance of Nairobi’s urban food markets in 

the 21st century. The definition of markets is limited to the urban marketplaces in which 

the MM operate and create. The characteristics and development of these markets 

are shaped by a range of factors, including but not limited to African indigenous 

economy, social, political and economic interference during colonialism, local 

government policy and market forces that shape the current global market of food, 

specifically the role of transnational corporations and multilateral governance 

mechanisms that are reshaping the urban marketplace of food (Uzoigwe 1972; 

Turyahikayo-Rugyema 1976; Guyer 1987; Mkabela 2005; Wrigley et al. 2005; 

Abukutsa 2010; Oyěwùmí 2011; Ratnayake 2015; Dholakia et al. 2018; AGRA 2019). 

The literature presented here is a result of systematic identification, location, and 

analysis of material related to the research problem – exclusionary retail development 

in Nairobi (Bloomberg and Volpe 2019, p.250). The following is a combination of 

economic historical African literature and market literature on trade, on the urban, 

regional & global retail of food, urban studies literature and literature on culture and 

gender in the marketplace of food. This chapter's core reasoning is to create a 

foundation upon which I explore how MM has managed to present a strong front 

towards the impact of retail development in the form of SMs. 

 

The synthesis of empirical literature presented here does three things: frames the 

context of the research problem, reviews the highlights of the significance of this study 

of MM; it addresses the historical and current relevance of the research problem - 

identified as the impact of SM on micro retailers like MM - and finally, justifies how this 

study addresses a gap or problem in the literature and outlining the conceptual 

framework of the study. The strategies used in the literature search include secondary 

sources like resource documents, scholarly research articles, books, diaries, 

speeches, manuscripts, interviews, audio and video sources, almanacks, journal 

articles, commentaries, and textbooks (Bloomberg and Volpe 2019). 

 

The review of literature begins by contextualising the unit of analysis MM within the 

Kenyan economy and trade prior to colonialism. In doing so, this paper will contest the 

idea that trade did not exist before colonialism and will seek to emphasise the 
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gendered dynamics and governance of the food marketplace. The colonial experience 

described here is based on economic history and economic anthropology literature 

that uncover how the current practices of retail by micro retailers like MM carry colonial 

footprints. Specifically, how the colonial administration actively solidified gender roles 

in the urban marketplace, that exclude women’s participation and propel a  

conceptualisation of women’s work as less commercial and economically productive 

than men's work. This literature is important in justifying how this period enshrined the 

gendered and peripheral trade of FFV by MM, street vendors, greengrocers, or market 

women in the urban City.  

This and the following chapters will trace the evolution of the MM role and its 

complexities, placing emphasis on discovering the gendered roots of the term and type 

of work. The aim is to show how the word MM enshrines a history of women’s access 

and participation in the economic market. While this thesis does not focus on gender, 

it is vital to make it clear that when discussing the MM, gender, is an essential 

component of their identity and the current position of this trading practice in the 21st 

century. As will be made evident, in the current market of food, MM has transitioned 

to include all genders; however, their marginalisation within the urban marketplace 

continues (K’Akumu and Olima 2007; Kinyanjui 2014, p.11). 

The following will explore the extent to which three historical periods of political order 

– precolonial, colonial, and post-independence – have contributed to the promotion, 

maintenance, and reproduction of gender subordination in new and continuous forms. 

It is recognised that the contemporary marketplace in which MM operates to date, 

embodies both precolonial and colonial experiences (Abwunza 1997; Allman et al. 

2002). This embodiment is reflected in the marginal characteristic that microenterprise 

food retail has in the City; MM has never been entirely accepted in Nairobi’s urban 

marketplace of food, despite their dominant presence (Ngesa 2015; Guyo 2017; 

Mungai et al. 2019) 

The review also unpacks the nature of food commercialisation in Nairobi, with a 

specific focus on SMs and their impact on the marketplace. Engaging with how liberal 

policy has encouraged specific changes in the urban food marketplace and driven 

significant adaptations in retail typology, food culture and local food availability. 
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Within this liberal marketplace, MM have continued in their work as market women 

and men. Gender is no longer the regulating factor for this type of work. However, the 

peripheral position these micro enterprises work in is still considered as ‘informal’ and 

un-industrial. As such, the urban marketplace continues to be a space in which the 

economic activities of African trade is not welcomed. Within the literature reviewed, it 

is not very clear how MM is managing to adapt to the competition of the SMs; this is 

what this research aims to explore in the ensuing chapters. 

 

 

1.2 Mama Mboga: introducing the marketplace of food  

 

In order to explore the phenomena of MM and SM, the following review of literature 

places emphasis on engaging with scholarship on the origin of the marketplace of food 

in Nairobi, the gendered character of the marketplace and MM (which remain prevalent 

and crucial factors) as well as the ways in which the urban marketplace is key to the 

urban configuration of the City (as well as providing spaces for men and women’s 

economic participation).  

The market for food in Nairobi is an authorised public gathering of buyers and sellers 

of commodities meeting at the appointed place at the regular interval and is atomistic, 

open, and rational (Bromley 1994). The word atomistic refers to a large number of 

independent small-scale buyers and sellers like MM in the market; free refers to the 

fixing of prices by demand and supply forces and not by an external authority (rationale 

here leads observers to assume that participants all have profit maximisation as a 

critical aspiration (Ehinmowo, and Ibitoye 2010).  

This thesis frequently refers to the marketplace and the market of food; these terms 

are used to refer to the physical and abstract. The physical being the spaces in which 

the MM and other micro-enterprises operate in and shape – from large urban markets 

to residential areas. The abstract refers to the market principles and the main 

conceptual approaches or characteristics that are central to the formation and efficient 

functioning of the market and marketplace – for instance, principles of agri-food 

markets organisation include complex competitiveness and institutional and legal 
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regulation of the market relations (see Melnikov et al. 2016). Often the abstract market 

principles associated with MM and traditional retail embody embedded institutional 

practices that foster selective cooperation even while competing (see chapter six) 

(Varman and Costa 2009).  

A similar split-level approach to understanding the dynamics of the marketplace is 

used in economic anthropology. Kalman Applbaum is one of the more notable critics 

of the traditional ‘split model’ approach referred to here, i.e., the distinction between 

the ‘market principles’2 and the ‘marketplace’3. Applbaum’s position is that this 

distinction is a hindrance in understanding the contemporary market practices, and 

instead advocates for an amalgamation of these two distinct markets, and thus the 

market principles and the market place (Applbaum 2005, p.275;Slater 1993). 

 For this research, however, the distinction is instrumental as it contextualises the 

origin of the market of food in Kenya in which women – and MM in particular – played 

a key role as well as allowing room to understand how the physical space itself has 

developed and is influenced by market principles and in marketplaces that make up 

the market of food. Researching the marketplace in Kenya requires the application of 

a conceptual economic approach that focuses on the structure of production, there are 

five different schools of economic science used to conceptualise the marketplace: 

Classical, neoclassical, Marxist, Keynesian and institutional as shown in the table 

below (Coase and Wang 2011; Melnikov et al. 2016).  

 
2 - i.e. ‘the diffuse interaction of suppliers and demanders’ that determines the prices of labour, resources and 
outputs…regardless of the sites of their transactions (Bohannan and Dalton 1962, p.2). 
3 the physical site of exchange 
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Figure 1 Main conceptual approaches to the research of the market in the context of key economic science 
directions, see Melnikov et al. 2016, p.750 

While the development of the economic theories in the table above reflects western 

experiences, they help shed light on the structure of the Kenyan retail economy as an 

institute of society (Kaynak 1980; Coase and Wang 2011).  

A classical conceptual approach to the emerging market context of Nairobi does not 

account for the normative and social pressures that are inherent in MM retail. By 

adopting a commodity-money interpretation of MM, relations would not account for the 

influence and legacy of indigenous practices and cultural norms enshrined in MM 

retail, to be explored in the next section (1.3).  

In the neoclassical interpretation, the markets and economic growth are only assessed 

on their operations, but not on their evolution within specific contexts and 

subsequently, suggests Faundez ignores institutions' roles (Faundez 2016). According 

to neoclassical theory: “market players repeatedly face the same choices, and their 

preferences remain stable. As a consequence, players are capable of maximizing their 

preferences, and market outcomes reflect a stable and efficient equilibrium” (Faundez 

2016). This thesis will adopt an environmental lens to account for the myriad stimuli 

which influence decision making and to avoid taking instructions for granted and rather 

allows for norms of social cooperation, symbiosis, ubuntu urbanism that speak to close 

social ties present in MM retail (see chapter six) (Varman and Costa 2009; Wegerif 

and Hebinck 2016b; Kinyanjui 2019).  
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As Keynes’ theory focused on macroeconomic trends and forces, it does not lend itself 

as an effective tool of analysis in studying MM. What’s more, as Keynes theory was 

developed in the context of industrialised nations, it’s applicability to markets in the 

developing world and emerging economies remains extremely limited. While his theory 

is often used to understand the overall health of an economy, focusing on the 

macroeconomy, it doesn’t offer a way of understanding how MM interact with their 

immediate environments.  

As with a Keynesian interpretation, the Marxist approach has limited applicability to 

emerging market contexts. The Marxist theory concerns itself chiefly with the 

relationship – and indeed, tension - between producers and manufacturers, it does not 

provide a lens that conceives of MM as entrepreneurs with agency. This agency is a 

core conceptual tenet (and finding) of this research and therefore requires a 

conceptual lens which accounts not only for the shifting realities of production in the 

food marketplace of Nairobi but also the myriad impacts on and responses of the MM 

to the changing dynamics of the retail food marketplace. A key finding of this research 

thesis is the non-static nature of government behaviours, supply chains and modes of 

production in Nairobi, Kenya, which renders the rigid interpretation of Marxist 

insufficient in capturing the fluid nature of the market’s dynamics.  

An institutional approach is an appropriate lens through which one can study Nairobi’s 

marketplace and the complexities of the environment in which actors like MM and SM 

are a vital part of (see the table above) (Melnikov et al. 2016). The institutional 

understanding frames the marketplace of food as a complex system consisting of the 

broader socio-economic framework within which different institutional arrangements 

take place, such as retail and market transactions (agreements to exchange goods 

and services) (Eaton et al. 2008a; Melnikov et al. 2016).  

Within this understanding, Nairobi’s urban marketplace is a space where there are 

both formal and informal institutions. The former encompasses constitutions, laws, the 

structure of state decision and regulations enforced by judges, courts, police and 

bureaucracy(Eaton et al. 2008a; Ménard and Shirley 2008). In contrast, informal 

institutions are norms of conduct, historical traditions and religious principles 

administered by custom or habit (Kaynak 1980; Keefer and Shirley 2000; Eaton et al. 

2008a; Ménard and Shirley 2008). Approaching the market through the institutional 
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lens also recognises that even in an African indigenous economy (see section 1.3), 

the market is not immune to socio-political structure influences; in fact, it highlights the 

importance of geographically contiguous communities and consanguineous 

relationships in forming and maintaining trade (Zwanenberg and King 1975). 

Importantly, these institutions are not static, recognising that: 

 “few of the institutions are given or fixed. Institutional lens recognises that 
economic actors like MM are often forced to improvise and experiment with new 
institutions and constantly strive to improve institutions so that production can 
be carried on and the economy keeps running” (Coase and Wang 2011, p.2).  

 

A key aspect of institutional theory, especially when applying it to retail is to recognise 

that retail organisations are embedded in networks of social relationships (Granovetter 

1985). The primary purpose of using an institutional approach to understanding retail 

development is to highlight the importance of the normative pressures on the 

structures and practices of social actors, including the retailer:  

“The ultimate goal of a firm is [to] conform to institutional norms of retailing 
attributed to the differences in their history, culture and economy. Overall, this 
institutional approach suggests that [a retailers] success will increase when 
retailers achieve legitimacy from social actors by adapting their practices and 
structures to the salient institutional norms in a bid to ensure their staying power 
and increase their legitimacy (Bianchi and Arnold 2004, pp.150–152). 

 

The application of an institutional approach to contextualising the marketplace in 

Nairobi allows for an understanding of retailers in their fullest sense. For this reason, 

it is crucial to explore the historical and social underpinnings of the retail market, 

understanding the dynamics of precolonial trade, colonial and post-independence 

marketplace dynamics, engaging with how the market policies and the marketplace 

has developed over time.  

Chapter Two furthers the application of an institutional approach to Nairobi’s urban 

marketplace by adopting an environmental theory to understand MM’s changing retail 

environments. The environmental theory allows for a more specific analysis of the 

inner workings of the of MM businesses and allows us to understand the external and 

internal environments influencing MM businesses. The retail environmental theory 

allows for an analysis that acknowledges the external, social and economic tensions 
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which influence and shape the aspirations of MM (Markin and Duncan 1981; Ftaoki 

and Garwe 2010, p.731; Glover et al. 2014). 

 

Before delving into the literature expounding on the traits of the market of food in 

Nairobi, it is essential first to acknowledge that trade and economies existed before 

colonialism. This acknowledgement stands in contrast to the findings of Bohannan and 

Dalton (1972:563), who in their examination of the Lugbara in Uganda noted they did 

not have “formal market transactions” before 1920 (Bohannan and Dalton 1962; 

Turyahikayo-Rugyema 1976). Another example of this commonly held assumption is 

Challenging and Hodder (1995) work on sub-Saharan Africa’s traditional markets, in 

which they concluded that “no positive support has yet been found for the orthodox 

view that markets may arise quite naturally out of the demands of local exchange” 

adding that “trade with its associated market phenomena can never arise within a 

community; for trade, it is contended, is an external affair involving different 

communities” (Hodder 1965; Hodder 1965, p.97).  

Hodder’s findings on the origin of a market have roots in the two hypotheses that exist 

around the source of markets: either as naturally occurring phenomena amongst 

communities in response to the needs of economic exchange or as dependant on 

external stimuli. For scholars like Hodder (1995;1965) and Bohannan and Dalton 

(1972) markets originate from external stimuli. However, the precolonial history of 

Kenya – evidenced by oral storytelling and research by African scholars – provides 

insight into markets' origins as independent of external interference in precolonial 

African culture.  

This is not to say that external stimuli didn’t allow for the development and spread of 

markets in indigenous African economies, it appears that the bulk of traditional 

markets in Sub-Saharan Africa received their initial stimulus from external, long-

distance trading contacts with other Africans, propagated by their strong political 

organisation like the Ashanti, Dahomey and Yoruba kingdoms (Hodder 1965).4 

 
4 For example: between the eleventh and the seventeenth centuries, West Africa was the leading supplier of gold 

to the international economy which flowed to Cairo out into the Middle East. West African gold greatly helped to 

sustain Arab power until the end of the thirteenth century (at which point silver became the basis of the monetary 
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Uzoigwe (1972) and Turyahikayo-Rugyema (1976) are two African scholars who have 

produced further critiques of Hodder’s (1995) assertions that the bulk of Sub-Saharan 

Africa’s indigenous markets received their stimuli from external, long-distance trading 

contracts. At the core of their critique is that Hodder’s limited engagement with the 

origins of sub-Saharan African markets is attributable to his narrow focus on the 

market principles instead of looking at how the dynamic informal and formal 

marketplace dynamics shape the traditional market (Uzoigwe 1972; Turyahikayo-

Rugyema 1976). This thesis concurs with their assertions and argues that Hodder falls 

into the trap of viewing these marketplaces through a lens which does not account for 

the precolonial structure of these markets, which the next sections will seek to 

contextualise as gendered and distinct from external stimuli.   

 

1.3 The indigenous marketplace of food: introducing MM. 

 

The food market in which we find the MM to date is very different from the market in 

which they operated in precolonial and colonial Kenya. This section looks deeper into 

the nature of MM as a historical and gendered retail institution and unpacks how the 

trading activities of African women and MM to date are in part a continuation of their 

ancestors’ precolonial trading practices in Kenya5. The term MM is more than just a 

metaphor used to identify FFV retailers. MM is reflective of various intersectional 

categories –  including gender, which here is understood to be socially constructed 

and historical –  that have shaped women’s access to the market (Oyěwùmí 1997; 

Mohanty 2003).  

Following this thread, conceptualising the MM in the 21st-century marketplace means 

engaging with the specific and gendered description of the points of interaction and 

access that women have had with the market, beginning with precolonial Kenya. The 

 
system). African gold also contributed to the functioning of the domestic economy in Europe, and helped to settle 

international debts (Hopkins 2020). 

 

5 MM have been shown by Appida and K’akumu (2006) to have been present in the area long before 

it became a key trading city by British colonialists in 1899. Initially the site was as a rail depot on the 
Uganda Railway (Appida and K’akumu 2006).  
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following will explore the nature of gendered access within the precolonial market, the 

colonial and current urban industrial market of food retail. The construct of gender is 

identified as one of the defining principles ordering Kenyan women’s access to the 

marketplace and the City. 

Identifying how MMs engagement has manifested during the precolonial, colonial 

social, economic, political environments is key to understanding the mix of formal and 

informal institutions that characterise MM in post-independence urban Nairobi. The 

following will use a historical and anthropological understanding to study the shifting 

environments of the marketplace of food in Nairobi. The application of an economic, 

anthropological understanding of the marketplace is simply to allocate focus on the 

nexus at which economics meets anthropology; recognising the role of human non-

economic behaviour in moulding the marketplace, i.e. the political, social and cultural 

understandings of economic behaviour (Applbaum 2005)6.  

Applying an understanding of precolonial markets as rooted in specific sociocultural 

contexts rejects the impersonal model of money and markets offered by mainstream 

economics. As previously noted, to understand the dynamics in which the MM operate, 

it is essential to contextualise Nairobi’s urban food economy to date. What the 

following section seeks to make clear is the deep connection between the historical, 

sociocultural environment of MM and show how their positionality within Kenya’s 

marketplace is changing.  

 

1.3.1 Gender and the precolonial indigenous marketplace  
 

The title MM validates the presence of women in the City (during colonial and post-

independence Nairobi) and in trade. The title  MM is directly related to the gender of 

said traders and influenced by more comprehensive socio-political and socio-

economic environments that apply specific cultural designations of women’s economic 

activity (Abwunza 1997).  The purpose of this section is to historicise gender dynamics 

in early Africa. This thesis understands gender and the title MM, as reflective of the 

 
6 This approach is comparable to the works of the economic historian Karl Polanyi (1957;1944), who 

inspired sociologists’ critical approach towards the neoclassical economic assumptions about the 

market (Applbaum 2005; Applbaum 2012). 
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embodiment of specific practices and behaviours, that are both constructed and 

performed within constrained and contested socio-political contexts (Kiguwa 2019, 

p.224).  

Indigenous urbanism7 is underpinned by, regional and long-distance trade within Africa 

and with other regions, as well as the creation of religious and administrative centres 

by powerful traditional chiefs (Otiso and Owusu 2008, p.146). During the early African 

marketplace, the institutions of the market are quite literally reflective of society. 

Involving compliance mechanisms including formal institutions like the council of 

elders who governed and social structures like ethnicity8 and established age-set 

systems9; and informal institutions like historical traditions, customs and habit makeup 

the socio-economic framework governing the abstract and physical marketplace ( see 

section 1.2 ) (Saidi 2010a).  

“As if the explanation for their involvement in this occupation is to be found in 
their breasts or to put it more scientifically, in the X chromosome this term gives 
the impression that the X chromosome or the female anatomy is the primary 
qualification for becoming a trader, when, in fact, in many African societies, the 
category of traders and their various distinctions are not based on the anatomy” 
(Oyěwùmí 1997, p.17,67). 

 

The title MM is more than to identify the genetics of the trader; it is, in fact, a claim 

culturally grounded feminine power in the marketplace during a particular period. 

African economic history scholarship identifies gendered forms of authority on African 

societies before 1875 notes that where autonomous queens and influential queen 

mothers are the most obvious evidence that women in precolonial Africa had 

significant political power (Bohannan and Dalton 1962; Zwanenberg and King 1975; 

Sicherman 1989; Shillington 2018). In a relevant geographical example, in Kenya, 

women and their age-set groups and associations exercised significant influence in 

 
7 Urbanism in this period refers to the wealth that encouraged the growth of settlements into towns and states 
(Otiso and Owusu 2008, p.146). 
8 Ethnicity is understood as an identity based on shared history and culture including belief, language, origins, 
lifestyle (Shetler 2015)  
9 For example, the Maasai had three main age-sets: children, young adults, and elders. Their various 

related groups were governed by councils of elders (Shillington 2018, p.250). 
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Kikuyu and East African government10 (Zwanenberg and King 1975; Oyěwùmí 1997; 

Allman et al. 2002; Falola and Salm 2005; Mosley 2009; Ngesa 2015; Guyo 2017; 

Clark 2018).   

Interestingly, the Kikuyu and Kamba women’s specialisation did not include the 

exchange of livestock “they surrendered it to their husbands or other male guardians” 

(Robertson1997, p65-66 in Ngesa 2015). These gendered forms of economic power 

form a part of the Kenyan social systems, involving the idea that women “naturally” did 

some kinds of work and men “naturally” did others (Holly Hanson in Allman et al. 2002, 

p.266). The gendered system of power was based on the idea that some aspects of 

governing were the appropriate responsibility of women and others were the 

appropriate responsibility of men forming networks of power that exist within the wider 

ethnic, social structures and between social beings (Holly Hanson in Allman et al. 

2002, p.266; Kiguwa 2019, p.223).  

It is worth noting that although there was a division of labour between men and women, 

neither one had higher status than the other, and indeed “they recognised their equal 

dependence on each other” (Shillington 2018, p.44). Similar to the Yoruba cultural life 

and traditions, seniority was a key principle for the social organisation of status and 

hierarchy, both communally and among women (Oyěwùmí 2011; Mathews 2014). The 

marketplace during this period necessitated the active role of women in trade, both 

locally and long-distance.  

Amongst women, kin-corporate African dynamics prevailed; women, organised 

themselves in order of seniority and the most-senior wife had to sell her goods first, 

before the next in rank could sell off any of her commodities (Kinyanjui 2014). During 

this period the labour of young women, and young men, in many East-Central African 

societies, especially among the Sabi-speaking, was historically controlled by the older 

female matrilineal kin of the young women, not by men at all (Saidi 2010a, p.16).  

 
10 Research conducted on the pre-colonial site of Nairobi Kenya involves four main ethnic groups: The 

Kikuyu, Kamba, Maasai and Ogiek. Trade took place among the Kikuyu themselves as well as the 

exchange of goods between them and the Maasai, Kamba and Ogiek “the principal trading nation was 

the Kamba. They developed important trading links between Kikuyu and the coast” (Shillington 2019). 
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Women's socio-political and socio-economic roles are enshrined in their 

predominance and importance in the marketplace; this is not only a Kenyan 

experience but an African one. Of similar importance is the market's physical space in 

facilitating their power, the marketplace remained and often served as meeting places, 

campgrounds, and sites for women’s oratory (Allman et al. 2002). Turyahikayo-

Rugyema and Uzoigwe present the marketplace in precolonial Nairobi as a defined 

physical space (Uzoigwe 1972; Turyahikayo-Rugyema 1976).  

1.3.1.1 Dynamics of the marketplace  
 

In countries like Uganda, the marketplaces of food were protected by a central 

authority, royal markets (often situated at strategic sites along with a transport 

network) were established under the patronage of the Omukama, the ruling clan who 

used these markets for political ends (Zwanenberg and King 1975; Mosley 2009; 

Hopkins 2020). Abakama collected tax from these markets from abakoya (tax 

collectors), throughout the empire as a form of royal revenue. The royal household 

controlled the export trade by giving a group an exclusive royal prerogative. No one 

except the Omukama was allowed to buy guns from the Arabs, and only a privileged 

group was allowed to hunt for ivory (Zwanenberg and King 1975). In another example 

in West Africa, Nigerian afa (trade/the marketplace) women had full dominion of their 

marketplace (Allman et al. 2002).  

Trade within the village or between contiguous people who lived under different 

ecological conditions and so specialised in certain forms of production was prolific 

(Shillington 2018). As early as 1700 trade between groups of people who had different 

modes of production like agriculturalists and pastoralists was a norm (MUSALIA 2010). 

In Kenya, the Mathera and southern parts of the Tetu areas of Nyeri were popular with 

people from other areas for food because the soil was volcanic and thus highly fertile, 

unlike Mukurweini and parts of the Othaya area of Nyeri, where the rains and soils 

were less suitable for agriculture, and where residents instead adopted trades in iron-

working, basketry and pottery (Zwanenberg and King 1975; Shillington 2018).  

These spaces took the form of a folkway or pathway which “separated the four 

communities, and which, by means of some stepping stones, crossed the Nairobi 

River at the point where it flowed from the Kikuyu Forest Reserve into the Athi Plains” 

(Hake 1977, p19 in Ngesa 2015). 
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In this marketplace, Kikuyu women brought: 

“vegetables, flour, grain and fruits which they exchanged for Maasai sheep, 
skins and hides. The Ogiek obtained stock and hides from the Kikuyu and 
Maasai in exchange for forest products and game trophies […]. The Kamba 
mainly exchanged beads, brass, iron wire, salt, and cowrie shells (obtained 
from the coast) for ivory, tobacco and livestock from the Maasai and Kikuyu 
(Muriuki 1974, 108). Occasionally, however, they also offered to their 
neighbours items such as poisons, medicines, chains, snuff boxes and bows 
and arrows in whose production they were specialised”(Ngesa 2015, pp.66–
67). 

 

Not only is the role of women so important in facilitating trade during this period, but 

their authority also involved the careful choice of the physical marketplace, and some 

arose from well-established local and long-distance trade paths and roots; women 

controlled access to their products (Presley 1992; Saidi 2010a, p.12). The bottom-up 

approach to the establishment of these spaces was reflective of socio-spatial relations. 

Each space formed the epicentre of all trade, previous studies by Ngesa (2015); 

Robertson (1997); Thompson (2014), Muriuki (1974) Shillington (2019) have reported 

that inter-ethnic exchange occurred in the specified marketplace (Muriuki 1974; 

Robertson 1999; Thompson 2014; Ngesa 2015; Shillington 2019).  

The aforementioned establishes MM as a product of indigenous female social and 

economic power; championing their importance and centrality of these women in 

facilitating trade amongst contagious and contingent communities. It is clear that in 

indigenous Kenya, there existed a broader socio-economic framework within which 

different institutional arrangements took place. More specifically, the abstract or 

informal (social) values and complemented the formal hierarchical economic 

institutions of the marketplace, creating a marketplace that did not actively restrain the 

access of women.  

Finally, Kenyan woman’s accessibility and involvement in the marketplace are not new 

both within their ethnic groups and with other communities (Shetler 2015, p.19). 

However, the social construction of gender did have an impact on their positions in the 

marketplace; including those among women traders where negotiation also occurred 

between women of different social hierarchies (Harreveld et al. 2016; Lyon et al. 2019).  

This section on women's economic history acknowledges that while women were 

active participants in the indigenous economy through the marketplace, the social 
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construction of what a woman could trade is directly related to the broader system of 

power concerning gender roles and hierarchies among women11 (Saidi 2010b).  

It would be disingenuous to discount the very real collective phenomenon of masculine 

hegemony in African tradition, under which women and men occupy specific 

complementary positions (Presley 1992; Otiso 2005; Jewkes et al. 2015; Ojaide 2018; 

Shillington 2019).  

The nature of this complementarity and economic power changed dramatically during 

colonial occupation under an administration that used the construct of gender and the 

market as a tool to suppress and marginalise black Africans (in this case Kenyans), 

and especially African women (MM), constraining them to the margins of the city and 

subsistence agricultural-related work (Bryceson and Potts 2006; Oyěwùmí 2011; Lyon 

et al. 2019). 

 

1.3.2 Colonial gendered marketplace (1890 – 1963) 
 

This section shifts the perspective to the urban dynamics of trade, created by the 

colonial administration after the establishment of Nairobi as a Township in 1899, 

servicing the construction of the Uganda Railway as a construction depot and colonial 

administrative camp. The City of Nairobi is the marketplace where MM and SM have 

their highest concentration. Within this new marketplace, the creation and application 

of formal institutions in the form of the colonial policy of monetization and 

commodification of African pastoralist economy ensued (Guyo 2017).  

This section’s focus on the marketplace clarifies the significant impact colonialism had 

on the marketplace of food established by ethnic groups; evidencing how the colonial 

government purposely restricted the movement, trade and residence of African women 

and men in the City. This section will begin by looking at the impact of the British 

contact with African women and men then move on to look at how women utilised 

trade as a form of adjustment, negotiation and resistance to the colonial 

administrations attempt to limit their participation in the marketplace.  

 
11 These hierarchies include royalty amongst women as well as female rites of passage that entrench women’s 
authority over pivotal social relation (Saidi 2010b, p.101). 
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The utilisation of colonialism to expand the European economic system and its 

accompanying social strata is succinctly captured by Elizabeth Grosz who notes: 

"beneath the surface of colonial political and administrative policy lay the unfolding 

process of capital penetration” (Grosz and Grosz 1994). Within this urban and 

economic approach, the colonial administration justified these actions as part of a 

wider urban modernisation paradigm involving the introduction of Western market-

based economic enterprise that favour urban concentration (Otiso and Owusu 2008). 

Under the British administration, African women like MM are put in their supposed 

‘proper place’, which in reality is out on the margins of said economic activity – the 

urban space (Oyěwùmí 2011). 

The following unpacks the exclusionary colonial mechanisms that served to ensure 

that young women remained within the boundaries of their villages and not in the urban 

marketplace. Women's resistance of the colonial market institutions saw women 

expressing their opposition to patriarchal surveillance through illegal urban trade of 

FFV. This is where the identity of the unit of analysis is born, the ‘swahilisation’ of 

female African traders as MM, is deeply connected to their limited access to the urban 

space, limited participation in the marketplace and their socio-economic position as a 

woman or woman's work (King’ei 2002; Yoneda 2010). 

During this economic and historical period, the governing market principle was that of 

profits or ‘super profits’, through access to natural resources, and the control of trade 

(Oneal & Oneal, 1988, in Kinuthia and Sciences 2013). During this period, the 

indigenous African forms of trade and the marketplaces are restructured and imperilled 

to a historical break in their autonomous development through violently imposed 

pacification (Wamagatta 2009, p.372):   

“[I]n the terminology of the time, they were literally 'opened up'. They became 
part-economies, externally orientated to suit the dynamic of capitalism which 
[were]imposed upon them from outside” (Lonsdale and Berman 1979, p.448). 

 

Illustrating this ‘opening up’ is the active assistance of merchant capital – often of 

Indian origin – by colonial institutions. British legislation in the City was insistent on 

controlling Africans and stopping them from competing with the Asian and European 

merchant class (Kinyanjui 2014, p.11). The marginalisation of economic participation 

in the City extended to all African businesses and markets that were limited to ‘African 
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quarters’; systematically excluding Africans from lucrative market spaces including the 

CBD favouring European and Asian merchants (K’Akumu and Olima 2007; Kinyanjui 

2014, p.11). The curtailment of African indigenous economy in the City is in response 

to the perceived danger it presented to established businesses owned by the Asian 

and European merchant class, confining most of the African labour to rural farming 

activities.  

“Historically, in the colonial setting, Africans were allowed to trade and to run 
businesses that would provide services for the African community. They were 
allowed to sell food, second-hand clothes, charcoal and wood and to carry out 
blacksmithing, to note just a few of the permitted activities. In the case of meat 
products, Africans were allowed to sell hooves, offal and intestines. The move 
behind legislating what was to be sold by Africans [is] spurred by the need to 
control and stop them from competing with the Asian and European merchant 
class. While African businesses [is] confined to African quarters, the bazaar and 
the CBD were the preserve of European and Asian merchants. Since it was not 
in the interest of the colonial government to promote an [African 
entrepreneurial] class, it thus ensured that Africans served as a reservoir of 
cheap labour for European and Asian businesses and farms” 
(Kinyanjui, 2014:11). 

 

This control permeated rural communities, through the brokerage of tribal notables – 

for administrative convenience – who were now official chiefs12 to curtail African 

commerce and ensure total control over all fertile land and profits (Lonsdale and 

Berman 1979; Wamagatta 2009).  

The City of Nairobi became a purposely segregated space as did the marketplace of 

food; aided by formal institutions like policies that actively curtailed African 

entrepreneurship (MM), ensuring that Africans only served as a reservoir of cheap 

labour for businesses and farms (K’Akumu and Olima 2007; Kinyanjui 2014, p.11). 

During this period of colonial reign, indigenous market principles played a considerably 

muted role, and the indigenous existence and participation of Africans in the 

marketplace changed permanently.  

The British enshrined and institutionalised women’s marginalisation from the 

marketplace, effectively restricting the practice of trade that the Kikuyu, Maasai, 

Kamba and Ogiek had founded (Allman et al. 2002; Ojaide 2018; Shillington 2019). 

 
12 This creation of chiefs is a British innovation through the 1902 Native Authority Ordinance ; the institution of 
chiefs was non-existent among the Kikuyu and most other ethnic groups in Kenya (Wamagatta 2009, p.373). 
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Underlying this division of labour that restricted the trade of women in the City was the 

threat that Africans posed to the British and Indian settlers. The marginalisation 

involved an attempt to reconfigure the gendered and dynamic social practices that 

distinguish heterogeneous African ethnicities (Shetler 2015). Within this period, 

women and men were subjected to the ‘‘sexual division of labour’’ which placed 

differential value on men’s work versus women’s work (Mohanty 2003). 

Sean Hawkins (2002) notes that the British found in Africa fertile ground to reintroduce 

the dying idea of women as property (and as without property) through its colonial 

project (Sean Hawkins Allman et al. 2002). This conception of gender as an intrinsic 

component to society involved the ”hierarchical associations and binary oppositions in 

which the male implies privilege and the female subordination” (Oyěwùmí 1997, p.31). 

This biological determinism in much of Western thought stems from the application of 

biological explanations in accounting for social hierarchies. This, in turn, has led to the 

construction of the social world with biological building blocks and thus, the social and 

the biological are thoroughly intertwined. This worldview is manifested in male-

dominant gender discourses in which female biological differences are used to explain 

female socio-political disadvantages (Oyěwùmí 1997, p.35) 

African scholars like Oyèrónke ̣́  Oyěwùmí (1997b) in a book entitled, The Invention of 

Women: Making an African Sense of Western Gender Discourses; critiques the 

assumptions that western societies have placed on African societies, noting that in 

Yoruba communities the body was not the basis of social roles, inclusions, or 

exclusions; it was not the foundation of social thought and identity. (Oyěwùmí 1997)  

Here, Oyěwùmí, Oyèrónke ̣́  rejects the colonial western assumptions of gender as a 

fundamental organising principle. 

In Kenya, women who once traded freely (see the previous section) no longer operate 

in a marketplace that sees them as equals. The institution of trade shifts towards 

restrictions that promote the marginality of retail like MM, ousting them from the city 

centre, denying access to the built environment or profits of trade. The identity that the 

female trader once possessed is stripped of the indigenous norms and values that 

promoted their economic participation in the marketplace. As Holly Hanson notes, 

“there was clearly no place for royal women’s authority in the colonial era, when the 
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government [is] shaped to meet British officials’ needs for labour, cash crop, and 

compliance” (Holly Hanson in Allman et al. 2002, p.230).  

Not only was a woman's authority stripped away, but they are also shunned from 

(re)attaining it through their systemic exclusion from the market. Such is the nature of 

colonialism: a systemic process of perpetual discrimination and racism (Gaidzanwa 

1993; Helmsing and Kolstee 1993). Kenyan Africans during colonialism were excluded 

by legislation that favoured the white minority settler enterprises and economy over 

black African enterprise activities.  

While the experiences of women and men under colonialism in Africa is not 

homogenous, there is no doubt that the participation of women (and subsequently their 

standing) in the marketplace was irrevocably changed. This period threatened the 

identity of the economically active African woman, women who in south-eastern 

Nigeria, referred to themselves as “useful women,” “the trees that bear fruit,” even 

“vultures of the marketplace” - describing how they saw themselves as active 

participants in their own societies (Misty L. Bastian Allman et al. 2002, p.266).  

During colonial times and shortly after independence, women who commuted to the 

cities were repatriated to villages by their male relatives, where they were humiliated 

and branded as traitors (Kinyanjui 2013). In Kenya, McFadden (2005) notes that in 

colonial Nairobi’s urban areas, women could only travel publicly under the auspices of 

a recognized black male figure (Kinyanjui 2013). Women who could not show their 

husband were labelled prostitutes and socially stigmatized. Here, it is evident how the 

colonial administration – including Africa and British alike – supported one another by 

refusing to recognize women’s market rights and claims (Misty L. Bastian in Allman et 

al. 2002, p.267). 

The colonial urban space systematically recreated the identity of women and rejected 

their presence. These changes directly affected men and women's engagement with 

the market place, confining women to rural lives and marginalising their economic 

participation (the sale of FFV)  to the perimeters of the City, or through ‘illegal means’ 

while men as labourers were permitted to live and work in these inaccessible spaces 

(King’ei 2002; Falola and Salm 2005; Kinyanjui et al. 2013; Clark 2018). Here we see 

the establishment of marginality by the colonial government, enshrining western 
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principles on women’s and men’s roles in society, the City, the marketplace and the 

household (Guyo 2017, p.8).  

This section focused on the gendered dynamics of the colonial administration, 

unpacked how this administration applied formal and informal rules to create norms 

that marginalised indigenous African trade and their access to the marketplace in 

Nairobi city. More poignantly, women traders and women's economic participation 

bore the brunt of the colonial configurations of the urban marketplace. The use of 

economic, historical literature and anthropological research, evidences how the 

colonial government imposed the western sexual division of labour that privileged men 

over women. Colonialism solidified institutionalised assumptions about the economic 

participation of the Kenyan woman and her place outside of the City.  

These institutional values of marketplace access drew solid lines between women and 

men’s ‘roles’ in economic participation in the urban marketplace. Unfortunately, these 

values have continued into the post-independence period and 21st century retail 

dynamics. In the new marketplace institution, indigenous African trade operates under 

the exclusionary economic umbrella of ‘informality' (Bryceson and Potts 2006; 

Kinyanjui 2014). While women and men actively participate in the marketplace of food 

in urban Nairobi, there is a continuation in the marginalisation of this kind of work. The 

integration of Kenya in the global economy of the Agro-Industrial food chain has shifted 

the priorities of the marketplace of food. The following section unpacks the realities of 

Nairobi’s post-independence marketplace of food by focusing on the dynamics within 

the market of food.  

1.4 Post-Independence retail environment marketplace (1963 – 2019) 
 

Since independence, Kenyan society has undergone further changes influenced by 

economic policies, urbanisation, an increase in population and the state-imposed 

policy of sedentarization – attempting to integrate the pastoral economies into national 

and international markets (Otiso 2005; Bryceson and Potts 2006; Otiso and Owusu 

2008; Deloitte 2015; Rischke et al. 2015; Davis et al. 2017; GOK 2017; Guyo 2017, 

p.13; Muchira 2018; PlanetRetail RNG 2018). Naturally, this outward focus has filtered 

through into food provisioning and retail. Applying a focus on the social, economic, 

and political dimensions of food in Nairobi, this section explores the impact of SMs on 
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the market of food. It will assess how the global, political, urban economy of Nairobi 

has created an environment that encourages a neoliberal market of food. The following 

evidence a uniqueness in the case of Kenya’s retail industry reflected in the respacing 

of MM trade in the urban and the resolute staying power of informal retail in the 

constant shadow of formal SM retail growth. 

Much like all major African capitals, rapid urbanisation has established Nairobi as the 

most significant urban residency in Kenya.13 The word ‘urban’ differentiates from rural 

marketplaces (Ehinmowo, and Ibitoye 2010). The City’s contemporary economic and 

population growth occurred post-independence. A trend concurrent with increased 

urban growth is a shift occurred from the colonial period’s modernisation paradigm to 

a focus on modelling Nairobi around neo-liberal global cities and postmodern urbanism 

paradigms that have their origins in cities in the global North (Murray 2004 in Otiso 

and Owusu 2008).  

The urban marketplace is a site of retail transition. Urban Nairobi promotes the 

economic participation of women, men and recent migrants in Nairobi to derive 

livelihoods from marketplaces – wholesale markets and retail establishments. Nairobi 

is connected to peripheral urban and rural traders who engage with and retain close 

links with traders and artisans in the City (Ehinmowo, and Ibitoye 2010; Kinyanjui 

2019, p.6). A critical reality of the urban marketplace is its complexity. It is a space in 

which poor, marginalised traders in Nairobi and Kenya dominate and struggle or 

succeed in making a living (Ikioda 2013, p.521; Oluwabamide 2015).  

A defining aspect of this marketplace in that it is no longer governed by colonial 

segregation directly however the norms and values of the peripheral nature of MM and 

indigenous African FFV trade is a legacy that continues under the label of informality. 

From a perspective of gender and colonial conceptions of women's work, there is a 

continuation in the gendering of the marketplace with a majority of FFV traders in 

 
13 This in itself is also the result of colonial influence. Prior to being the focus of the British 

colonists' major cities included Lamu, Mombasa, Gedi and Malindi which were founded in 

the 13th century and were dominated by Swahili and Islamic culture and were urban, 

mercantile, and largely literate (Oliver & Atmore 2005; Otiso and Owusu 2008). 
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Nairobi being women; however, this too is changing (Ayieko et al. 2005; Tschirley et 

al. 2010).  

The current urban and retail environment fall under neo-liberal economic reforms 

which have intensified the pressure on Nairobi’s local government to increase their 

attractiveness to global capital (Otiso 2005; Otiso and Owusu 2008). There is a shift 

in the organisation of the urban space towards a global, regional and national trade. It 

is vital to recognise Nairobi’s neoliberal urban marketplace of the 21st century as a 

result of four key moments in Kenya’s industrialization process: (i) Import substitution 

strategy (ISI) in 1955-1969 accompanied by a substantial development within the 

agricultural sector (in the period 1970-1979, Kenya embarked on another round of ISI 

with devastating effects, unlike in the previous phase) (ii) Structural Adjustment 

Program (SAP) 1980 -200214; a period that preceded the oil crisis of 1973 – 1974 and 

1979,  in which minimum wage fell below urban subsistence costs (iii) export-oriented 

strategy (EOI) pursued with little success and (iv) In 2003, Kenya implemented an 

economic recovery strategy program and subsequently introduced its Vision 2030 

which aims to transform the country into a globally competitive and industrialized 

middle-income economy (Kinyanjui 2008; Muchira 2018). 

The impact of this policy on food and food retail is most clearly seen in the introduction 

of SMs which are enshrined in market principles that promote internationalisation, 

foreign direct investment (FDI) with the ultimate aim being the industrialisation of food 

retail services. In this research ‘food industrialisation’ is a concept which refers to the 

evolution in the food supply chain in parallel to the broader systemic shift to the 

industrialisation of retail services  (Lang 2003; Mougeot 2005; Potts 2008; Bryceson 

2009). Regulation, urbanisation, and the newly emerging middle class are among the 

factors that are driving the wave of industrial food retail in the form of SMs at present 

(Reynolds et al. 2007a). Running parallel to the industrialisation of retail services is 

 
14 Kenya was the first country in Sub-Saharan Africa to undergo Structural Adjustment Policies (SAPs) guided by 
the International Monetary Fund (IMF) and the World Bank There are three main impacts the SAPs had: First, 
privatisation ensued, the GOK argued that state firms were inefficient and diverted capital from the public to 
the private. Second, the GOK wanted to attract investment capital growing FDI  from 17 per cent in 1966–43 per 
cent in 1979 and incentivizing private investors to remit their dividends and profits from the previous year. 
Finally, in line with SAPs focus on comparative advantage, Kenya focuses on the agricultural sector and 
attempted to grow it through the devaluation of the shilling backed by the IMF and World Bank deeply indebted 
Kenya. The only way out of debt is the promotion of an  export-oriented economic growth a key strategy of SAPs 
in Africa (Bhagat 2020, p.443). 
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the growth and strength of off-farm diversification in the service sector, including retail 

services by MM and wet market wholesalers in generating incomes (World Bank 2016, 

p.31).  

The market principles that govern the urban marketplace are no longer directly from 

colonial occupation; instead, they are reflective of coloniality – the continuation of 

colonial values and institutions. There continues to be unease in formally integrating 

the MM and indigenous practices into the broader marketplace (Morange 2015). The 

participation of MM and indigenous retail practices in the post-independence 

marketplace are not excluded by their sex or gender, but by their conformity to formal 

retail standards. You find that the urban spaces in which MM work are frequently 

described as separate to the recognised retail economy, i.e., the formal economy.  

The marginality of the MM retail environment is counterintuitive especially considering 

that an estimated 60% of the food sold in Nairobi comes from traditional shops, open-

air markets, and the informal sector (Tschirley et al. 2010). The practice of indigenous 

trade, vegetable farming, production, process and knowledge still held today are 

essential to the lives and livelihood of Nairobi’s urban population. The urban space 

and marketplace are marred by high youth unemployment, diminished wages,  

inequality and persistent poverty measuring 16.7 per cent aggravated by a lack of 

welfare support for Kenya’s poor (World Bank 2016, p.101; Bhagat 2020, p.443).  

Within Hillview estate, poverty is a characteristic of the urban experience; the Kasarani 

constituency has one of the highest populations in Nairobi City of 780,656 people, of 

which an estimated 17.3% of whom are living in poverty (Kabubo and Kiriti-Nganga 

2008; KNBS 2019). These factors undermine, to a greater or lesser extent, the 

possibilities of Nairobians reaching satisfactory levels of well-being (Silva-Laya et al. 

2020, p.2). 

On a geographical or spatial planning level, Nairobi’s open-air marketplaces include 

the 45 marketplaces dominated by traders and artisans in Nairobi which are critical to 

the distribution of goods and services in the City, as well as being a crucial source of 

employment and economic participation for men and women (Kinyanjui 2019). These 

open-air markets function alongside residential and commercial marketplaces 

involving micro retailers (MM) and supermarkets. These spaces are an essential part 

of Nairobi's food retail chain in allowing for an accessible space for trading and cash 
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generation through the sale of specific types of FFV or a variety of specialised goods. 

These market places are an important part of the urban food marketplace, much like 

the periodic markets in  Jinping county, Yunnan, China and those in Sri Lanka, where 

traditional small retail shops form a greater number of retail shops and continue to be 

an emblem of the urban landscape (西谷 and Badenoch 2013; Ratnayake 2015). 

The economic ‘prowess’ of Nairobi’s urban open-air markets and MM is widely known 

by local government and retailers, estimated to move produce and goods worth KSH 

1 billion annually. Most of this money is untaxed, stoking tensions between the local 

government institutions – like the Nairobi City Council (NCC) –  and micro-enterprises 

who “want to be treated with respect in the Kenya Informal sector because [they] also 

contribute to the growth of the economy” through the provisioning of services and jobs 

(Morange 2015, pp.261–262).  

This increased presence of food retailers has both introduced new role players in the 

food system, as well as spurred adaptions in existing businesses. The development 

of a few new shopping malls and SMs are impacting consumer shopping behaviour, 

slowly transforming the retail form as well as urban landscape (Ratnayake 2015). 

However, the degree of change in the form of evolution and adaptation of new methods 

of retailing operations depends on the whole retail environment – cultural acceptance 

or resistance of change demographics,  geographical influences, political and legal 

framework and pressure groups such as business competitors and unions 

(Wadinambiaratchi 1972). 

 

1.5 The urban marketplace  

This section will begin by discussing informality in the urban marketplace, as both a 

colonial and African feature, before engaging in a discussion on the impact of 

liberalisation of the market of food, and its implications for retailers. The previous 

sections have established that colonial history created a divide between formal (white 

and Asian) and African trade in urban Nairobi through racism and discrimination 

(Lonsdale and Berman 1979; Allman et al. 2002; Mwanza and Kabamba 2002; Otiso 

2005; Otiso and Owusu 2008; Kinyanjui 2011; Magigi 2013; Silva-Laya et al. 2020). 

Since independence, the division between African and Settler practices continued in 

the City master plans and bylaws(Watson 2009; Morange 2015).  
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This practice continues in Nairobi's neoliberal economic policies and urban planning 

that allow informality –  consisting of indigenous African trade – to “develop along the 

contours imposed on it by capitalism” (Gaidzanwa in Helmsing and Kolstee 1993; 

Morange 2015, p.250; Sallah 2016, p.1067). The link between colonial practices with 

those seen in Nairobi to date illustrates how informality is indeed a precolonial feature 

of African cities (Bryceson 1987; Guyer 1987; Watts 2018).  

The pace of urbanisation15 is stretching the capacity of Nairobi City services and 

infrastructure, evidenced in significant sectors of Nairobi’s population residing in slums 

(Obudho and Aduwo 1989; Bodewes 2014; Sheng et al. 2018; Shackleton et al. 2020). 

The limited function of the state has normalised a lack of sewerage, reliable electricity, 

water supply, exposure to fires, high crime rates, epidemics, lack of schools, and 

limited access to medical facilities (Falola and Salm 2005, p.221; Watson 2009). 

Despite this, the city’s global and strategic importance is evident; the city is one of the 

major air transport hubs in Sub-Saharan Africa, it has the highest percentage of NGOs 

globally (and is the African headquarters for the UN). The city is also an industrial, 

commercial, communication, financial, and educational nucleus for Eastern and 

Central Africa (Taylor 2004; Otiso and Owusu 2008) (Robinson 2006 in Otiso and 

Owusu 2008).  

 

1.5.1 The informal marketplace of food 

 

A review of informal literature reveals an ongoing marginalisation of the MM in the 

post-independent economy. MM businesses are grouped under the informal 

marketplace of food; they are one part of an abundant commodity and service 

exchange sector that is integral to the functioning of cities like Nairobi (Bryceson and 

Potts 2006; Potts 2006). With the influence of colonialism and the destruction of pre-

colonial political systems, the African commercial networks were  ‘informalised’  –  that 

is,  cut off from participation in the formal economy. In Nairobi, the “parallel unregulated 

economy”, is operating within a legal and social structure whose enterprises and 

particularly workers are not subject to official labour laws” operating outside of the 

dominant modern economic paradigm (Okungu and McIntyre 2019).  

 
15 Influenced by increased capital earnings, changing demography and the expansion of the city (Magigi 2013). 
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Economic informality in African cities does not conform to known forms of wage labour, 

capitalist production and the formal sector (Hart 1973; Castells and Portes 1989; 

Gaidzanwa 1993). The origin and continuity of economic informality rest on the 

accumulation of significant capital, traditional indigenous methods of organising 

economies in cities and the failure of capitalist growth‐oriented models (Hart 1973; 

Moser 1978; Bangura 1994; Bromley 1994; Kinyanjui 2014; Gudeman 2015).  

 

The economic segregation of African trade is concurrent with growing urbanisation 

and results in restrictions that constitute poverty traps16 by complicating the acquisition 

of the human and social capital necessary to transform deteriorated living conditions 

(UN-Habitat 2016; Silva-Laya et al. 2020, p.16). In the liberalised economy of Kenya, 

two economies form part of one economic spectrum that is constituted by a 

constellation of informal and formal institutions that together form the backdrop of 

Kenya’s economy and business activity and marketplace of food (Atieno et al. 2002). 

Most actors in economic informality in African cities are traders like MM and artisans, 

who play essential roles in the formation of cities and nations and movement of goods, 

ideas and technology (Kinyanjui 2019).  

The continued exclusion of this economy from national statistics, urban city planning, 

urban policy and the hostility of the Kanjo (Nairobi County Government officials who 

enforce urban policies that restrict the MM to specific marketplaces) is indicative of the 

continuing marginalisation of MM from economic participation. These practices have 

buttressed a discourse of ‘survivalism’, where enterprises like MM are often cast as 

opportunists seeking involvement in the market. While true, the concentration on 

survivalist rhetoric denies a deeper understanding of the agency of MM and the 

heterogeneity in their businesses in establishing and maintaining the urban market of 

food. The generalisability of much-published research carrying forward this survivalist 

narrative is problematic as it is a rhetoric that is loaded with assumptions of 

desperation and suggests “the desperate need of a worker to obtain the means of 

subsistence for his or her family” (Ngesa 2015, p.68; Sallah 2016, p.1067).  

 

 
16 Poverty Traps refers to the severe job restrictions, high rates of gender disparities, deteriorated living 
conditions, social exclusion and marginalization that the informal conditions promote (UN-Habitat 2016). 
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While this may apply in some cases – with individuals having to take on low-paying 

informal jobs in order to meet their personal and household needs –  it limits the MM 

to roles of marginalisation and defeats either temporarily or permanently displaced 

from the formal sector (Ngesa 2015; Sallah 2016). Approaching the study of MM in the 

neoliberal market through survivalist rhetoric also excludes the historical importance 

and continuity of MM (Todaro 1969; Mougeot 2005; Temkin 2009; Meagher 2010b; 

Woodward et al. 2011; Aurick et al. 2017).  

 

Development Studies professor Meagher (2005) picks up on this tendency of 

oversimplifying the MM and businesses alike. Meagher (2005) rejects the simplified 

rhetoric of a peripheral economy; identifying the MM economy as an amalgamation of 

social and political networks and commercial institutions embedded in them which 

have “persisted into the present, forming a  critical infrastructure for the rapid 

development of informal economies since the 1970s” (Meagher 2005, p.228). Going 

further than Meagher (2005), this thesis is strongly opposed to the standard dualist 

framework of understanding the dynamics of the informal economy as comprising of 

marginal activities distinct from and not related to the ‘formal’ economy (see Chapter 

Two for limitations of informal theory).  

 

The dualistic informality paradigm does not account for the complexity and 

heterogeneity of contemporary economies, the survival-based, marginality, 

segmented market approach of the dualist framing lacks the attention or awareness 

of the impact of decision making by MM in responding to the wider marketplace of food 

where there is deep complexity. There is a continuum of employment and resource 

relations on the market continuum between formal and informal (Chen et al. 2002).  

 

The MM are reflective of businesses that are on a continuum between two extremes, 

examples in chapter 6.3 explore the entrepreneurial motivations for becoming MM and 

interviews with MM contained a common thread of independence, self-sustainability, 

as core reasons for choosing to run these businesses in the marketplace of food. 

Indeed for many, the choice was made instead of continuing in what the dualist school 

would label as formal employment, as it provides a viable means of securing a better 

quality of life. Discarding the dualist framework allows for an analysis of Nairobi’s 

marketplace of food that accommodates the historical and cultural context which is so 
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important in understanding the MM’s individual strategies, and allowed me to conceive 

of them as purposeful, differentiated and strategic. 

 

This position is further elaborated by Opondo (2000) who notes that the contemporary 

space of food suffers under the continued influence of a post-colonial haze, and a 

neoliberal capitalistic environment that perpetuates marginality of MM enterprises in 

Nairobi - a practice that is further enabled by Kenya’s integration in the global economy 

of the agro-industrial food chain (Opondo 2000; De Haan et al. 2013).  

 

It is more useful to think about the economy as both a product of two opposing yet 

simultaneous marketplaces (Potts 2008). This thesis is intent on shedding this 

discourse of opposing markets and views that as intertwined, and thus the MM as a 

critical player and characteristic of this singular food marketplace (Ratnayake 2015). 

The following section focuses on the liberalised practices of the marketplace of food 

as a whole, noting that these factors affect the MM operating in the market of food.  

 

1.5.2 Nairobi’s liberal urban food marketplace  
 

The globalisation of retailing is having a profound impact on market structures in 

developing countries. In the pursuit of global competitiveness, Nairobi’s marketplace 

has “transitioned from a government-led economy, with a strong focus on cooperatives 

and state marketing bodies to a more or less liberalised economy” (Eaton et al. 2008b, 

p.60). Nairobi’s liberal economy has enabled a more predictable domestic 

macroeconomic environment, “particularly in terms of exchange rates and inflation, 

which an export-focused sector like horticulture requires to expand”(Tyce 2020, p.9). 

Kenya’s external connections to the global economy are a continuation and legacy of 

the colonial administration, with the Kenyan state continuing to have an outward focus, 

driven to establish lucrative links to the global economy as a core component to the 

countries domestic development (Grant and Nijman 2002; Lowe 2005; Otiso 2005; 

Reynolds et al. 2007a; Guyo 2017). This outward focus and changes in its urban 

landscape are aimed at recreating the image of the city and facilitated through policies 
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like devolution of the city has encouraged investments in retail in neighbourhoods 

(Lowe 2005).  

The application of the liberal paradigm has impacted the socio-spatial configurations 

of urban Nairobi. Nairobi city’s continued focus is to attain a competitive edge not only 

in Africa but globally and in order to do so, the Kenyan government has shaped the 

city according to these aspirations. The governance of the city of Nairobi is linked to 

the neo-liberal project of making the city globally competitive(Wu and Zhang 2007).  

Key to the organisation of the urban city and the marketplace of food in Kenya is the 

free flow of capital without barriers, deregulation, self-regulation by free-market 

entities, the sovereignty of private property rights, state intervention only to remove 

obstacles to the free flow of capital, reduced public expenditure/tax cuts and finally a 

purposeful attempt at integrating the economy in the global production network (Chen 

and Shin 2019, pp.4–7).  

The governance of the city of Nairobi includes the deregulation and privatisation of 

state-owned enterprises “the liberalization and deregulation of economic transactions, 

not only within national borders but also—and more importantly— across these 

borders; the privatisation of state-owned enterprises and state-provided 

services” (Jessop 2002, p.454; Lowe 2005).  

Kenya’s 2030 masterplan follows this paradigm, radically reimagining Nairobi as a 

‘world-class’ city of the future, generating “dramatic digital imagery of satellite cities, 

skyscrapers and shopping malls” (Smith 2017). Key to the city’s organisation is retail-

led urban regeneration facilitated by the Urban Development Committee (UDC): 

constituted to consider all matters relating to urban development and regulations; 

investment and urban planning policies. The UDC ensures that retail development and 

infrastructure projects go ahead, clearing houses and buildings to make the city 

aesthetically attractive (Grant and Nijman 2002). 

The sale of FFV by MM falls under the horticultural sector – a subsector of agriculture 

– that has transitioned since the late 1990s. Horticulture has shifted from a relatively 

unimportant industry to the GOK17, mostly run by the private sector consisting of small 

 
17 Horticulture had little high-level political representation or backing, it was seen as little more than a side-
trade to supplement cash-crops like tea and coffee, especially since there was not yet widespread demand in 
Europe for out-of-season produce (Tyce 2020, p.6). 
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private enterprises and smallholder farmers, to a crucial sector accounting for  21.4 

per cent of the total value of foreign exchange earnings after tea in 2018 (Minot and 

Ngigi 2004; KHCP 2011; Zhou 2015; Embassy of the Kingdom of the Netherlands 

2017; Tyce 2020).  

The growth of FFV as a valuable horticultural commodity in the Kenyan marketplace 

began in the late 1990s through lobbying efforts by the Fresh Producer Exporters 

Association of Kenya (FPEAK), the Kenyan government partnered with the private 

sector to expand the fresh produce terminal at the Nairobi Airport to improve the 

competitiveness of FFV exports(SNV 2012, p.18). The export of FFV is powered by 

farms owned by medium to large exporters (large exporters have increasingly 

vertically integrated their operations, both forward into the markets and backward into 

production) or by individuals who are on contract to large exporters (Okello et al. 2007; 

Eaton et al. 2008b; SNV 2012, p.5; Achterbosch et al. 2014; Viviers et al. 2014; Zhou 

2015; Okore 2017; AGRA 2019).  

This is a trend concurrent with the neoliberal capitalist transformation in the retailing 

of FFV in the domestic marketplace of food characterised by market liberalization, 

deregulation and corporate consolidation (Dolan 2007, p.223). The design of the 

current retail market is to encourage the growth of SM, shopping complexes, malls 

and e-commerce. These retailers in the local market are responding to the domestic 

need for the very same export quality corps that has lead to the success of the 

horticultural sector. There is a very keen desire by SM to pursue market segmentation 

and branding strategies around higher quality standards, different varieties, and 

organic or “safer” produce (Zhou 2015, p.104). This movement has been driven by 

and has also resulted in, the investment of critical ancillary retail infrastructure 

including superhighways and malls which Kinyanjui (2019) refers to as “springing up 

like invasive alien vegetation” transforming the retail space or marketplace in Nairobi 

(Minot and Ngigi 2004; Kinyanjui 2019, p.6; Tyce 2020). 

Nakumatt (a now-defunct retailer usurped by French retail giant, Carrefour) was the 

first SM and started operations in 1979 in Nakuru and Eldoret (the fourth largest county 

in Kenya after Nairobi). The business initially began selling mattresses with a target 

market of the middle to upper-income bracket (Wadinambiaratchi 1972; Dakora 

2012b; Rischke et al. 2015; Kinyanjui 2019, p.6). This type of retail format has since 
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continued, facilitated by the internationalisation of foreign retailers (mostly Southern 

African and European).  

This trend of SM retail has manifested across social classes with similar developments 

seen at the middle and lower-income levels, creating a marketplace of food of various 

retail typologies targeting different market segments (Das Nair 2017; Sultan et al. 

2018). For example, smaller local private and family-owned SM like Power star, 

BuyRite and Tumaini make a specific point of locating operations in the middle to 

lower-income residential areas. In the research site, you find the likes of Joyland and 

Royal Star SMs who offer household items and the SM experience of quality FFV, 

bright lights, neat shelves, automated tellers and tiled floors (Dakora 2012b; Nair 

2017).  Finally, Jumia foods and Twigga Foods representing emerging e-commerce 

FFV retail in Kenya. This space also includes the traditional economic markets and 

retailers like MM, serving long-distance, interregional trade activities and smaller 

marketplaces lining roadsides and in neighborhoods serving residents and city 

labourers (Kinyanjui 2019, p.6).  

These retail developments are reflective of some movement at all discernible retail 

levels towards Kenya’s vision 2030 goal of promoting a vibrant retail sector that is 

efficient, multi-tiered and diversified in both product range and innovativeness(Wanjohi 

et al. 2019). Underlining this is the increase in urban spending power and consumption 

by Nairobians (KNBS 2016). A review of market literature has helped to identify and 

classify four forms of retailing in the case study area (Ratnayake 2015). These formats 

are not indicative of the ‘correct’ way, but rather are representative of the most 

Traditional retail shops 

• Typically small/ medium scale, 
single-owner or family with an 
employee,may have adhoc 
hours of operation, (Reynolds et 
al. 2007b,p.48). 

• Itinerant traders, often prices are 
not fixed or shown, bargaining is 
accepted (Ratnayake 2015).

Shopping complexes or shopping 
malls

• Consultancy Knight Frank 
identify Nairobi as the top five 
cities in Sub-saharan Africa for 
shopping centre developments 
with the greatest volume of 
modern retail floor space in 
Subsaharan Africa (Mwai, 
2018). 

• Modern SMs: relatively large 
compared to street based 
stores, independent or chain of 
stores, self-service, often have 
air conditioning carry dry food, 
packed food, non-food (fast 
moving consumer goods such 
as detergents), wet food, fruits, 
vegetables, electronics and most 
of household items. (Ratnayake
2015)

online retail 

• New retail format, currently you 
have two popular food delivery 
retailers:

• Jumia Foods 

• Twigga foods started delivering 
food during  COVID-19

Supermarkets

• often large in size, stalls under one roof, 
self-service, in chains, and owned by 
corporate entities or independent single 
owner, often enclosed, air conditioned 
environment, electronic check-out 
counters, credit card systems, similar to 
modern SMs, often sell household dry 
goods, packed foods, wet goods, non-
foods, electrical items and most of 
household items. 

• SM import a lot of foods and the process 
of importing is key to the growth of the 
business as is the case in Danish retail 
market performance “retailers that start 
to import have 8% greater sales, 6% 
greater profits, and 2% greater markups
in the year of import initiation compared 
to non-importing retailers”(Meinen and 
Raff 2018).

 
Table 1: Characteristics of Retail institutions in Nairobi according to Mwai (2018), Reynolds et al. 2007a, Meinen and Raff 
2018, Ratnayake 2015 
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common business models (Reynolds et al. 2007b). Table 1 unpacks the typologies of 

retail institutions that make up Nairobi’s retail marketplace.  

It is important to note, however, that while these typologies of retail formats help 

understand the kinds of retail institutions that operate in Nairobi, they are not static 

and are continually changing in response to their economic, social and political 

environments to strengthen their competitive advantage (Wadinambiaratchi 1972; 

Mcgoldrick 2002; Bianchi and Arnold 2004; Ho 2005; Kotler and Armstrong 2018). 

Food retail has shifted substantially in contemporary Nairobi and SMs are increasingly 

prominent players who are no longer purely focused on one demographic (i.e. higher 

income earners). 

In the marketplace of food in urban Nairobi, SMs are encroaching on the market 

spaces that have been predominantly served by the MM and small retailers alike 

(Rischke et al. 2015). For instance, in Nairobi, there has been an evident strategic 

change by the likes of Naivas, Tuskies, Carrefour - all large and well-known chains - 

to target all demographics of society by segmenting their target market to sites like 

Kasarani and Hillview estate. Jean-Christophe Brindeau, Chief Executive Officer of 

CFAO Retail, notes: “If we want to develop on the African market, we can’t limit 

ourselves to one type of client or neighbourhood, we’re targeting consumers with less 

buying power that still want to do their shopping in a clean and safe environment.” 

(Bassompierre and Hoije 2019).  

The malleability of retailers is a crucial aspect of their success; the ability of a retailer 

to recognise the norms in society and respond to them is crucial. In a study of retailing 

in Chile, Marketing professor Constanza C. Bianchi and marketing specialist Stephen 

J Arnold S attribute this malleability to institutional theory:  

Institutional theory suggests that every country has a set of relevant institutional 
norms that retailers must conform to in order to be perceived as legitimate by 
the relevant social actors (Meyer & Rowan 1977). These norms are described 
as institutional norms of retailing, and variation in the saliency of these norms 
of retailing across countries is attributed to differences in their history, culture 
and economy. Overall, this institutional approach suggests that 
internationalization success will increase when retailers achieve legitimacy 
from social actors by adapting their practices and structures to the salient 
institutional norms (Bianchi and Arnold 2004, p.150). 

 

https://www-tandfonline-com.ezproxy.is.ed.ac.uk/author/Bianchi%2C+Constanza+C
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Retail marketing industry experts Bianchi and Arnold (2004) identify these institutional 

norms to include regulatory, geographical, economic, cultural, psychological and 

administrative differences, social environment (e.g., family, community and social 

responsibility) as well as elements from the economic environment of retailing (market, 

suppliers, competitors, consumers) (Bianchi and Arnold 2004).  

What is most interesting is that within this new retail marketplace, MM (i.e., traditional 

African retail) persist. From a retail institutional perspective, it means that MM and 

wholesale wet markets are successfully engaging with their external institutional 

environment. The traditional retail of goods (wet markets, kiosks) stands at 92.7% of 

all food expenditure in Kenya (Sagaci Research 2017). This statistic indicates that the 

traditional format still occupies a boastful share of the marketplace of food. This 

dominance of traditional retail is not just a Kenyan phenomenon, for example in East 

Asia, SMs and hypermarkets have traditionally played a secondary role to small-scale 

retailers and markets - particularly wet markets - especially for the sale of fresh 

produce and are out-competing SMs forestalling the development of the latter (Gorton 

et al. 2011a).  

However, the continuity of these retailers is not homogenous within the continent. For 

example, in Southern Africa,  SMs such as Shoprite, Checkers, Pick ‘n Pay, and 

Woolworths have come to dominate the retail marketplace. Scholarship on the 

competitive dynamics of retail includes Reena Das Neir’s (2017) paper entitled The 

internationalisation of SMs and the nature of competitive rivalry in retailing in southern 

Africa, allocates these gains to supply and demand-side factors in which both trends 

are mutually reinforcing (Mergenthaler et al. 2009; Popkin et al. 2012; Rischke et al. 

2015).  

On the demand side, the internationalisation of retail has promoted the growth of 

regional and global SM facilitated by “rising urbanisation, growing income and 

increased demand for convenience as the middle class grows” (Alexander and Silva 

2002; Bianchi and Arnold 2004; Nair 2017, p.6). A significant factor is that consumer 

preferences and lifestyles are changing and becoming more alike internationally 

(Bianchi and Arnold 2004; Qaim 2017, pp.8–9). On the supply side, the globalisation 

of agri-food systems is resulting in increased horticultural trade, an increase of 

international exchange of knowledge, spill overs of agricultural technology and 
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production patterns forming the foundation for SM demand (Minot and Ngigi 2004; 

Embassy of the Kingdom of the Netherlands 2017; Qaim 2017).  

The city of Nairobi is currently rated as one of the top recipients of FDI on the continent 

both from other African countries and international; large plaques lining the streets 

confirm that significant infrastructure projects and city planning initiatives are 

overwhelmingly funded by foreign (typically Eurocentric) donors (UN-Habitat 

2018). The rise of supermarkets and investments in formal retail is part of this neo-

liberal project within the city, Nairobi as a space for more significant innovation and 

competitiveness (Jessop 2002). Foreign direct investments of agribusiness 

companies, including large multinational retailers, are rising as well. International firms 

see the African market as a means of growth that cannot be achieved in their saturated 

European markets.  

FDI is maintained by trade and retail liberalisation which include the structural reform 

programmes that opened Kenya up, promoting a substantial flow of investment 

regionally, from South Africa into the rest of Africa and globally (World Bank 1991; 

Dakora 2012a; Nair 2017, p.7; Qaim 2017). The presence of French retailer Carrefour 

in Nairobi is representative of this trend led by the food and general merchandise retail 

chains.  

Human Geography Professor Neil Wrigley and Economic geography Professor Neil M. 

Coe and Andrew Currah have underscored this impact in a study of retail sales from 

international markets including transnational SM Carrefour – who established 

themselves a year before this research quickly becoming a popular SM even in the 

research site. For these geographers, the deluge of retail FDI by SMs has “significantly 

altered both the corporate and physical landscape of retailing in the emerging markets 

of Latin America, East Asia and central and eastern Europe” (Wrigley et al. 2005, 

p.438).  Worldwide, SM has transformed food supply chains – from procurement 

methods and requirements to negotiation of trading terms and private standards with 

suppliers (Reardon et al. 2004).  

Private equity interests are also key investors in Kenya’s marketplace of food; the local 

SM Naivas secured $15 million investment from a consortium of partners including the 

International Finance Corporation, Amethis Finance, DEG and MCB Equity Fund in 

mid-April 2020 (Asoko 2020). In 2018, Mauritius-based Adenia Partners bought a 
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majority stake in Tumaini Self-Service SM via its special purpose vehicle Sokoni Retail 

Kenya. Sokoni went on to acquire QuickMart SM in 2019 (Asoko, 2020). The 

movement of private equity interest goes hand in hand with Nairobi’s liberalised 

marketplace of food. Additionally, the modernisation of procurement, inventory 

management and logistic systems have further spurred growth (Nair, 2017, p. 7). This 

trend of re-expansion is in line with the global retail expansion characterised by large 

SM chains moving from comparatively more advanced and developed countries into 

less developed ones, and from urban centres to small and rural towns (Dakora 2012a).  

What is clear, is Nairobi’s liberal urban food marketplace is an amalgamation of 

policies, financing and trends that promote the growth and malleability of SMs; 

propagated by liberal economic reforms which have attracted FDI and the countries 

links to the global world (Grant and Nijman 2002). The role of SM in the marketplace 

transforms the entire working of the retail of FFV, physically and institutionally. Nairobi 

city is becoming a space that is geared to meet the needs of a competitive regional 

and global food marketplace, making sure to maintain the aesthetics of a modern city. 

Within the urban retail space, you have a concerted effort by the GOK and investors 

to create a domestic retail marketplace that mirrors global, regional and international 

retailing shits. The current liberal urban marketplace in Nairobi is very much outward-

facing, looking at opportunities to accumulate foreign exchange and profit from 

domestic spending. Key to the success of retail is their response to their retail, 

environment, how a retailer engages with their countries institutional values determine 

their success. The following section problematises Nairobi’s retail marketplace, 

looking at the implications for MM retailers specialising in FFV as well as the impacts 

of the embeddedness of SM in Nairobi.   

 

1.5.3 The problem of the retail marketplace development  

Kenya has the most significant number of leading SM chains in Africa and the largest 

East African retail market, which increased from four chains in 2002 to ten in 2018 

(Deloitte 2015; Qaim 2017; AGRA 2019). Chege and Wang (2006) found a 20% share 

of SMs in consumer expenditures in Nairobi, while Khonje and Qaim (2019) found 

42% of consumer food expenditures in SMs (Neven et al. 2006; AGRA 2019). These 

are useful figures in contextualising the steady growth in consumer food expenditures 
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as well as the prevalence of power in the urban food marketplace18 towards private 

retail-like SMs in Nairobi, also known as 'supermarketisation' (Shucksmith and Brown 

2016). Supermarketisation refers to the process of SM domination in the marketplace 

of food, underpinned by the restructuring of the market of food in line with a neoliberal 

ideology which drives the displacement of livelihood options of small and independent 

food retailers (Shucksmith and Brown 2016, p.229). 

The impact of retail liberalisation on a global, regional and national level involving 

investments in procurement and distribution systems has allowed for the globalisation 

strategies of retailing transnationals, regional and local SMs to reshape the 

marketplace and physical landscapes of retailing (Currah and Wrigley 2004, p.3; 

Humphrey 2007). As has been introduced, underpinning this retail change are the 

increasingly changing consumer preferences and retail structures affecting the 

complexity of the marketplace of food (Currah and Wrigley 2004; Reardon et al. 2004; 

Henson and Reardon 2005; Wrigley et al. 2005; Humphrey 2007; Reardon and Gulati 

2008; Qaim 2017). 

However, the problem with the retail marketplace identified is the portrayal of MM as 

a sector that will fade away as part of the retail transition. Market literature accepts 

that the developments in retail in the urban environment are reflective of a shift from 

the dominance of: (1) traditional retail (small shops/stalls), to (2) transitional retail, that 

is, self-service “grocery stores” (larger independent shops) to (3) SMs (stand-alone or 

in chains) and convenience store chains, as well as fast-food chains on the 

foodservice side. The most recent stage is a shift towards (4) ecommerce.”(AGRA 

2019, p.21). This phenomenon is being linked to the further subjugation of the 

marketplaces in which we find the MM; the transition to different retail typologies is 

already underway in Nairobi (see 1.5.2 Nairobi’s liberal urban food marketplace).  

Much like many developing countries in the Global South, SMs have a specific strategy 

involving the replacement of traditional grocery outlets at a rapid pace through 

territorial embeddedness; through purposeful coordination, integration and 

 

18 It is also noteworthy that SM have higher shares in large urban centres (Planet Retail, 2018) 
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management of their supply chains (Bianchi and Arnold 2004; Wrigley et al. 2005; 

Wrigley et al. 2005). The growth of SM is propagated by the transnationalisation of the 

retail market by means of the specialization and differentiation of wholesale markets; 

they are also distinguished by increased vertical coordination and the use of private 

standards for food production within the marketplace institution (Neven et al. 2009; 

Reardon et al. 2009)Trapping into salient institutional norms in emerging markets and 

cultures of consumption to meet their ultimate goal of survival in the marketplace 

(Bianchi and Arnold 2004; Wrigley et al. 2005, p.441).  

The problem is as SM expand, they will capture consistently more and more of the 

FFV market, threatening the core functions of MM retail (Reardon and Berdegué 2002; 

Berdegue et al. 2006). The continuation of MM as a primary space for FFV retail and 

commerce in Nairobi means that MM has to actively contest their place in the same 

way that the SM are determined to define the urban spaces and politics of the city 

(Ikioda 2013, p.520). As an agricultural economist, Vink and Anthropologist Heijden 

(2013) notes, “it is important to bear in mind that SMs are not development agencies 

– they are profit-oriented businesses” if MM is to compete they also need to shift their 

ways of doing business to maintain a competitive advantage (Heijden and Vink 2013, 

p.81). The following section unpacks the impact of SM and changing retail practices 

on food production.  

1.5.4 The problem of the marketplace and food production.  

Maintaining competitive advantage requires MM and SM alike to extract value from 

their supply chains, which are becoming more urbanised (see Chapter Five – KAM 

Farms) and consumer-driven, with a greater emphasis on quality and food safety 

(AGRA 2019). In Kenya, SM relies on their competitive advantage to drive profits; this 

includes smaller local SMs like Kisii Mart, Magunas, Chandarana, Power star, BuyRite 

and Tumaini,  Joyland SM and Royal star SM, all brands located close to the research 

site to capture business in the middle to lower-income economic neighbourhoods 

(Mbogo 2018).  

Doing this as a SM selling FFV, for instance, means being the lead firm in the 

agricultural value chain having access to credit and the financial capacity to invest in 

multiple suppliers to suit specific economies of scale, thereby ensuring specific quality 

standards across the supply chain (Swinnen 2020). A key component driving this 
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integration is value, adapting to the new standards for food quality and safety “often 

entailing closer vertical coordination and integration through contracts and certification 

schemes” (Henson and Reardon 2005; Okello et al. 2008; Fuchs et al. 2011; Qaim 

2017, p.13).  

The agri-economy or industry in Kenya, like that of the continent, is in a transition stage 

between traditional value chains19 and modern value chains20 -  with agricultural 

markets globalising, SM’s long supply chains propagated make up 10 -20 % of the 

agri-economy (AGRA 2019, p.5). The link between the modern and traditional value 

chains – bringing agricultural products from the field to fork ensuring value addition at 

each stage – in Nairobi are very closely aligned. Due to the transitionary nature of 

Nairobi’s agricultural value chains, both modern and traditional value chains are used 

by MM and SM to fulfil their procurement needs (FAO 2010).  

Whilst transition is used to describe the stage of Kenya’s agri-business, it is critical to 

underscore that this agri-economy is still very much fragmented. The fragmented 

market is made of short, local value chains characterised by a proliferation of SMEs in 

wholesale, logistics, and processing (AGRA 2019, p.5; Njonjo 2019).  

Agri-business is characterised by a rising trend of vertical integration by large SM who 

are taking control over farms. These retail institutions are increasingly sourcing their 

FFV and products directly from intermediaries that they can have full control of 

(Heijden and Vink 2013; Nair 2017). These increasingly centralised and vertically 

integrated supply chain models consolidate processing, logistics, and wholesale 

activities which have proportionally reduced their purchases from fresh produce 

markets. It is estimated that no more than 10% of current fresh fruit and vegetable 

purchases by the SMs come from fresh produce markets (Chikazunga et al. 2006; 

Heijden and Vink 2013; AGRA 2019). 

As an example, in 2007 Pick n Pay purchased 97% of fresh fruit and vegetables from 

preferred producers, and 3% from fresh produce markets. This statistic is vastly 

different to that of ten years ago when the ratio was approximately 50/50 (Chikazunga 

 
19 Traditional agricultural value chains are generally governed through spot market transactions involving a 
large number of small retailers and producers (FAO 2010). 
20 Modern value chains are characterized by vertical coordination, consolidation of the supply base, agro-
industrial processing and use of standards throughout the chain (FAO 2010). 
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et al. 2006; Heijden and Vink 2013). In South Africa, some retailers procure fresh fruit 

and vegetables only from a few preferred producers (Woolworths), where some 

purchase their FFV from preferred producers and supplement their supplies from the 

fresh produce market (Pick ’n Pay) or a larger number of approved suppliers via a 

category manager (Shoprite through FreshMark) with the necessary supplements 

(Louw et al., 2006:32). 

This poses serious concerns for producers like farmers who do not meet the 

requirements of SM making it very hard for these local farmers, small-scale food 

producers, processors farmers to meet the grades and purchasing practices (Nadvi 

2008; Biothai 2018).The difficulty of this dilemma is the paramount importance that 

customer satisfaction is for SM (Louw et al. 2008). This often results in pushing out 

businesses who can't meet these requirements (Farhangmehr et al. 2001; Ratnayake 

2015; Biothai 2018). For large SM like Carrefour mentioned earlier, their international 

presence has necessitated the development of longer value chains driven by supply 

chains, increasingly establishing rural linkages to supply cities during rapid 

urbanisation (Chikazunga et al. 2006; Dakora 2012a; Heijden and Vink 2013). 

The problem of increasingly integrated and centralised value chains is that there is 

usually little or no place in this model for purchases from local small farmers (Berdegue 

et al. 2006; Heijden and Vink 2013). In Nairobi, local SMs have also implemented 

increasingly centralized and vertically integrated supply chain models, proportionately 

reducing their purchases from fresh produce markets (Mutegi and Ciuri 2015; NGUGI 

2018; Bassompierre and Hoije 2019). It is estimated that no more than 10% of current 

FFV purchases by the SM come from popular wholesale markets - a significant decline 

over the past decade (Chikazunga et al. 2006; Heijden and Vink 2013; Nair 2017).  

This shift in SM procurement is having a significant impact on farmers in Kenya. 

Farmers are shifting their crops to feed the global market and not the local market, 

much like the coffee tea and cotton grown as cash crops (Dixon 2005). In Senegal, 

the entrance of Auchan SM has lead MM in Gueule-Tapée market to take to the streets 

in protest of the methods that they are using to gain a greater share of the marketplace 

controlled by African indigenous forms of retail – wet markets, small shops, street 

vendors – who are suffering from a loss of income and employment for these small 

retailers (Parduhn 2011; GRAIN 2018; Swinnen 2020). 
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"Auchan is even selling small bags of Daakhaar (ginger) and pretty much all 
other spices sold in our market. So, we have lost all our customers. All of them 
have been taken by Auchan. At this rate, it will not just be Senegal's small 
vendors who will go out of business but also the markets and, after that, the 
economy of the whole country," said Leyti Sène, the General Secretary of the 
newly formed Auchan dégage collective (GRAIN 2018).  

"We are ready to fight," says Mohamed Moustapha Leye another Auchan 
dégage collective member. “This is about our survival. Even the women 
vendors here selling small items have lost all their clients" (GRAIN 2018). 

 

In a similar finding, large historical food markets in Africa are progressively dwindling 

and retreating as SMs tend to dominate urban economic space (Weatherspoon and 

Reardon 2003). The rapid dissemination of private policies about food safety has 

accompanied the rise of SM chains, that involve environmental, social and economic 

responsibilities associated with strategies of profit maximization (Schwartz and Lyson, 

2007; Konefal et al., 2005 in Zonin et al. 2014, p.354). It is evident that farmers and 

MM alike must comply with these standards to maintain their livelihoods (Markelova 

and Mwangi 2010).   

 

The shift in procurement is forcing many of the intermediaries on the FFV value chain 

into poverty, undercutting local vendors until the local, independent, small-scale, retail 

sector is destroyed when the dominant stores can increase the prices and expand the 

market for their products (Farhangmehr et al. 2001; Markelova and Mwangi 2010; Rao 

et al. 2012; Andersson et al. 2015; Wanjohi et al. 2019). Food safety and sanitation 

regulations are being used to wipe out substantial traditional markets where people 

have traded and exchanged for generations (Biothai 2018). 

 

1.5.4.1The liberalised marketplace of food  

It is evident that global, regional and local SMs increasingly control food. A process 

that is increasingly putting the small farmer and the traditional retailer at risk, which in 

turn impact the wholesale market and the access to produce by the MM. At the same 

time, this change has allowed for Nairobi’s residents to access different types of 

produce from the international market and fulfil their globalised consumer needs. This 

innovation poses challenges for MM who do not have the financial capacity of the 

private and family-owned SM, acting as lead firms (Swinnen 2020).  
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The liberalised marketplace of food in Kenya assumes a teleological transition from 

the traditional to modern, and those participants who are unable to modernise (read: 

formalise) should no longer participate (Parduhn 2011).  Within this environment, the 

SM are indeed a form of coloniality in the Kenyan food market, “imposing their 

standards, norms, purchasing practices that are impossible for local farmers and small 

scale food producers to comply with”(Biothai 2018).  

This approach shifts the value of FFV, establishing particular standards for farmers 

and intermediaries based on changing consumer habits. The imposition of standards 

and demands are not inclusive of the small farmers who account for 80 per cent of 

all growers and produces as well as 60 per cent of horticultural exports – which include 

vegetables, fruits, herbs, root crops (Irish and sweet potatoes (Ochilo et al. 2019).  

The critical finding and problem here is that the marketplace created by the SMs and 

accompanying institutional principles is not inclusive (Ehinmowo, and Ibitoye 2010). 

The SM is about extracting wealth from Nairobi to local, national, regional and global 

elites. This money is not invested back into the communities – SMs have no basis of 

human relations. There is no ‘tactical urbanism’ - the initiation of small scale projects 

and bottom-up approaches by individuals or community groups designed to enhance 

the urban and social environment of the precinct and its surrounding areas (Lydon and 

Garcia, 2015 in Gregory 2016). It is up to the MM to create their own resistance or 

competitive advantage.  

The next section shifts attention to the institution of gender, understanding how these 

values carry in Nairobi’s post-independence, liberal marketplace of food. While the 

retail environment offers tremendous opportunities to men and women through better 

market linkages and employment opportunities, the way this market operates can 

affect some groups negatively (Me-Nsope and Larkins 2016). The following section 

looks at the gender dynamics that are at play within the current urban retail 

marketplace.  

 



 

Ph. D. African Studies, The University of Edinburgh 2020 

P
ag

e5
5

 

1.5.5 The problem of Gender in the marketplace of food  

Within the marketplace, you find that the MM identity still holds remnants of the African 

indigenous economy and colonial prescriptions; women still dominate retail food 

activities (FAO 1997; Tollens 2000).  

The colonial migration of males into cities in search of wage employment has 

continued, resulting in a more significant share of farm activities being managed and 

conducted by women. Fewer men gain incomes at the household level with a larger 

percentage of women engaging in the activities of households and services (Davis et 

al. 2017; KNBS 2019; Okungu and McIntyre 2019).  

However, in the retail marketplace, there are marked changes in gendered 

participation in many economic activities along the urbanisation gradient, “with a 

general narrowing of differences in participation rates between male and female-

headed households with increasing urbanisation” (Mkwambisi et al. 2011; Ndanga et 

al. 2013; Maestre et al. 2017; Shackleton et al. 2020).  

According to the global gender gap index report by the World Economic Forum (WEF) 

– composed of subindex including economic participation and opportunity, educational 

attainment, health and survival`, political empowerment – Kenya has improved since 

it’s 2006 position as 73rd and retained it’s 2017 position as the 76th  out of 144 

countries, (WEF 2018). This improvement in a continuing commitment to the 

implementation of interventions aimed at addressing the potential of women and men 

as well as restoring gender parity and ensuring optimal participation in socio-economic 

progress (KNBS 2019, p.265). 

This narrowing between what constitutes women's and men's work doesn’t mean that 

colonial gender roles have not continued in post-independence Nairobi, Kenya. There 

is still a significant disparity in women and men’s economic participation in the service 

industry (Okungu and McIntyre 2019). The continued dominance of women in the MM 

profession illustrates the lingering custom of the trade (and now sale) of FFV as being 

“women’s work” (Ehinmowo, and Ibitoye 2010). 

However, amongst the community of MM retailers operating in Hillview, you find that 

the once female-dominated enterprise is increasingly seeing an uptake by men 

starting their own MM businesses. This is much like the increase in women’s 

involvement in a historically male-dominated Jua Kali industry, working as builders etc. 
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As a male MM and a female construction worker told me “there is no such thing as 

women’s work anymore, work is work” (Fieldwork Transcript, Nairobi, 2017). Kinyanjui 

(2014) identifies this shift as a form of self-governance in which women are reunified 

“with their husbands in the city as well as the restoration or reassertion of their role as 

managers, custodians and producers in the […] economy” reversing the role that had 

been taken away from them by colonialism (Kinyanjui 2014, p.78). 

For MM specifically, what has changed is the gendered association of the metaphor 

MM exclusively with women, there are increasingly more men working as MM or 

grocers in urban Nairobi. Within the current marketplace, women’s importance as 

earners/heads of the family is centred on their roles as the money makers (Gaidzanwa 

1993). Sebstad and Manfre (2011), observe that gender-defined roles in agricultural 

value chains and within households affect access to financial services, control over 

income, access to and use of new technologies, inputs, and social services. Further, 

gender relations affect and are affected by better market linkages and employment 

opportunities, even when carrying gender descriptors placed by colonialism (Manfre. 

and Sebstad 2011; Mutua et al. 2014).  

Furthermore, the classification of the MM as informal limits the recognition of these 

women as legitimate economic actors in the new world economic order (Muiu and 

Martin 2002). This critique is very similar to that of Professor Kiteme, a professor in 

Black studies in 1992, his work on market women’s enormous socio-economic input 

in Rural Kenya, critiqued the exclusion and treatment of these women’s contribution 

to national, human, and economic development as an important economic activity 

which "should not be excluded in national statistics". In his literature,  it is detailed how 

women are still largely excluded from the policy and decision-making echelons of 

government and the private business sector (Kiteme 1992, p.141).  

As was the case in Kenya's colonial administration, the current industrial labour market 

regulations and norms have traditionally reinforced a continuation of the gender 

division of labour predicated on a model of permanent male employment (Todaro 

1969; Allman et al. 2002; Kinyanjui 2008). There is still a sense that women’s work is 

less commercial than men's work, especially in relation to retail. Chapter six analyses 

literature describing the work of MM as defined by a kind of community spirit (mutuality 

and support), problematising this perspective in favour of an understanding of FFV 
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retailing by MM as a competitive, commercial business and not purely an extension of 

community support networks.  

While there is indeed some movement towards women's economic participation in the 

market place, there is a way to go in terms of a gender-neutral market (Barrientos et 

al. 2003, p.1515). Gender – though not the focus of this research thesis – is a useful 

lens in contextualising the shifts in dynamics of female activity in the marketplace of 

food, and how this currently shows remnants of coloniality, in which gender norms 

were rigid and tiered forms of work; and norms of traditional African trade, in which 

gender was not a limiting factor. As such, it is evident that though the legacy of 

colonialism is not gone completely, there is ample evidence showing that historical 

institutions of retailing practices are actively at play in the Nairobi marketplace of food.  

 

1.5.6 Conclusion: Danger of excluding the internal workings of these 

businesses  
 

The aforementioned has presented a synthesis of the different subtopics to come to a 

greater understanding of the state of knowledge on the marketplace of food in Nairobi 

Kenya, and the evolving role of traditional retail, i.e. MM (Bloomberg and Volpe 2019). 

It is clear that the complexities of the marketplace of food involve historical trade, 

colonial values, gender norms and finally, the purposeful integration of the 

marketplace of food with the regional and international market. The literature 

mentioned has helped identify the threads of continuation and change within the 

marketplace of food in Nairobi. The scholarship presented here has influenced the 

research design of this study, as well as the questions it seeks to answer. What is 

clear is that the current configuration of the marketplace of food is a complex 

amalgamation of sometimes conflicting ideas of economic, social, political 

experiences and individual self-governance.  

 

This chapter has shown that supermarketisation today sets the standard for the 

marketplace of food, a standard that MM and other retailers now must pivot toward in 

order to establish a competitive advantage. The nature of the urban marketplace of 

food in Nairobi is in its connections with international financing and multinational retail 

corporations at the head of global commodity chains. It is found that the globalisation 
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of agri-food systems means that consumer preferences and lifestyles are changing, 

becoming more alike internationally (Qaim 2017, pp.10–11).  

 

FDI investment in agribusiness companies, including large multinational retailers, are 

rising and adding to the complexity of the food value chain in Nairobi with new 

standards for food safety and quality, promoting better vertical coordination to mitigate 

the fragmented nature of the marketplace of food (Qaim 2017, pp.10–13). This chapter 

has also shown that local government are actively transforming the marketplace of 

food into a favourable environment for supermarket development and retail 

transformation (Barrientos et al. 2003). This continued re-orientation of the market to 

be external—geared and driven by liberal policy has meant that the women and men 

who operate as MM  are vulnerable to retail trends (Barrientos et al. 2003; KNBS 2019; 

Okungu and McIntyre 2019).  Finally, this chapter has shown how gender and the 

identity of the MM are enshrined in the colonial logic of labour, and the marketplace 

itself likened to the African indigenous practices and a continuation of trade that 

originated in the pre-capitalist society of Kenya. It is clear that the marketplace is not 

reflective of homogenous experiences; there is no way to paint the experiences of all 

MM; what has been presented are the most apparent patterns.  

 

1.5.6.1 The gap in literature  

 

What is missing from the literature is how the changing marketplace is influencing the 

MM specifically, and the ways in which the MM are reacting to or adapting to the 

supermarketisation of the food marketplace. It has been presented that the retail 

formats of the enterprises operating within the marketplace are expanding and shifting 

in typology. However, little is known about the urban residential market and how these 

spaces are being changed by MM typologies, and it is not clear what factors underpin 

the different typologies. To assist with a closer analysis of MM retail chapter three 

identifies the qualitative approach used, involving fourteen tools across 87 participants 

which allowed for a detailed understanding of the hidden and invisible processes of 

MM retail, picking up on dynamics of the urban marketplace and culture introduced in 

this chapter.    
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Chapter four focuses on the macro environment of MM. This chapter has analysed 

how the SM has had an impact on the culture of food, specifically on values of quality 

and consumer wants. What is not yet clear is the impact of SM food culture of quality 

is having on MM and their procurement choices as well as engaging with, if any, the 

interplay between the old and the new food culture. Chapter four looks more in-depth 

into this through a macro-environmental lens. Chapter five unpacks the three 

strategies used by MM in response to the changing culture of food and SM impact. 

MM, like SMs, have slowly meshed together personalised networks to ensure the 

affordability, accessibility and delivery of high-quality goods.  

The dynamics of the informal economy are concerned with the ways in which these 

marketplaces that have roots in the indigenous practices are enshrined in social 

networks and forms of kinship and household gender roles. Whilst this is an accurate 

description of some of the characteristics, these too have changed. Where this thesis 

makes a contribution is in understanding how the internal environment of the MM 

works and how the MM’s networks and values are shifting.  For this reason, chapter 

six will delve into engaging with the internal firm environment of MM, engaging with 

the reasons for MM starting the business, the avenues of finance and the importance 

of competition. The next Chapter introduces the theory, and analytical approach 

applied in this thesis.  

 

Chapter Two: Theory and Analytical Approach 

 

2.1 An introduction  

This chapter elaborates the analytical approach used for the interpretation of the data 

collected in the course of this study. The previous chapter synthesises scholarship at 

the nexus of African studies, human geography, and urban studies, unpacking the 

studies and bodies of work that are critical to understanding the dynamics of the food 

marketplace studied, as well as the contemporary significance of MM in Nairobi's food 

market in the 21st century. It is established that retail systems like that in Nairobi, are 

in transition spurred by economic development (Kaynak and Cavusgil 1982; Alexander 

and Silva 2002; Reardon and Berdegué 2002).  
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The previous chapter applies an institutional lens as the main conceptual approach to 

understand MM retail, accepting that it is the nature of society and retailer themselves 

that have the power to determine the ways in which they operate in a changing retail 

environment. The preferred theoretical and analytical approach presented in this 

chapter is grounded in the interpretation of MM retail through the institutional lens raise 

in chapter one, contextualising MM businesses as a continuous and adaptive 

institution. 

 

Nairobi’s’ urban food provisioning environment is made up of an urban marketplace 

comprised of traditional street-based retail-like MM, shopping complexes, malls, SMs, 

and online retail. These retail institutions and spaces populate the urban city, in 

commercial and residential spaces fuelled by trade and retail liberalisation, the 

modernisation of procurement and logistical systems, amongst other factors (Dakora 

2012a).   

The problem identified in the previous chapter is supermarketisation, the trend of 

power in the food system towards private retail (Shucksmith and Brown 2016).  SM  of 

varying sizes and targeting different markets are increasingly gaining a larger share of 

the food market, threatening the continuity of MM in Nairobi (Nair 2017, p.6). The 

application of market retail theory which focused on identifying the root of retail change 

is essential to understanding the continuity of MM in the marketplace of food.  

 

This chapter reviews only the bodies of work that provide an appropriate analytical 

framework for this thesis in exploring the persistence of traditional retail in Nairobi's 

urban food marketplace and the 'staying power' that MM in the urban market of food 

has continued to hold, offering strong and effective competition to SMs. The theories 

identified are categorised as theories of retail evolution, specifically, cyclical, conflict 

and environmental theories (Agergård et al. 1970; Wadinambiaratchi and Girvan 1972; 

Kaynak 1980; Markin and Duncan 1981; Brown 1987; Brown 1991; Alexander and 

Silva 2002; Nwankwo et al. 2002; Moore 2010; Dholakia et al. 2012; Dholakia et al. 

2018). 

The following examines the critical assumptions, logic and propositions upon which 

these theories are based, testing the validity of the existing theories to this thesis' 
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research area. Through engaging with existing knowledge of retail in the marketplace, 

this chapter demonstrates the relation between my research and broader areas of 

retail development in emerging countries adding to the works of  Ruby R. Dholakiaa, 

Nikhilesh Dholakia, Atish Chattopadhyay who in their study of India's indigenous 

marketing practices have contributed to the thin knowledge base or explanatory 

frameworks that are available for understanding marketing strategies and consumer 

behaviours in emerging settings (Dholakia et al. 2012; Dholakia et al. 2018). 

It is important to note that whilst the existing theories of retail change can be used to 

help develop an analytical framework for understanding this thesis' research problem. 

There is limited applicability of the available retail theories to the retail situation in 

Nairobi Kenya because these theories highlight the commonality in development of 

these theories from experiences in the United Kingdom and the United States – 

dubbed as innovators in retailing in the global retail market – where retail follows a 

specific teleology (see Chapter One, section 1.5.3)(Moore 2010; Parduhn 2011; Yi 

2015; Biothai 2018; Dholakia et al. 2018).  

This chapter unpacks the retail environmental theory chosen to frame and ground this 

study of MM. The environmental approach recognises the complexities of MM and SM 

external and internal environments, acknowledging that a retail institution is an 

amalgamation of formal and informal processes involving social, historical and political 

dynamics (Kaynak 1979; Kaynak and Cavusgil 1982).  

 

2.2 Understanding the retail economy: Informal vs formal retail theory   

 

As was introduced in Chapter One, the retail context in Kenya is often divided into two 

categories, formal and informal retail. The formal economy is the economic zone that 

is legally sanctioned, regulated through state intervention, the informal often presented 

as separate or in opposition to formality (Roy 2005). For retailers operating in the 

informal economy, there is an expectation of irregularities in employment and work, 

businesses functioning outside legal sanction, without state regulation of any sort (Hart 

1973; Chen et al. 2002; Gërxhani 2004; Roy 2005). For Daniels (2004), the informal 

economy is a subsistence activity from which one would have to "upgrade" to achieve 

full integration in the capitalist food market system (Daniels 2004a).  
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 In the economic sense, all too often, the MM who form part of the informal category 

of the Kenyan economy are labelled by Government officials, retail research industry 

and media – outsiders to the system – without any input of the enterprise owners or 

players themselves. As introduced in section 1.5 of Chapter One, colonialism has 

solidified the informalisation of  African commercial networks cut off from participation 

in the formal economy (Guyer 1987; Gaidzanwa 1993; Bryceson and Potts 2006; Potts 

2006; Morange 2015; Sallah 2016, p.1067; Watts 2018). In this thesis, these two 

economies form part of one economic spectrum that is constituted by a constellation 

of informal and formal institutions that together form the backdrop of Kenya's economy 

and business activity(Atieno et al. 2002). There are three main perspectives on 

informal economic activity often used to engage with the nature of informal retail: the 

dualist, structuralist and neoliberal interpretations that dominate explanations of the 

origins and evolution of informal economic activity in Kenya. 

 

2.3 Applicability of informal theory  

 

In the dualist school, informal business like that of the MM are conceptualised as a 

last resort and survival-based for people who are unable to access employment in the 

formal economy, the language used to describe the growing informal or excess labour 

includes "marginality,' "abnormally swollen," "over distended tertiary sector" and 

"bazaar types" (Hart 1973; Moser 1978; ILO 2002; Sethuraman and Parasuraman 

2005; ILO 2013). Scholars such as Makochekanwa, (2010) and Malaba (2006) in their 

study of Zimbabwe identify the duality of informal and formal through labour, where 

the informal economy provides a discarding ground for laid-off workers and waiting for 

a place for job seekers (Malaba 2006; Makochekanwa 2010). Informality is seen as a 

quasi-evolutionary process, where the informal activities will conduct its actors to the 

formal sector  (Yusuff 2011).  

There are two limitations of this approach: the assumptions that all actors in the 

informal economy are unemployed or in search of a job in the formal sector; the 

assumption that informal businesses are marginal enterprises and the obsession with 

a segmented market approach which emphasises the dualistic classification and 

terminology. It is wrong to separate the two sectors in which MM and the SM operate.  

Instead, it is preferable to classify enterprises on a continuum between two extreme 
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and opposite poles (Chen et al. 2002). As Serge Latouche (1993) put it, it is "unfair to 

reduce the informal to a form of parasitism on the formal sector; the opposite is just as 

true",  the formal economy often requires the informal, for obtaining raw materials, for 

the distribution and sales of these goods, and for maintaining relations with the civil 

society and public bodies (Latouche 1993, p.128).  

The dualistic informality paradigm is too blunt an instrument to capture the growing 

complexity and heterogeneity of contemporary economies. There is too much focus 

on separating the two economies as independent from the other, when, there is a 

continuum of employment and resource relations (Chen et al. 2002). Instead, it is 

preferable to classify enterprises on a continuum between two extremes.  

This thesis moves beyond these dualistic notions of informality paradigm, the key 

focus should not be the boundary between the official and unofficial spheres, but 

unpacking the distinctive organisational dynamics, linkages and power relations that 

characterise non-formal forms of order like MM.  The following section unpacks the 

structuralist theoretical approach to informality. 

The structuralist school is rooted in neo-Marxist and dependency theory, explaining 

the expansion of informal enterprises and informal wage workers as subordinated to 

the interests of capitalist development, providing cheap goods and services labour-

utilisation ( often at the expense of labour rights) to increase the competitiveness of 

large capitalist firms (Moser 1978; Castells and Portes 1989; Meagher and 

MohaMMed-Bello 1996). Popularised by Portes in the late 1970s and early 1980s, 

informality is framed as a vital part of the capitalist system, although subordinated to 

the interests of capitalist development(Castells and Portes 1989; Young 2019). This 

marks a key difference between the dualist and structuralist school; in the latter, there 

exists unequal market integration rather than exclusion – MM and SM can operate in 

the same economy (Young 2019).  

The connection between the two economies happens through backward and forward 

linkages of supply and distribution of products or produce for obtaining raw materials, 

as distribution and sales outlets, and for maintaining relations with the broader civil 

society and public bodies. Serge Latouche (1993: 128). The dynamic between the 

formal and informal economy is both constant and cyclical, the formal involving 

continued capitalist accumulation regularly depending on informal activities and 
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resources, and the informal involving cyclical cycles of expansion and contraction 

linked to tightening of labour supplies and economic downturns (Peterson 2010, p.253; 

Bromley and Wilson 2018).  

From this perspective, the growth of SM would result in the direct contraction of MM 

or informal retail. This informality is produced and sustained through the division of 

labour, accumulation, distribution and production processes that are crucial to 

capitalism in Nairobi constituting unequal market integration rather than exclusion 

(Castells and Portes 1989; Young 2019).  

This approach contradicts both the efficacy and suitability of the argument made by 

proponents of a dualistic economy that promotes a structural disconnection between 

formal and informal environments. Structuralists would see the problem of MM as a 

government responsibility, calling for government regulation between 'big businesses' 

and marginalised informal producers and workers like MM (Gërxhani 2004). 

Structuralists advocate for the regulation of employment relations in the case of 

informal wage workers.  

The problem identified with this approach is the affinity between Nairobi's urban 

informal sector and the urban poor, it is a mistake to homogenise all persons who work 

in the informal economy as poor, and important to note that not all poor people work 

in the informal economy. Chapter Six unpacks the diversity of reasons MM choose to 

start their business, some of the MM who worked in the formal sector used this work 

as a means to build up the capital to start an informal sector enterprise. Such cases 

place formality and informality as part of a continuum with "many intermediate and 

missed cases" (Bromley 1994, p.146). Engaging with these cases is essential in truly 

understanding the dynamics of the marketplace. The following section unpacks the 

neoliberal school of informality.  

Finally, in the neoliberal school, informality is closely associated with a 

microentrepreneurial spirit of mostly economically vulnerable people. This theory 

focuses on the institutional environment of informal businesses and actors, identifying 

the restrictive or burdensome government policies as hindrances to MM becoming a 

formal institution (Young 2019). Key to solving the problem of informality rests in 

reducing the costs for informal businesses to enter the formal economy. The 

marketplace is understood as the solution to, rather than the cause of informality, 
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perpetuated by neoliberal development that argue for reducing state control and 

attempting to organise society along formal lines and curb unemployment anything 

outside of this was considered to be informal (Davey et al. 2005; Hart 2009; De Soto 

2017).  

This theory looks at MM as having the potential to formalise and become a source of 

entrepreneurial poverty alleviation, but only if they become formalised. This legalist or 

neoliberal approach frames informality as indicative of a micro-entrepreneurial 

determination of vulnerable populations, capturing the competitive potential and 

market opportunities that are ripe for inclusion. Neoliberal scholarship sees market 

reform as key to tapping into the informal economy. A renowned proponent of the 

neoliberalism theory and Peruvian economist, Hernando de Soto. D. De Soto aligns 

with this approach in promoting government deregulation to increase economic 

freedom, create wealth, reduce costs and entrepreneurship in developing countries 

but also to push out and replace the informal economy with formal regulations 

(Bromley 1994; De Soto 2017; Young 2019).  

 

An application of this theory would first identify MM as having low productivity and 

investment, minimal technological development – inherent in their informality. It would 

then identify MM problems as a result of rules and regulations that alter natural free-

market equilibriums in Kenya and finally it would call for the ease of formalisation to 

ensure that retailers like MM have enough agency to improve their productivity. This 

neoliberal approach assumes that informality is a reflection of a lack of agency, caused 

by restrictive policies. However, as this research shows, neoliberalism on the level of 

city planning and liberalism on the level of the marketplace of food does not mitigate 

the marginality of MM operating in an economy geared to serve the interest of the SM 

(Bromley 1994; De Soto 2017).  

 

A key limitation of this theory is the push for legalisation of the informal economy 

through a significant reduction of barriers of entry into formal markets. Much like the 

previous schools, the informal economy is a problem to eradicate. Finally, the reliance 

on market mechanisms to smooth access and agency of microentrepreneurs doesn't 

ensure that the channelling of finances, technology etc. to privately-owned retail 
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institutions in the country would filter to MM businesses. As such market mechanisms 

alone do nothing for the historical, systemic marginalisation of the MM trade.   

 

The limitations of these theories are summed into one: the lack of attention or 

awareness of the impact of decision making by MM in responding to the wider 

marketplace of food where there is deep complexity in these businesses and in their 

responses to their wider environments.  

While the aforementioned schools are not going to form the basis of this thesis' 

theoretical framework, they do provide a thin knowledge base or explanatory 

framework for general understanding trends in dynamics between the formal and 

informal economy.  

The objective of the research is to investigate the influence of external and internal 

environment on the MM's competitive strategy and partnership strategies, and its 

implications on the performance of MM businesses (D'Andrea et al. 2010). In doing 

so, the following will analyse the strengths and limitations of three main theories that 

have attempted to understand and, to some extent predict the evolution of different 

retail formats: cyclical theories, stage type theories and environmental theories. Doing 

so provides an appropriate basis for assisting this thesis' investigation into the different 

strategies used to ensure food provisioning for Nairobi's urban residents despite the 

increasing threat of SM retail – which conventional theories of retail change suggest 

will usurp MM.  

 

2.4 Applicability of cyclical theories, stage type theories 

 

As the focus of this thesis is an inquiry into the changing nature of retail in Nairobi 

through the lens of MM, the theories best suited to engage with how MM are 

responding to and are a part of retail development in Nairobi, are marketing theories. 

These theories frame the environments that the MM and SM operate in as 

"unpredictable, unstable, fragmented and constantly varying" (Brown 1987.1995). The 

retail theories are analysed to highlight the trends and opportunities concerning the 

nature of retail change in Kenya (McGoldrick 2002, Hollander 1986).  
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The following will focus on three main theories identified by Brown (1991): cyclical 

models, conflict models and spatial positioning (also known as environmental theory) 

(Kaynak and Cavusgil 1982; Fernie et al. 2004; Moore 2010). Commons to the 

theories under this explanatory theme is the idea of extinction as a process rooted in 

Natural Selection Theory or Darwinian theory. This assumption accepts that some 

forms of retailing are not able to survive no matter how they adapt to environmental 

changes; specific retail formats are only able to sustain themselves until a superior 

form develops and drives less effective formats into extinction (Zinkhan et al. 1999, 

p.6)  

These retail evolution theories are helpful in trying to predict or map the changes in 

retail institutions. However, these theories are not able to explain the full aspects of 

change in retail institutions because they are formulated and based on limited, very 

specific observations in USA and UK and are influenced by evidence and experiences 

in cities with different environmental realities which include consumer trends, 

economic, technological and political factor (Fernie et al. 2004). It is for this reason 

that the following theories are critiqued to be deterministic or teleological as well as 

incomplete in explaining the retail changes in emerging economies, like that of Kenya. 

It is for this reason that this chapter critically engages with the realities of retailing in 

the marketplace of food in the context of existing theories. It must be noted that the 

theories used in this chapter to form the base of the analytical framework are not 

inclusive of all the theories developed to explain retail change, these are empirical 

generalisations that describe some characteristic patterns of evolution in retailing(see 

table below by McArthur et al. (2016))  (Goldman 1975). 

 

2.4.1 Cyclical, stage type and environmental theories  

 

Cyclical theories include the wheel of the retailing, accordion, retail life cycle and big 

middle theories which analyse changes in the retail environment as a result of patterns 

that repeat themselves over time, with every type of retail format designed to face 

fluctuations in popularity with customers and profitability (Hollander 1960; Fernie et al. 

2004; Levy et al. 2005; Anitsal and Anitsal 2011; McArthur et al. 2016).  The idea of 

life cycles portrays the evolution of institutions through stages and suggests that this 
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evolution process is unavoidable. It specifies a series of stages that explain, describe, 

and forecast the life cycle of a product, a firm, or an industry (Davidson et al. 1976).  

The Cycle hypothesis stems from an examination of the historical development of 

marketing channels since the industrial revolution. Within this hypothesis, there is a 

continuous revolving and in each cycle, the economic position of "weaker members" 

in the marketing channels (whether they be manufacturers, wholesalers, retailers or 

even customers) is threatened by the growing concentration of some other member in 

the channel (Izraeli 1973, p.137). For marketing scholars, Kaynak and Cavusgil 

(1982), the cyclical hypothesis is concerned with patterns that repeat themselves over 

time; "The newer forms ultimately experience the same type of competitive challenge. 

Therefore, every type of retail format is destined to face rise and fall in popularity and 

profitability" (Zinkhan et al. 1999b, p.6). 

 A characteristic feature of the cycle is that the disadvantaged component or member 

of the channel, like the informal retailer, mobilises to countervail both the vertical and 

horizontal competitive pressures from the new entrants – SMs. Within this theory, the 

disadvantaged member reasserts its position through either internal growth or 

affiliation (Izraeli 1973, p.137).  

 

2.4.2 Wheel of retailing  

 

The wheel of retailing theory, developed by Malcolm P. McNair in 1958, assumes that 

the price appeal is the most important factor impacting strategic change in retail 

institutions operating in the marketplace of food. This hypothesis holds that new types 

of retailers or retail institutions enter the marketplace of food as low-status, low margin, 

low-price operators, through a process of accumulation. This and changes in 

consumers' budgets increase the degree of sophistication of the retail experiences 

they require, thereby forcing retailers to upgrade their establishment and improve their 

facilities facilitated by increased investments and higher operating costs. Having done 

so, these now “innovative retailers” reach maturation point as high-cost, high-price 

merchants, vulnerable to competition from innovators of another type newer types 

repeat the cycle (Izraeli 1973; Markin and Duncan 1981; D'Andrea et al. 2010; 

Dholakia et al. 2018). Whilst the wheel of retailing highlights the role of value creation 
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it  excludes an explanation of why new shops emerge, disappear or adapt, it is not 

able to predict future changes or development (Nwankwo et al. 2002).  

Three Wheels of retailing - created by Izraeli, a professor of management studies at 

Tel Aviv University (1973) - adds a third wheel to the original hypothesis. Unlike the 

previous model where the conventional retailer is assumed to fail completely, the third 

wheel makes room for the dynamic process of competition through adaptation and 

imitation (Markin and Duncan 1981, p.60). The first wheel represents innovators 

entering the market at the low end of the cost-margin continuum; the second wheel 

represents innovators entering at the high end, and the third wheel represents the 

established institutions in the middle. Izraeli (1973) argued that retailers in these three 

wheels came to influence each other so that in time, all the retailers tended to migrate 

to the middle, albeit sustaining certain high- or low-end attributes that allow for 

differentiation. This model is not limited to industrialised countries like that of the wheel 

of retailing, Izraeli (1973) contends that it is valid for any level of economic 

development.  

Whilst this may be the case, this theory still places heavy emphasis on price and 

innovation, excluding the realities of retail in Nairobi where the innovation of the SM 

entered the market by offering products at higher prices than its major competitor, the 

traditional market. Furthermore, this theory excludes the role of the environment in 

influencing the evolution of retail institutions. Finally, in a recent publication by 

Nwankwo et al. (2002), this theory is critiqued as excluding an explanation of why new 

shops emerge, disappear or adapt, nor does it able to predict future changes or the 

development (Nwankwo et al. 2002). 

 

2.4.2.1 Alternative wheel – three wheels  

 

Izraeli (1973) introduces three wheels to McNair's hypothesis (Markin and Duncan 

1981, p.60). The additional wheels account for the entrance of all types of retail 

institutions into the marketplace, as well as the responding behaviour of existing 

established institutions to these new entrants (Izraeli 1973). Within the three-wheel 

hypothesis, the focus is on the impact of innovative institutions in the marketplace, 

where the innovators represent the new retail methods (like self-service, one-stop 
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shopping). New entrants in the marketplace give retailers a relative advantage over 

the other by appealing to the interest of customers and enable lower (or higher) price 

margins and services on the other (Izraeli 1973).  

In this theory, small retail institutions like the MM who are unable to prevent the 

entrance of South African and international SM into Nairobi's marketplace respond to 

the threat by "upgrading their services through one or more of the following methods: 

self-service, improved store appearance, special departments such as delicatessens, 

better personal service, lower prices and credit" (Markin and Duncan 1981, p.60). Key 

to this theory is the competition between new entrants to the marketplace as a catalyst 

for retail change through mutual influence and modification, until, finally, the innovators 

become part of the establishment (Izraeli 1973).  

A limitation of this theory still is the emphasis on price and innovation as integral to 

retail change, excluding the role of the environment that retailers operate in as a critical 

influence on these retail institutions. This is unlike the original theory where MM retail 

is assumed to fail in response to competition, whereas the adapted model positions 

competition as central to adaptation and imitation (Markin and Duncan 1981, p.60).  

Within the new wheels of retail, both the innovative retailers and other 'conventional' 

retailers are continually affecting each other and accommodating each other becoming 

an integral part of the overall retail marketplace (the third wheel). The competitive 

struggle is followed by a period of relative stability in the marketing channel, during 

which conditions become ripe for the emergence of another generation of innovators 

and institutions (Izraeli 1973).  

In the case of Kenya, the emergence of MM and SM in the marketplace of food has 

not followed the cyclical pattern described by the wheels of retailing. Whilst this theory 

does pick up on vulnerability, innovation in influencing adaptation it is limited by its 

focus on price. Business like MM target their customers and retain their loyalty through 

the features of their products – location, knowledge, culture, atmospherics – rather 

than price alone. This thesis uncovers reasons beyond price as key determinants of 

the buyer journey, the MM carefully curates their procurement strategies, enabling 

them to diversify their competitive positions. This finding adds to understanding how 

MM is shaping their microenvironment to satisfy their customers and maintain their 

positions in the marketplace of food.  



 

Ph. D. African Studies, The University of Edinburgh 2020 

P
ag

e7
1

 

 

 

 

2.4.3 Accordion theory  

 

This US-based theory is rooted in a historical pattern of retail development as well as 

being a reaction to the wheel of retailing, where the creator, Hollander (1966) contends 

that the wheel of retailing is not very relevant as a theoretical explanation of growth, 

development, and change (Markin and Duncan 1981). The accordion theory is part of 

a complete life-cycle theory that explains the rise, fall and later re-emergence of a retail 

institution. Hollander used general stores, drug stores, SMs, department stores, and 

discount stores in the United States as samples of analysis for the theory (Kim 2003). 

 

The accordion theory addresses the limitations of the wheel of retailing identified by 

Hollander (1966) whereby retail evolution is assessed based on the variety of goods 

sold by the preponderant retail institution (Keri 1998; Shiu and Dawson 2002). Retail 

change happens when retailers compete by introducing new formats at different 

market positions from existing formats, moving from broad assortments to narrow 

specialised merchants, and back once again to broad (Hollander 1960; Hollander 

1966, p.29; Markin and Duncan 1981, p.60; Fernie et al. 2004; Dholakia et al. 2018). 

This theory serves only to illustrate the predominance of particular formats at specific 

points in time, excluding the reality of individual retail institutions in the marketplace 

who are operating wide and narrow arrangements concurrently, like UK retailers Tesco 

and Marks & Spencer who have a variety of formats (Moore 2010, p.356). Finally, the 

reasons given for contraction and specialisation are too limiting and exclude other 

factors like historical trading practices or specific food cultures.   

As is evident, Hollander's accordion theory emphasises changes in merchandise 

assortments, with retailers oscillating between "the extremes based on the diversity of 

their product lines. In other words, they broaden and reduce the width of their offerings 

over time" (Vignali et al. 2001, p.462).  This oscillating movement assumes that 

changes within the external environment, such as rising incomes, expanding 

consumer demands, urbanisation and transportation improvements will provide the 
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markets necessary to support both the highly specialised and highly differentiated 

retail ventures (wide assortments of merchandise). Allowing for the creation of 

opportunities for the specialised enterprises as well as the larger differentiated retailers 

to coexist (Hollander 1966). 

Much like Professor Christopher Moore (2010), it is essential to recognise that this 

theory touches on a dominant pattern of retailing forms in the market. However, this 

does not help predict or explain future retailing developments, a common and recurring 

critique of retail theories. In a similar critique, Nwankwo et al., (2002) who studies the 

dynamics of marketing in African countries, notes that the assumption that retailers 

adapt only out of threat from the competition does not account for "entrepreneurial 

spirit”, the need and instinct to sustain their enterprises in both formal and informal 

(traditional) enterprises (Nwankwo et al. 2002). Finally, the reasons given for 

contraction and specialisation are too limiting and exclude other factors like historical 

trading practices that MM have experienced or specific host country consumer culture. 

This theory doesn’t account for the voluntary shifts that happen within MM business-

like a MM specialising in watermelons having seen a gap in the market and chosen to 

continue this practice regardless of competitors opening up similar businesses in the 

area. In this example the MM chose to continue to specialise and improve their 

procurement rather than divert to a broader offering.    

 

2.4.4 Retail life-cycle 

 

Retail life-cycle theory assumes that all retail organisations have a finite lifespan, 

during which they go through four evolutionary stages: the innovation phase, growth 

phase, maturity phase and finally, decline (Mcgoldrick 2002; Fernie et al. 2004, p.51). 

A primary concern of this deterministic theory of retail change is to enable retail owners 

to anticipate the stage of life cycle their institutions are at, and to implement 

appropriate strategies accordingly (Sun et al. 2009).  

 

I. Innovation phase  

In this phase new, entrepreneurial retailer are those who introduce a new retailing 

approach through distinctive product assortment, ease of shopping, locational 
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advantages, or even different advertising and promotional methods to attract 

consumers. It is thought that the new innovative retailers enjoy a significant benefit 

from their tightly controlled cost structure that results in a favourable price position 

(Davidson et al. 1976, p.91). 

 

II. Growth phase  

In this second stage of retail evolution, also known as accelerated development, both 

sales volume and profits are said to experience "rapid rates of growth" (Davidson et 

al. 1976, p.91).  In this growth phase, companies already established in the business 

are usually actively engaged in geographic expansion, also referred to as format 

growth: a process in which the number of units is expanded rapidly, often with strong 

centralised planning and assumes controlled profitability growth should follow. 

(Davidson et al. 1976, p.91; Fernie et al. 2004, p.52).  Within this phase, investment 

is high because of the high cost of expansion and developing a prime market position 

to counter the increasing number of competitors also growing. It is a phase that 

requires innovators to quickly exploit successful ideas (Fernie et al. 2004, p.52). 

 

III. Maturity phase  

This phase is the most important, lasting as long as "the retailer is customer and 

competition orientated" a mature retail format will have many direct competitors, and 

the rate of sales growth slows together with the level of profitability" (Davidson et al. 

1976; Fernie et al. 2004, p.52). The problems that arise in this phase include the 

following: entrepreneurial managers begin to face difficulties in controlling their large 

and complex organisations, and retailers expand to unprofitable levels (Davidson et 

al. 1976). Such is the case with Nakumatt and Uchumi SMs in Kenya who expanded 

beyond the levels justified by the size of the total market (Mbogo 2018). 

 

IV. Decline phase 

This last phase of the retail life cycle involves loss of market share, negligible profits 

and an inability to compete. Retail institutions tend to try and avoid decline through 

repositioning by modifying their marketing concepts and efficient management to 

prolong maturity and prevents decline (Davidson et al. 1976, p.93).  
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While the retail life cycle theory offers some guidance on the repetitive nature of some 

retail systems; it lies too heavily on the Darwinian assumptions of natural selection 

and the survival of the fittest which cannot account for the existence and persistence 

of the MM in Nairobi's food marketplace (Shiu and Dawson 2002; Dawson 2012).  

In the case of Nairobi, this predictive cycle assumes a very fixed retail environment, 

excluding the fluctuating nature (lack of infrastructure, lack of utilities etc) of the market 

environment in which MM operate. This thesis has sought to accommodate the 

multitude of factors which influence ethe nature of the marketplace of food in Nairobi, 

embedded in the broader changes in the marketplace which limit the smooth and 

predictable transition from phase to phase.  

In a similar critique, marketing scholars Markin and Duncan (1981) recognise that the 

wheel of retailing and the institutional life cycle theory are simplistic and 

deterministically mechanistic or teleological, failing to "recognise that change can be 

explained only within the broader context of the society and culture in which the 

change occurs" (Markin and Duncan 1981, p.61). This broader context is captured by 

Mboma (1998) who identifies limitations of the environment which include poor 

infrastructure, lack of government interest, low incomes, finances and market sizes in 

the context of developing economies like Kenya which need to be recognised 

(Nwankwo et al. 2002, p.116). The next section turns to another cyclical theory which 

is based on similar assumptions, the Big Middle.  
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2.4.5 The Big Middle 

 

Within this hypothesis, retail institutions occupy one of four segments: Big Middle, low-

price, innovative, and ‘in trouble’ (Gorton et al. 2011b). The big middle directly refers 

to the market space 'where the largest number of potential customers reside' (Levy et 

al. 2005, p.85). Big Middle retailers serve the larger proportion of the market and face 

competition from both other Big Middle retailers and specialized (niche) retailers that 

want a share of the Big Middle consumer market (Sethuraman and Parasuraman 

2005).  This theory is used to explain changes in the structure and evolution of retailing 

institutions, the "big middle" according to this hypothesis, tend to originate as either 

innovative or low-price retailers, and the successful ones eventually transition or 

migrate to the Big Middle (Levy et al. 2005; Dholakia et al. 2018). The big middle 

retailers provide need-satisfying assortments and requires a customer-centric 

approach to retailing. 

Big Middle retailers succeed because of the superior relative value of their offerings, 

combining both quality and low prices, which induce the bulk of consumers to gravitate 

to them (Levy et al. 2005; Gorton et al. 2011b). Retailers that are part of the big middle 

Figure 2 The Big Middle (Levy et al. 2005, p.85) 
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provide a compelling value proposition to their customers and are able to quickly 

respond to market changes, with flexibility and adaptability being key to their survival 

in the big middle (Krafft and Mantrala 2009).  

The retailers that fail to do so will slide into the in-trouble segment. Within this 

hypothesis, big middle retailers are those who have successfully engaged in adding 

value to their retail establishments through innovative merchandise assortments, 

technology, supply chain management, price optimization, and store image that propel 

these retailers into the Big Middle, or maintain their status engaging in a customer-

centric approach to retailing (Gorton et al. 2011b). This process is referred to as to 

adapt or trading-up according to the wheel theories. The retailers that fail to do so will 

again slide into the in-trouble segment.  

In the case of Kenya, adding value to retail establishments to maintain their positions 

in the big middle doesn't always apply. Retailers like MM have not had to guarantee 

their place in the marketplace of food through customer-centric strategies; rather, their 

place in Nairobi is enshrined in tradition, history and gender norms. The big middle 

theory is helpful in understanding the complexity of the retailing landscape, it is 

arguably insufficient in the case of Kenya and emerging economies, where the main 

retail choice for consumers is between SMs, wet markets and MM. In a study 

conducted by Nielsen (2015) (see graph below), a market research company, 

identified the consumer habits in Nairobi as being spread over an amalgamation of 

outlets that are a part of Kenya's big middle: greengrocers/MM, kiosks and SMs. What 

is missing is the role of wet markets as part of the big middle.  
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These retail institutions are part of the big middle and not just SMs or formal institutions 

(Ho 2005; Gorton et al. 2009).  A significant difference between the MM retail institution 

to those that formed the basis of this theory is the "political power of the small 

entrepreneurs and 'retail density'" that they hold in Nairobi's marketplace of food 

(Dholakia et al. 2018, p.409)). It must be noted that the kind of big middle identified in 

Kenya is similar to those of Ghana, Cameroon and Nigeria, with only 30% of Kenyans 

shopping in informal outlets, 4% in Ghana and 2% in Cameroon and Nigeria (Oxford 

Business Group 2015, p.163). The table below is useful in identifying the practice of 

traditional retail, forming an essential component of countries in Sub Saharan Africa, 

India, China, the Middle East and Eastern Europe's big middle.  

Figure 3 F Purpose of shopping trip by outlet (Nielsen 2015, p.16) 
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Within the traditional trade environment, there is considerable diversity. In Kenya for 

instance, 95 per cent of shoppers frequent Dukas/MM (66 per cent of the big middle 

market space); 92 per cent shop at kiosks (24% of the big middle); and 89 per cent 

shop at SM (accounting for less than 1% of the big middle). The remainder of the big 

middle is represented by tabletops and pushcarts, and speciality outlets such as 

pharmacies. The prevalence of these different types of outlets differs by country. In 

some, the various convenience outlets—table tops, kiosks, market stalls, etc.—are 

most heavily represented. In others, it is grocery stores (Nielsen 2015). This pattern is 

not confined to Kenya, as shown below, as there is a mix of retail institutions to varying 

degrees of prevalence in a lot of African countries.  

As is evident, the retail landscape in the marketplace of food involves a combination 

of retail types. Similarly, Hong-Kong's food retail is embedded in the day-to-day life of 

society (Ho 2005, p.90). This caveat is another reflection that the scales and research 

instruments designed to understand consumer shopping behaviour in largely Western 

marketplaces do not incorporate the critical attributes that underpin decisions 

elsewhere  (Ho 2005). In the next section of this thesis, we move towards stage-type 

and environmental theories of retail change.  

 

 

Figure 4 Traditional trade as percentage of sales (Nielsen 2015, p.13) 
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2.4.6 Stage type/conflict theory  
 

Stage type theory, like the dialectical retail evolution theory by Gist's (1968) derived 

from Marx's Theory of Evolution, hypothesises the changes in food retailing institutions 

as a "series of stages of development", that allow retails to move from simple retail 

institutions like that of the MM enterprise to a more complex version of the retail 

institution, like SMs (Kaynak and Cavusgil 1982, p.250). The core argument is that 

retail institutions do not exist in a vacuum, they are in fact responses to new formats 

of retail which trigger the development of new retail institutions(Vignali et al. 2001, 

p.461). Dialectic theories hold that innovation is brought about when newcomers 

challenge and force change in traditional formats. The Dialectical Process model 

postulates that retail change is created as a result of the competition between 

dominant retail models (Oren 1989). This is unlike the cyclical theories that place 

emphasis on low-price or innovation strategy and product assortment. These stages 

of adaptation are said to continue until the new and existing institutions become so 

similar they synthesise until they are virtually indistinguishable (synthesis) or 

convergence of the original and innovative retail institutions (Oren 1989; Fernie et al. 

2004; Iyanda et al. 2015).  

Only the retail institutions best adapted to prevailing environmental conditions are the 

ones most likely to avoid extinction. In other words, a form of economic "natural 

selection" prevails, whereby only the fittest retail species referred to as complex, 

survive (Brown 1987). The retail organizations, which evolve, deploy organizational 

elements of both innovative and established formats. The biggest strength of this 

theory is the space it acknowledges that traditional enterprises operating in the 

marketplace are able to exist simultaneously with SMs to a certain extent.  

Additionally, it recognises that SMs are also able to adapt to the developing economies 

retail context, adapting to the environment and culture of retail. In Kenya, this is evident 

in the ways in which new entrants to the retail marketplace like Carrefour stock and 

sell indigenous produce and local African varieties of food, and at the same time, you 

find some SMs located in the neighbourhoods deciding not to sell vegetables seeing 

that the MM have a solid foothold on retailing these types of produce. For this reason, 

this theory is applicable to understanding certain dynamics present in the case of 
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Nairobi, where you do have the traditional retail existing in spite of the innovative 

retailers like SMs entering the market "thus, the centuries-old, open-air market is not 

necessarily supplanted by the SM. Instead, the outdated format adopts successful 

features (e.g., refrigeration, shelving, diversity in stock, changes to the physical shop 

space, advertising, etc.) of the modern, innovative competitor. This process leads to 

an updated, more aggressive format that may compete on a new level" (Zinkhan et al. 

1999). 

While this theory offers a compelling and straightforward framework for the 

understanding of recent retail metamorphoses, it would mean that the retail of MM 

should no longer exist, or most likely will not survive because of the ever-growing SM 

that are far more complex in their services and product inventory. The following section 

focuses on the environmental theory of retail change; this theory is better suited to the 

research aim of exploring the continuity of micro-retailers of fresh fruit and vegetables 

in Nairobi as well as aligning with the literature presented in the previous chapter, 

acknowledging the complexity of MM external and internal environments.  

 

2.5 Applicability of Environmental theory  
 

This section presents the environmental theory; this approach to retail change is what 

will be used to ground this research, specifying causes, conditions and consequences 

of changing retail environments. This approach allows for an understanding of MM 

response and engagement with their environmental changes. The nature of stage type 

and cyclical theories is to attempt to predict the future of retail activities based on 

patterns observed in the USA and Europe. While these patterns help understand the 

various ways that retail can and has changed over time; this is not a good fit for the 

retail marketplace in Nairobi Kenya where MM and micro retailers alike have not 

followed these patterns.  

 

The application of an environmental approach allows the research to move away from 

the framing of the MM and businesses alike as barriers to the advancement of modern 

food retail formats. Environmental theory enables this research to engage with 

changes in the marketplace of food retail in Hill View Estate (Goldman et al. 2002). 

This approach is in alignment with the qualitative methodology discussed in Chapter 
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Three, offering more in-depth insight into analysing and modelling a changing, 

expanding and sometimes turbulent MM marketing environment (Constantinides 

2006, p.412). 

 

Doing so, the environmental framework recognises MM as a social institution, 

accepting that it is the nature of the society and the retailer themselves that have the 

power to determine the ways in which a retailer operates. The environmental 

framework enables a deeper understanding of MM’s power, agency and legitimacy. 

The role of power manifests in subjective forms, in women’s roles within society and 

the marketplace of food (Peace Kiguwa et al. 2004; Kiguwa 2019). Acknowledging the 

flow of power in MM environments, flowing from multiple levels of implementation – 

chapter 1.3 highlighted the role of a central authority or royal markets - down from the 

larger ethnic, societal structures and upward from women’s interactions and 

involvement within their community and their marketplace.   

 

The environmental framework applied in the analysis enables an understanding of 

MM’s choices, acknowledging MMs agency in actively creating space for independent 

decision making in a constantly varying retail environment, whilst also being driven by 

the same structural and economic dynamics and pressures as other kinds of retail 

businesses. Enabling a view into how MM differentiate themselves and actively 

compete in the marketplace through an opportunistic and incremental process (Brown 

1987; Reynolds et al. 2007a). 

Importantly, the framing of the environmental theory through the macro, micro and the 

internal organisational environment, acknowledges MM as a legitimate business, 

unlike the informal framing (chapter 2.2). Enabling an awareness of how MM are 

actively responding to their environments and adopting practices to further their 

legitimacy in the view of other stakeholders (Markin and Duncan 1981; Chirwa and 

Kydd 2009; Glover et al. 2014, p.104).  

 

The retailer themselves also has the power to engage with the internal and external 

environmental factors which intern determines the sustained presence of these 

retailers in the marketplace of food and the ways in which they change. The concept 

of MM as an institution is taken to refer to these enterprises as comprised of formal 
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constraints such as rules, laws; informal norms such as norms of behaviour, 

conventions, and self-imposed codes of conduct and enforcement characteristics that 

encourage compliance to certain norms (Greif and Kingston 2011). 

 

Although factors that influence Nairobi's FFV marketplace may have similar traits of 

those in Uganda or Senegal or South Africa, where SM impact is resulting in trends of 

MM and farmer displacement. What is not yet clear is the impact of, the type of 

institutions, retailing practices, retail of firms, managerial attitudes and channel 

structure, influenced by country-specific environmental conditions on the operations 

of MM (McArthur et al. 2016). 

 

This retail environmental framework helps understand the dynamics of the market 

environment in which we find the MM enterprises as elaborate and specific to the 

retailer and their particular strategies. Retail scholarship widely accepted that the retail 

market of a country is closely related to the complexities of its social, economic, 

political and cultural environments (Kaynak 2000). The environmental theory used 

focuses on how MM business adapt to changes in economic, socio-cultural, 

technological, ecological, political and demographic environments, including policy & 

regulatory developments (Ilbery et al. 2004).  

 

This environment includes three intersecting parts, the macro, micro and the internal 

organisational environment, all of which are shaped by differing forces and interests 

impacting the retailers marketing decisions and response of MM to these factors. Often 

the microenvironment includes the internal environment, but for the sake of a deep 

analysis of the MM environments, I have split the micro into the internal and 

microenvironment. Engaging with all three environments is essential to engage with 

the dynamics and character of the MM in Nairobi (Maduku et al. 2016). Here the 

entrepreneurs identified in the neoliberal informal theory are recognised as having to 

purposefully navigate between the enabling and constraining powers of their three 

environments (Castro et al. 2014, p.75). 

 

An environmental framework is key to engaging with an analysis of MM, which focuses 

on the impacts of and response to external factors affecting them, acknowledging that 

in different environments MM  cannot directly control the environmental factors, nor 
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are they necessarily directly controlled by it (Becherer et al. 2003; Kwan et al. 2003; 

Indris and Primiana 2015; Maqin and Hendri 2017).  

This approach resonates better within an emerging market context, like that of Kenya 

where global, regional and local retailers are driven to take advantage of the sales and 

profit opportunities (Deloitte 2015; GOK 2017; Nair 2017; PlanetRetail RNG 2018). 

Crucially, the environment framework allows for differentiated strategies of MM to be 

studied removing the assumption of cyclical or repetitive patterns that homogenises 

the development or shifts in retailers operating in Nairobi's 'big middle' (Kaynak 2000). 

Studying the MM through this framework and engaging with their work at the business 

level, and in focusing on the development of competitive advantage at the firm level – 

the decisions and actions of the MM or SM that influence their performance – reveals 

how they sustain a specific market position (Ojeda‐Gomez et al. 2007). It looks at the 

decision making behind the retail and institutional changes,  understanding how 

individual retailers like MM respond to changing competitive conditions (Brown 1987; 

Mukherjee et al. 2013).  

The environmental approach aligns with some of the ideas in the institutional theory 

introduced in the literature review to frame the marketplace. According to Institutional 

Theory, external social, political, and economic pressures influence firms strategies 

and organizational decision making as firms seek to adopt legitimate practices or 

legitimise their practices in the view of other stakeholders (Glover et al. 2014, p.104). 

The application of an institutional approach acknowledges the complexity of the 

marketplace involving formal and informal institutions (Eaton et al. 2008a; Melnikov et 

al. 2016). Much like the institutional approach, environmental theory recognised the 

external political, economic and social tensions that influence MM and SM strategies 

and decision making as they seek to adopt legitimate practices or legitimise their 

practices in the view of other stakeholders (Markin and Duncan 1981; Chirwa and 

Kydd 2009; Glover et al. 2014, p.104).  

Crucially, this theory establishes an environmental view of institutional evolution, 

where the marketplace of food retail is the full effect of the economic, demographic, 

social and socially-constructed values. These factors are always at play across 

different spaces through a range of non-monetary categories and honours the 
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relevance and heterogeneity of the local (Kaynak 1979; Ojeda‐Gomez et al. 2007; Sun 

et al. 2009; Isaacs et al. 2010).  

These values include but are not limited to cultural attributes, political, business, legal, 

consumer characteristics, the structure of marketplace, distribution factors, and 

technological conditions of the market (Kaynak 1979; Sun et al. 2009; Isaacs et al. 

2010). These factors are drivers of retail change that inevitably impact upon MM and 

SM influencing the nature of their businesses and trading activities. The retail 

institution of MM is actively engaging with their environments. However, this theory 

can be critiqued as it assumes that institutional change is an 'automatic reaction' to 

changing environmental circumstances. It pays no attention to the agency of humans 

as decision-makers (Brown 1987).  

 

Reynolds et al. (2007) have pointed out that winning formats emerge from an 

opportunistic and incremental process, for MM; this is mostly based more on intuition 

rather than rational analysis (Reynolds et al. 2007a). For this reason, the application 

of this framework pays careful attention to understanding how forces shape 

opportunities and pose threats to MM (Thompson 2014, p.92). Factors affecting MM 

are those that typically pertain to their immediate industry and competitive 

environment. According to marketing literature, The competitive environment includes 

five factors, (1)competition from rival sellers, (2) competition from potential new 

entrants to the industry, (3) competition from producers of substitute products, (4) 

supplier bargaining power, and (5) customer bargaining power (Thompson 2014, 

p.94). 
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Having a competitive advantage or manging to shift processes of the MM business in 

response to changes in the macro, micro and internal business environments means 

that those retailers who are unable to shift will no longer be a part of the retail market 

of food in Nairobi. "Environment determines business performance" affecting the 

emergence of new forms of retail choices and shifts in practices (Child et al. 2003, 

p.243; Anitsal and Anitsal 2011). Within this framework, MM trades up both in size and 

type (see Chapter four) as well as in the realisation of efficiencies of scale, trading up 

in emerging markets is more about trading up standards of quality, especially for the 

traditional retailers, their scale of operations notwithstanding(Mukherjee et al. 2013).  

Before unpacking what the three environments are made up of, it is crucial to engage 

with the two limitations of this framework, pertaining to its application. The first 

limitation is this framework rests on collecting very specific marketing information from 

MM, SM and others in the market place, without this, the model will give very generic 

findings (Adcock et al. 2001, p.151). The second limitation is to capture the workings 

of MM using this approach truly will necessitate striking deep relations with MM who 

will be preoccupied with their day-to-day problems, engrossed in priorities and 

deadlines more squarely within their responsibility than perhaps marginal changes 

outside (Adcock et al. 2001, p.32). 

 

Figure 5 The marketing environment’s environmental factors (Blythe 2006, p.19) 
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2.5.1 Macroenvironment  
 

The macro-environment includes the larger societal forces that affect the MM business 

influencing demand for particular goods and services. These factors involve a  

complex set of uncontrollable variables that collectively shape MM urban 

environments, its resources and the competitive climate posing challenges and 

opportunities that may determine the success or failure of the MM as a whole (Adcock 

et al. 2001, p.35). These factors do not only influence the retailer — SMs and MM – in 

this study, but they also affect the whole retail industry (Birnleitner 2013).  

 

This environment includes political factors, economic conditions, the political climate, 

and the strength of institutions, ecological and environmental effects, technological 

factors, legal and regulatory considerations, socio-cultural forces, societal values, 

attitudes, cultural influences, and lifestyles, as well as demographic factors such as 

population size and growth rate, (Adcock et al. 2001; Thompson 2014; Kotler and 

Armstrong 2018). In this particular study, the literature review has engaged with the 

complexities of these broader institutional forces in Nairobi's marketplace, in the urban 

planning system, the liberal policies used to promote retail development, the impact of 

urbanisation on the capacity of urban governance and the realities of 

supermarketisation.  

 

This macro environment for the MM and SM is significant, impacting their 

establishment and continuity within the macro environment. For this reason, the 

question posed is what factors in the SM-led retail environment elicit different 

responses to the MM physical environment? This question opens up space to truly 

engage with the realities of the business in the physical realm, specifically looking at 

the built environment; engaging with how MM respond to and mitigate macro-

environmental forces.  

 

2.5.2 Microenvironment  
 

The microenvironment focuses on the value delivery network that affects the retailer’s 

ability to serve its customers (Kotler et al. 2017). The focus of this environment for the 

MM includes customers, employees, suppliers explicitly, and competitors. While these 
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factors are not all in the full control of the business, they do endeavour to manage 

them to ensure their positions in the marketplace of food in Nairobi (Kotler et al. 2017; 

Kotler and Armstrong 2018).  

 

Marketing literature typically associates this environment with suppliers, sourcing and 

manufacturing strategies to strengthening their procurement, marketing intermediaries 

distribution channels, the consumer market made up of individuals and households 

that buy goods and services for personal consumption and competitors (Kwan et al. 

2003; Kotler et al. 2017; Maqin and Hendri 2017; Kotler and Armstrong 2018). 

 

Engaging with MM microenvironment is key to understanding how they meet the 

needs of the consumers, underscoring the different strategies used to manage their 

microenvironment. Unpacking how MM serves its customers is a critical component to 

understanding the continuity of this form of retail in Kenya. Chapter One discusses the 

complexity of the agri-food industry, and its transitional yet fragmented characteristics, 

engaging with how MM deal with these complexities is essential.  It is for this reason 

that the question asked is What are the different types of strategies pursued by MM in 

the Fresh Fruit and Vegetable value chains to maintain the viability of the business?  

 

2.5.2 Internal environment 

The final environment studied is the internal marketing environment, or firm 

environment, grouped under the microenvironment, but for this research, it forms a 

separate category as it is a critical environment in actively influencing the foundations 

of MM. These factors are largely controllable by MM and assist MM in establishing 

and sustaining their business in a given area.  The internal environment will focus on 

the MM themselves, focusing on actors that operate within the organisation, 

understanding the motivations and decisions behind their organizational structure, 

their financing, relationships including pricing strategies of their FFV, and their ‘brand’ 

recognition (Constantinides 2006; Jyoti 2010, p.189). This environment will help to 

understand better the managerial consequences of transformations taking place in 

response to continually evolving competitive environments (Constantinides 2006, 

p.411).  
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This environment offers important insights to the unique dynamics of MM, who are 

influenced by their own internal culture recognising that “small to medium-sized firms 

(SMEs) are less bureaucratic and more a reflection of their specific leadership and 

internal circumstances” influencing the scope of the business or the managerial style 

(Becherer et al. 2003).  

 

To uncover and analyse the MMs internal environment, the question this thesis asks 

is, What are the competitive dynamics between MM and how do these relationships 

underpin their business strategies? This question recognises that the internal 

environment includes competitive values that affect the retailer (Ojeda‐Gomez et al. 

2007, p.290). Key to engaging with this internal environment is understanding that 

there is a strong social component to internal decision-making, retailing is a social 

process, and a local institution is a social institution. It is the nature of the society that 

determines what a particular retail institution can and will do for the society concerned 

(Kaynak 1979). 

 

2.6 Conclusion  
 

As discussed above, the three-layered approach to MM retail environment will allow 

for a more specific and detailed understanding of the complexities of MM retail in 

Hillview Estate. To understand how and why the MM retail works in the face of growing 

SM, this approach recognises that for MM to obtain the best possible competitive 

position; some shifting is required. The degree of change is reliant on both the external 

and internal environment (Agergård et al. 1970, p.55).  

In carrying out this research I will give attention to the environmental impacts and 

interactions that MM have, actively recognising that MM businesses do not operate in 

a vacuum, all decisions are made within a context of competition, customer 

characteristics, the behaviour of suppliers and distributors, and of course within a 

legislative and social framework. In analysing how MM is engaging with their macro, 

micro and internal environment the following three chapters present and analyse the 

qualitative data collected through an environmental framework in three empirical 

chapters, the macro, micro and internal environments of MM.  
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Chapter Three: Methodology 

 

3.1 An introduction 
 

This chapter elaborates the methodology used in the gathering of qualitative data that 

forms the cornerstone of analysis. The purpose of this study is to explore the continuity 

of micro retailers of fresh fruit and vegetables in Nairobi, Kenya; this chapter presents 

the research design and the specific procedures used in conducting the study on MM, 

introducing the tools and techniques used in this study. It must be noted that the 

research methods presented here reflect an iterative process during research. 

 

The application of the methodology and tools detailed in this chapter allowed certain 

themes to be uncovered during the fieldwork, the use of fourteen tools facilitated rich 

conversations generating evolving themes. The main themes and theories emerged 

through the progressive focusing of the research, uncovering the role of upgrading in 

the urban space, the culture of food and food quality as well as competition as key 

themes to be explored, forming the main findings of the research set out in chapter 

four, five and six.  

 

The chapter will begin with a discussion of the challenges of researching businesses 

like MM, ethics and limitations, the research site, the research design involving 

snowball sampling and judgemental sampling, and fourteen research techniques. The 

following clarifies the decisions behind choosing the research site and the application 

of ethnographic lens and tools. Key to the methodology is the importance of ethics, 

ensuring that the MM and all research participants are protected and remain 

anonymous and that all data collected is voluntary ensuring that all MM are addressed 

in their language of choice. Critically, acknowledging limitations and the importance of 

reflexivity.  

The chosen methodology is purely qualitative, the merits of this approach lie in the 

sensitivity to the complexities of MM business and the environments that they sit 

within, assisting in understanding the invisible cultural relations operating in their 

environments. (Mkabela 2005; Deane and Stevano 2016) . Due to the context of these 

businesses the qualitative approach employed has an appreciation of the importance 
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of all individuals participating in the research, an understanding that the research 

conducted is part of a multifaceted (community) whole, recognising the 

interconnectedness of the urban space, economic, political, social components that 

form the research site (Mkabela 2005). The ethnographic and participatory approach 

employed, built a rapport with MM who felt safe to “explain, show, discuss and analyse, 

plan, present, and share their knowledge and experience” (Mkabela 2005). 

The limitation of applying a purely qualitative approach is the limited ability to 

generalise the findings form a specific group of MM. A quantitative approach through 

the application of surveys and questionnaires would enable a general look at large 

scale social patterns and employ mathematical means of analysis that would apply to 

a wider audience. A quantitative approach through survey research, for instance, 

would limit the knowledge about the individuals responding, beyond their answers to 

the specific questions asked and the variables measured (Goertz and Mahoney 2012). 

The ability to study the MM without assigning special weight based on their normative 

or historical standing, would not work in this study for the reasons introduced in chapter 

one (Goertz and Mahoney 2012). .A quantitative approach would also benefit form 

existing data giving the researcher access to distant places over various timelines, in 

the case of MM such data is limited.  

The difference between the qualitative and quantitative approaches is engrained in the 

contrasting research goals of the two traditions: “qualitative researchers seek to 

explain particular cases and thus care a great deal about certain special cases; 

quantitative researchers seek to estimate average effects within large populations and 

thus do not focus on particular cases”(Goertz and Mahoney 2012, p.146).As the 

author, my position in this debate is to look at the particular case of the MM, focusing 

deeply on the complexities of their work and their environments. The next section looks 

at the challenges of researching informal businesses.  

3.2 Challenges of methods when researching informal businesses 

 

The intricacies and complexities of MM operations are explored in the context of 

fieldwork conducted in a high-density neighbourhood in Nairobi, Kenya, over two 

phases: in 2016 and 2017. The challenges in researching MM norms, business 

strategies and behaviours within the context of a marginalised or informal economy 
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are numerous. These businesses are operating in an informal environment, where 

business activity is only partly registered ( through payments to the Kanjo) or otherwise 

untracked and thus unregulated (Hart 2009; McGahan 2012; Iyanda et al. 2015).  

 

The specific challenges were a) data is scant and hard to obtain, b) delineating the 

boundaries of the MM business, and it’s capabilities, c) the lack of accurate record-

keeping which prohibits a quantitative tracking of the changes in the business structure 

and financials, d) it is difficult to generalise linkages and norms of practice, because 

of the diversity of business structures and decision-making processes, e) navigating 

the social dynamics specific to each MM.  

 

The core challenge in collecting data is that it is hard to obtain. There are no specific 

data sets on Hillview estate, nor are there on the specific MM operating in this space, 

and thus the phenomenon is elusive conceptually (McGahan 2012, p.12). In order to 

generate a workable data set involved the application of a qualitative ethnographic-

inspired approach that focused on (1) obtaining in-depth micro-level information on the 

processes and structures of exchange; and (2) establishing the meaning, attitudes, 

values, and norms concerning the activities of the MM and their customers to the 

transactions (Ferman et al. 1987, p.160). This allowed the data collected to capture 

the heterogeneity in the norms, values, histories, opinions and experiences of MM. 

This went some way in quantifying the nebulous existence of the MM enterprise.  

 

An additional challenge in studying the MM business is in identifying the boundaries 

that define their capabilities; the difficulty here is that informal activities are widespread 

and heterogenous (McGahenthan 2012, p.12).  In order to understand the boundaries 

of MM as a business, it was vital for me to understand all the aspects of their 

businesses. From their relationship with the urban space and how they have 

constructed their own infrastructure, to the ways in which they have developed 

procurement strategies, down to what the items they are selling mean to them, and 

the values that they place on the FFV that they are electing to sell (rather than others, 

which is a deliberate and concerted decision). This also included understanding the 

nature of their relationships with one another.  
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Characteristically, record‐keeping practices in informal businesses are generally poor. 

Businesses often keep separate sets of records, assuming they choose to keep 

records at all (Darbi et al. 2018, p.303). To circumvent the lack of detail record-

keeping, I chose to physically work with MM over a period of weeks, slowly putting 

together a rough understanding of the business's financial flows.  

 

In order to counteract the difficulties in generalising the norms of practices, decision 

making processes and linkages, a core component of my methodology was to develop 

personal relationships with MM to understand the minutiae of the businesses fully and 

account for the highly personalised manner in which they run their businesses. Having 

established my presence in the estate, this allowed for the more sensitive 

conversations about relationships with neighbours and competitors to develop 

naturally.   

 

Buttressing these challenges is the application of an ethnographic lens to this 

qualitative research. The rationale for using a qualitative research approach was 

based on two reasons, first being the dissatisfaction with the quantitative assumption 

of reality as fully comprehensible and constructed by perfect knowledge. Secondly, 

the lack of national and county-specific data on MMs urban food marketplace to rely 

on a purely quantitative methodology. Quantitative tools would include surveys, 

statistical analysis and interpretation; a survey would facilitate the collection of 

information from large samples of the MM population in Nairobi, covering a 

geographically widely spread sample of the population. However, this approach would 

limit the dept of understanding to a superficial level, discounting the observations one 

can make when working with MM and engaging with their complex environments. The  

quantitative approach is not an appropriate tool for elucidating MM’s in-depth 

motivations and actions. The choice of qualitative research is reliant on its 

characteristic as exploratory, fluid and flexible, data-driven and context-sensitive 

(Mason 2002, p.25). 

 

 Ethnography is a type of qualitative research that gathers observations, interviews 

and documentary data to produce detailed and comprehensive accounts of different 

social phenomena(Reeves et al. 2013). Applying ethnography to the qualitative 

approach that defines this thesis’ methodology recognises that knowledge or the 
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knowledge of MM is rooted in their culture and economic practices and to genuinely 

know it involves immersing oneself into the social setting and embodied experiences 

of Hillview estate (Mason 2002). An ethnographic inspired qualitative approach allows 

the research to take account of the specificities of the market and MM history, politics 

and the socio-cultural elements within the country context essential in understanding 

just how MM negotiate their existence (Palmer 2004, p.27). 

 

The combination of these processes allows for the capture of qualitative data that 

assists in understanding and analysing the logic, behaviour, norms, and choices 

characterising the actions and processes involved with being a MM and SM. Such an 

approach supports the call made by scholars working in the area of food and 

microenterprises in emerging economies. Ouma (2010), Kenneth King (1996) and 

Wegerif and Hebinck (2016) greatly support and promotes the idea of moving beyond 

the essentialist understanding of the informal economy towards the comparative 

understanding of how they operate as well as understanding the circumstances under 

which they thrive (King 1996; King 1996; Ouma 2010; Kinyanjui 2013; Kinyanjui 2014; 

Wegerif 2015; Kinyanjui 2016; Wegerif and Hebinck 2016b; Kinyanjui 2019).  

 

This approach to gathering data is very effective, as evidenced by the application of 

this approach during the preliminary fieldwork. This first phase – running from 

December 2016- January 2017 – uncovered the dynamics of traditional African 

economies which “cannot be understood or studied without knowledge of their social 

structures especially institutions such as kinship and religion” (Oluwabamide 

2015:107). For example, it permitted insight into the hidden or invisible processes of 

MM, for instance, intricacies of body language, expression, and tone to be captured. 

When interacting with MM about competition and their social relationships with one 

another, the importance placed on facial expressions, diction, and tone as a form of 

‘salesmanship’ was very evident. Paying attention to the behaviours and expressions 

of MM allowed me to uncover the role of competition and how it manifests itself 

between MM (see Chapter Six). 

 

In doing so, I managed to avoid the creation or interpretation of the MMs hidden 

interactions purely form my position as an outsider, having no deep relations with the 

researched community. This facilitated a better understanding of what actually 



 

Ph. D. African Studies, The University of Edinburgh 2020 

P
ag

e9
4

 

happens in their domain (Deane and Stevano 2016). Through my collection of 

observations, interviews and historical data, an ethnographic lens provided a 

qualitative approach with the potential to yield detailed accounts of MM dynamics and 

their social phenomena, including their relationships with their built environment, their 

supply chain management and structure, and their interactions with one another as 

competing businesses (Reeves et al. 2013).  

 

It must be noted that a common and well-explored challenge of ethnographic research 

is dedicating enough time in the field. Ideally, this would be conducted over a period 

of a number of years in order to get maximum exposure to norms and practices across 

as many phenomena as possible. Increasingly, however, the norm is to do it over 

several months.  I was limited to a cumulative 12 months at my research site, which, 

while providing a significant amount of data, prohibited me from witnessing the 

evolution or changes of MM year-on-year.  

 

I was also keen to avoid the common trap of producing research which is ahistorical 

in acknowledging the local and wider histories of MM institution, as well as the 

biographies and experiences of the MM themselves, and does not neglect the local 

and broader history of the institution being studied, as well as the biographies of the 

participants (Hammersley 2006, p.5). In order to do so, this research has sought to 

place the continuing legacy of traditional retail and trade as central to the continued 

existence of MM in Nairobi. Moreover, I strove to pose questions which conflated the 

personality of the MM with the business itself, therefore avoiding the trap of viewing 

the two as distinct entities. This approach privileges “close engagement with the day-

to-day operations of informal-sector participants and their agents, resulting in rich data 

that permit a thick description of their practices in situ over time” (Darbi et al. 2018, 

p.316). 

  

The challenge of time in situ, however, was mitigated to a degree by my use of 13 

research techniques, including voice recording. This allowed for a much faster capture 

of data which can produce large amounts of data quite rapidly; and the more intensive, 

and by drawing on MM experiences and histories, provided a view on their maturation 

over a time period longer than that which was spent in the field (Hammersley 2006, 

p.5). 
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3.3  Research Ethics  
 

A core component of the methodological considerations rests with ethics. On an 

administrative level, the first step is to receive research clearance from the University 

of Edinburgh. Throughout the data collection process, Connolly’s (2003) ethical 

principles are applied; these include a commitment to 1. Conduct their professional 

work with integrity and in such a way as not to jeopardise future research, the public 

standing of researchers or the ability of others to publish and promote the findings of 

the study. 2. Respect the rights and dignity of all those who are involved in or affected 

by this research, ensuring anonymity and consent. 3. Ensure as far as possible the 

physical, social and psychological well-being of all those who take part in this research 

or are subsequently affected by it (Connolly 2003). 

To assist in doing so, I used participant consent forms translated in Kikuyu and verbally 

translated in Swahili, Kikuyu, Luo, Luhya and Maasai depending on the participant. 

Every participant in this study was made aware of their rights before engaging in any 

data collection, making sure that the research was explained before the conduct of 

research and verbally acknowledged by the participant, offering full anonymity, right 

to reclaim shared knowledge and right to abstain from participation. 

In obtaining informed consent, I first presented my research purposes to each 

participant, allowing them time to ask questions or share any hesitations. After 

engaging in conversation about the research aims and purposes as well as their 

anonymity, I requested their consent – either written or verbal – to conduct the 

research at their locations. In most cases, verbal consent was given, consent for note-

taking and/or voice recording was also given.  In requesting consent, I continued by 

explaining how their responses were going to be managed – anonymized, used only 

for research purposes and only to bee seen by me as the data collector. I ensured that 

I carried consent forms and pens to all participants, giving the option of verbal or 

written consent. I took all photos, and each photo was given verbal consent by 

participants, some even going as far as choosing the best shot. To ensure full 

anonymity the data collected – notes and records – were stored securely on a 
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password-protected external storage device stored in a secured room, assurances 

were given that all data will be deleted when no longer required.     

Another element of ethics is to “ensure that ethics are culturally defined; and have an 

indigenous African code”, this meant observing cultural greetings and hierarchies 

accordingly – referring to elders in a specific manner, dressing appropriately and giving 

a background of the researchers Kenyan heritage (Mkabela 2005, p.184).  

In the spirit of ethical engagement, no direct monetary compensation was given except 

to the research assistant for her language assistance and note-taking. Instead, paying 

for FFV, working alongside MM, the purchasing of food and drink as well as paying for 

transportation costs underscored the compensation (Donley and Wright 2012). This 

practice helped avoid a client-employer relationship, keeping expectations reasonably 

low and attract people who have free time, who are genuinely interested in my work 

and curious to learn with me.  

3.3.1 Research limitations 
 

Regardless of how carefully you plan a study, there will always be some limitations. 

The limitations in this study include limitations of politics, culture, time, gender and 

competition. The period of research, 2017, saw historical precedent with the 

presidential election being nullified by the supreme court. Kasarani was a popular 

place for rioting and police action, which meant that some participants became 

guarded with what information to share. My positioning as a western-educated Kenyan 

didn’t always sit well with people. My positionality as a member of the community by 

proxy - through the sticky issues – was necessary negotiate the invisible hierarchies 

and power dynamics with the research site, my shared family history, religion in some 

instances, culture, nationality and respect enabled me to mediate the relations 

between researcher and participants effectively.  

My presence – being a Kenyan woman – strongly influenced participants choosing to 

engage in the research. In the moments where there was resistance to my bias – for 

instance, being a Kikuyu woman meant some ethnicities were sceptical of my 

intentions, aggravated by the political climate – my knowledge of social hierarchies, 

cultural expectations, existing social norms and affiliation with multiple ethnicities 

enabled participants to develop a sense of trust overtime.  
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My positionally generated a richer understanding of the MM,  I was able to connect 

with the expressions used, tone and local meanings. My multiple identifies – woman, 

black, Kenyan, Kikuyu, westerner, student – allowed MM to find a place of similarity 

or understanding, enabling deeper conversation. To assist in being as reflexive as 

possible, I employed diary-keeping, video and voice recording where appropriate and 

welcomed. Key to my field dairy was continuous reflection, consistently trying to 

challenge my assumptions, ideological illusions, damaging social and cultural biases, 

behaviours and questions that may silence or marginalise the participants' voices 

(Bolton 1999; Karp et al. 2007).  

This approach compelled me to be more reflexive, continuously redefining the 

questions I asked along with my approach to each participant to address emerging 

themes. Noting that because of the nature of my positionality, I had to be very careful 

not to disrupt any relationships I was building, ensuring that my position within their 

environment is one of learning from their expertise ensuring that every interaction 

involved deeper engagements(Davies 2008). 

The limitation of time, spending nine months in the field isn’t enough to understand the 

depth of decision making on the internal level (see chapter six) of all sixty MM. As a 

black woman, the limitation in dealing with male participants proved tricky; they often 

had to be convinced of my knowledge and passion for their business, they would most 

certainly have been more forthcoming as a man. Finally, on a business level, I and the 

research assistant had to foster trust to ensure that the information gathered would 

not be used to open up a competing MM business or SM (Deane and Stevano 2016). 

These “sticky issues” have to be managed to ensure that the data collection is truly 

reflective of their everyday lives and businesses (Townsend-Bell 2009, p.311).  

With every interaction, I asked permission to engage in discussions and record the 

conversations; this was complemented by note-taking and photography. In the quest 

for validity, I encouraged feedback, probes, and asked for clarification wherever 

necessary (Ogunsade and Obembe 2016). As part of the methodology, I chose to use 

a daily fieldwork diary to assist in the application of Schön’s (1991) 4 steps to reflect 

on the action; 1) Action – Interviewing, accompaniment, mapping 2) Record 

Observation – Write interview notes. 3) Reflection-on-action (1st reflection) - thinking 

about why the interview and accompaniment went the way it did. 4) Reflection on 
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reflection – Interrogating myself to understand how the interview unfurled. This worked 

to help me think through emerging themes and generate new knowledge of MM 

through self-analysis. This process helped develop my interactions with the sample, 

enabling a change of behaviour better suited to the participant, context or 

conversation. This process was inspired by the need to redefine the nature of the 

relationship between “the traditional researcher and the researched”, making sure that 

MM continued to shape the findings and emerging themes (Mkabela, Q. 2005).  

3.4 Research site 
 

The city in which this research looks to generalise it’s findings is Nairobi. The following 

section introduces the current geographical makeup of the case studies, Kiambu 

County and Nairobi County. The image below depicts fifteen decentralised local 

authorities /counties that makeup Kenya’s central province. 
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Each County has its own unique context; in the case of Nairobi and Kiambu County, 

the concentration of people working and living in the urban areas of the Counties are 

growing. According to the 2009 Census, the number of Kenyans living in urban areas 

increased to 12.5 million (KNBS 2009). In Nairobi County, the urban population 

continues to be the largest in the country. At the time of independence in 1963, the 

city’s population had more than doubled, reaching a population of 270,000 residents. 

This was accompanied by the expansion of the city boundaries to almost forty times 

its original township size to cover an area of 68400 hectares, which includes the 

Nairobi National park (Appida and K’akumu 2006; Katyambo et al. 2017). To date, 

Nairobi city has expanded as part of the Metro Vision 2030 to include formerly rural 

Figure 6 adapted from David Iluve Kithakye (2011), resettlement policy framework for Nairobi metropolitan services improvement project 
(NAMSIP), Ministry of Nairobi metropolitan development (World Bank 2011, p.8) 
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areas as part of the city boundaries (the peri-urban), like South-eastern Kiambu 

County, Southern Kiambu County, Northern Kajiado County and Western Machakos 

County.  

 

This study focuses on Hill View Estate, Kasarani as the main site of retail trade – 

identified as ‘the re-sale (sale without transformation) of goods to the general public, 

for (personal or household consumption or utilisation’ as per Kenya’s National Trade 

Policy (GOK 2017). A high-density characterises this built environment in which MM 

businesses operate neighbourhood and business areas —housing over 6,000 people 

and 1,900 households within one square kilometre, as well as an increasing sense of 

economic insecurity — supported by privately owned buildings and who represent the 

majority urban population, providing access to the CBD and affordable rent (Otsola 

2012; Kinyanjui 2016). 

 

 

Image 1 Total research site studied (Google Maps, 2020) 

This image is the leading site of the research; the total area studied is around 1.24 

km². However, this image excludes the SM I worked in located in Zimmerman, 

Kasarani, and research institute based in the centre of the city on Langata road 

Nairobi.  
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Image 2 Hillview estate Kasarani (Google Maps, 2020) 

For the sake of gaining familiarity with the MM, all MM who participated in this study 

operated in the area above, mostly located on hunters Road and connecting roads. 

The urban farms studied were concentrated on the periphery of the estate, see the 

orange outline below.   
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Image 3 location of farms in Hillview estate (Google Maps, 2020) 

It must be noted that a selected literature review preceded data collection; although 

this informs the study, this literature acts as a guiding point for the content of 

interviews, conversations and sample. The literature review was helpful in guiding the 

choice of research site – having understood the new SM strategy in infiltrating 

neighbourhoods of middle to lower-income groups (Das Nair 2017; Das Nair 2018).  It 

is within this increasingly urbanised environment in which we find MM enterprises as 

well as other unofficial businesses offering an array of services and products to the 

urban population. In Nairobi for instance around the CBD, the economic value of these 

enterprises - measured by the value of the stock -  amounted to KSH 70 million every 

day according to the Nairobi Central Business District Association (NCBDA)(Morange 

2015, p.258). 

  

The location of the research field site in Kenya's urban metropolis allows this work to 

engage with MM in all their forms, open-air markets, kiosks and kibandas (stalls) in 

the urban residential areas. This specific site is influenced by three factors: the 
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significant contributions these counties make towards Kenya's GDP, the exceptionally 

high rate of urbanisation in this urban area, and lastly my own familiarity with the 

communities through familial networks developed through my childhood. The next 

section will describe the kind of information this research went in search of as well as 

the research design.  

 

3.5 Research design  

 

In order to answer the research questions posed in this thesis,  it is essential to develop 

relationships with MM and the sample base. The research was designed in two distinct 

phases: the first included three weeks of qualitative-exploratory research in Nairobi 

from the 28th of December 2016 – 10th of January 2017. The second phase of this 

research lasted from  July 2017 – January 2018. 

 

The first phase of the qualitative research included two sets of fieldwork in 

Nairobi.  The main aim of these initial studies was to develop a qualitative, exploratory 

social research paradigm – worldviews or belief systems of locals, MM and SM – 

aimed at constructing essential arguments in an urban African context (Mason 

2002). Grounding the qualitative research design, practice and process in the context 

of the research itself allow for the varying emergent generalisations; including 

descriptive facts, indigenous concepts, cultural artefacts, structural arrangements, 

social processes, and commonly-held belief systems (Stebbins 2001). Doing so meant 

engaging with the nature of MM, their services and the best location to focus on 

concerning SM. The combination of exploratory research with literature analysis 

influenced the formulation of questions to be explored and developed in the research 

process (Mason 2002, p.19).  

 

The second phase of this research aimed to capture the unquantifiable intricacies of 

the marketplace of food in which MM are the key players by leveraging my language 

skills, either speaking in English, Swahili or Kikuyu, the predominant languages in the 

case studies.  This flexibility ensured that all participants feel comfortable in expressing 

themselves, relying on the direct translation from a research participant sometimes 

takes away the emotional, cultural and contextual nuances of words.  
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3.5.1 Research sample  

 

Having engaged with the exploratory phase of research, I was able to define the 

research sample needed for the study. The following section will describe the research 

sample used for this study and the sampling strategy. 

 

The research sample used and the population of the sample is mixed, involving sixty 

MM, three Market researchers (3), five retail executives at a specific SM (5), six urban 

and rural farmers (6), two Nairobi City Council employees, one research assistant (2) 

and several interactions with locals in Hillview estate (10). The entire sample base is 

either directly involved with MM, SM retail in Nairobi or indirectly. The sample size of 

eighty-seven participants was driven by the central research question and the 

research site, Hillview estate where most of the sample – around seventy-five people 

–worked or resided (Harreveld et al. 2016).   

 

Of the eighty-seven participants, thirteen participants – five retail executives at a 

specific SM, six urban and rural farmers, two Nairobi City Council employees – were 

selected for inclusion based on their professional experiences with retail in Nairobi and 

precisely that of the research site. This judgement sample is purposeful, with the 

sample selected based on their professional associations with retail(Frey 2018). The 

other participants are representative of a snowball sample, with the preliminary 

informants contacted through my network of family, neighbours, friends, 

acquaintances and a research assistant ( who happened to be living in the same house 

that I moved into) and additional participants all exemplify probability sampling found 

via my initial informants’ contacts (Flynn 2005, p.34). The following section breaks 

down the strategies applied in each phase in order to help me answer the questions 

posed by this research, effectively,  
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3.5.2  Methods used 
 

This research relied on fourteen different processes which will be detailed later in the 

chapter, including:  

 
1. Following the food,  
2. Transect walks and walking-along,  
3. Living in situ in Hillview estate,  
4. Participant observation involving working with MM,  
5. Structured interviews,  
6. Unstructured interviews and conversations,  
7. Engaging with hosts who became co-researchers,  
8. Fieldwork diary, 
9. Working at a large local SM,  
10. Conversations with industry researchers and leaders,  
11. Textual materials (newspapers),  
12. Utilising visual materials in the estate,  
13. Engaging with farmers both urban and rural,  
14. Engaging with Nairobi City Council employees (Kanjo).  

 

All of these tools assisted in establishing a qualitative approach that captures any 

existence of diversity, varying degrees of cohesion or linkages MM has with the rest 

of the economy to understand the possible future directions of the unit of analysis 

(Kabara in Robert 2004:28).  

 

In the first phase, the main concern was to partially understand the complexities 

involved in food provisioning under the umbrella of informality. I began by conducting 

an online questionnaire (on 10th December 2016) which captured 54 responses from 

city residents regarding their food (specifically FFV) procurement habits. This strongly 

underscored the importance of MM’s role in food provisioning throughout the city. With 

this in mind, Phase One focused on delving deeper into the workings of MM on the 

streets and in shops along the streets in three counties, Nairobi County (CBD, 

Westlands, Nairobi West and area near TRM), Kiambu County (focusing on the urban 

and peri-urban areas of Thika sub-county), Nyandarwa County (focusing on the urban 

centre of Ol Kalau) and in Nakuru County along the Naivasha-Nakuru highway (near 

the Dalamare yoghurt farm).  Within each county, I approached and befriended street 

vendors and shopkeepers in kiosks and established shops selling fruits, vegetables, 

eggs and even fish produce to understand the intricacies, complexities, life histories 
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and reasoning of these men and women who are part of the local food provisioning 

systems at play.  

This process helped narrow my focus in Hillview estate - allowed for the real-life 

concerns and experiences as inductive material, helping to engage in the confirmation 

of the research’ emergent generalisations rather than an ensemble of a priori 

predictions, putting MM at the forefront (Stebbins 2001; Kusenbach 2003; Davies 

2008; Madden 2010). 

The table below gives a brief overview of the objectives, activities and format of the 

first research phase. 

 

Table 2 Fieldwork Research Phase One 

 

Phase two is where all fourteen research techniques were applied, having chosen the 

research site and identified the research participants. This is exemplified in the table 

below; this phase involved using semi-structured interviews, open-ended non-leading 

questions, understanding life histories, following food, transient walks, story-telling, 

accompaniment through working with MM and SM, and mapping all the actors involved 

in food supplies as well as those who eat the food. Keeping a daily diary was extremely 

important in tracking important moments, discussions, developing themes as well 

being a space for self-reflection.  

The influence and adaptation of ethnographic approaches in Phase Two, included 

moving into Hillview Estate, and working with SM and MM, allowing for a level of 

context that would’ve otherwise missed. Working at a supermarket allowed for 

familiarisation with management and customers; generating a deeper understanding 

of what attracts residents of Hill View estate to these establishments. This allowed me 

 

 

 

Phase  

One  

Objective  Activity Format 

Exploring the research site to 

identify the key themes 

Observational 

 

Informal 

conversations 

 

Identifying fieldwork 

areas  
 

Walking the streets at different 

times 

 

Bought from and spoke to 

different MM (fish to eggs) 

 

Talking to customers 
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to establish relationships with management and understand the needs of customers. 

Establishing myself as an employee was facilitated by management who allowed me 

to work and observe the SM dynamics. On the first day of work, I introduced myself 

and my research to the staff getting consent to use anything that I observe or share 

with me during the research period. They were instrumental in allowing me to 

participate in daily activities, slowly becoming a familiar face to customers and staff, 

enabling a deeper engagement with the retail space and customers.  

Phase 

Two  

Objective  Activity 

A.  Engaging with the realities of MM.  

 

To collect information on life histories 

through story-telling  

 

To understand why customers, buy from 

the Mama  

Accompaniment 

 

Selling FFV with MM in residential areas  

 

informal conversations facilitated by op-ended and 

non-leading questions 

B.  To find out about the: 

• Background information on MM 

 
 

Accompaniments, working with MM, story-telling, 

lunches and dinners 

C.  Also to find out More about the socio-

cultural and normative environment  

 

To find out about the economic 

environment of FFV 

informal conversations facilitated by open-ended non-

leading questions. 

Following the food, transient walks 

D.  To find out about the choices - gendered 

reality  

informal conversations facilitated by open-ended non-

leading questions. 

Participant observation 

E.  To Find out about the trading 

environment: 

 

a. between MM and other 

entrepreneurs? 

b. Between the customers and MM? 

c. Between the MM?  

Talking to customers, MM, county officials, and 

anyone who I find to add value to the RQ.  

Using semi-structured interviews to speak to Nairobi 

City council employees and retail research experts.  

Get a job at a large local SM for the duration of the 

research. Have open conversations with staff and 

management.  
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Table 3 Fieldwork  Research Phase Two 

 

 

The table above touches on the research design. The research design involves journal 

taking, note writing, recording and analysing conversations, following the food and 

transect walks. The methods used with these case studies vary, the point of these 

methods is to allow for flexibility when interacting with MM and the people and 

businesses they are connected with.  

 

The use of semi-structured interviews involved city council employees and industry 

researchers and leaders. The reason behind this choice is to ensure the data collected 

fills in the gaps that MM cannot, these details include limitations in city planning and 

retail research statistics about the size of the SM/MM market, the nature of the value 

chain of FFV and attitudes on the future of MM. Applying this approach with MM would 

limit the depth of data and relationship building negating the MM an opportunity to 

correct, and lead the discussion(Mason 2002; Mkabela 2005; Harreveld et al. 2016).  

The use of open-ended, non-leading conversational style is used when talking to the 

snowball sample to allow them to contradict, challenge and add to the themes that are 

key to the findings presented in this thesis. The semi-structured/open-ended-leading 

questions allow for the salient issues identified by the MM to come to light. In this case, 

the “researcher goes to the interview with some sort of interview schedule: it may be 

as structured as a set of written questions, or it may be a very informal list, perhaps a 

memorised list of topics” (Davies 2008, p.95). The semi-structured nature means that 

the interviewer can add and omit as appropriate, and respondents are encouraged to 

expand on their open-ended answers. 

Additionally, the use of accompaniment and on-site observation of MM at all stages of 

their trade (from how they buy the FFV to how they sell it) combined with observation 

is essential. This ethnographic approach allows the researcher to work with and 

alongside MM and a particular SM during the duration of the research. This practice 

d. In the environment of a SM 

e. Develop a relationship with 

industry researchers and leaders. 

Request a semi-structured interview with industry 

researchers and leaders.  
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helps develop a deeper understanding of their clients' choices and preferences as well 

as relationships better. Understanding how trust manifests between the MM and her 

clients, and SM and their clients; opening up spaces to question how this relationship 

manifests and the foundation of this beyond an exchange. This approach is influenced 

by experiences of Wegerif et al. (2016) who hailed the two methods as being 

invaluable to their research as it facilitated in following the food within the alternative 

food markets of Tanzania, which “involved going into fields, spending time at markets, 

travelling with transporters and, of course, eating with people. Along the way, 

numerous informative conversations were held with additional people in the food 

system in conditions, such as busy markets, where in-depth interviews were not 

feasible” (Wegerif and Hebinck 2016b). Following the food enabled me to uncover the 

use of urban farms, wholesale markets and meanings behind the food that MM sells. 

The combination of these conversational styles is important in engaging with the life 

histories of MM and allowing for a deeper understanding of the internal workings or 

environment of the sample.  

 

An essential tool used is following the food, having engaged in accompaniment, 

opening up urban agricultural spaces used by SM and MM both in the research site 

directly and within the city. This is a critical ethnographic tool helping to build “empathy 

and care for unknown others whose lives are bound into the food we buy and eat” 

(Cook 2006, p.660). Following the food helps to select a few traditional and new 

procurement practices that MM have identified as essential. Starting from the MM to 

the source through a backwards value chain mapping helps understand the value-

chain and marketplace of food, especially how the MM are tapping into this. This also 

allows for an understanding of how or if urban agriculture plays a role in this system, 

or if the MM have found cheaper sources of food - uncovering why the MM sells these 

particular FFV?  What is the history of the food? What are the sources of this food? 

Trying to understand how this FFV got to the MM and why. Doing so requires engaging 

in a detailed understanding of the produce. The point here is to uncover if the MM 

sources of food will be encroached by a growing share of SMs as well as understand 

what sources they depend on for their produce.  

 

The use of transient walks or go-along was essential to building a sample base, 

establishing a bond with most of the MM and SM in the estate providing richer data. 
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As Carpiano puts it: “The go-along method is a unique means of obtaining contextually 

based information about how people experience their local worlds” (Carpiano, 2009: 

271). This method is part of the participatory learning and action methodology, putting 

the MM and the research participants in charge of their own process of research and 

development (Kusenbach 2003; Thomas et al. 2007). This process involves MM in the 

breath of the study, shaping the direction and ideas as much as possible in developing 

shared knowledge and a deeper relationship between the researcher and participants 

(Carpiano 2009) 

 

The combination of transient walks, following the food, accompaniment and 

conversations pick up on ideas, experiences that often do not come up in an interview. 

Transient walks combined with moving into the area allows the research and 

researcher to become part of the local environment. This is not to say that the identity 

of the researcher as a Kenyan, Kikuyu woman is enough to be acknowledged as part 

of the society rather its practice that added more weight to the trust developed with the 

sample. Affording both the researcher and the participants a greater awareness of the 

social setting and broader social context will help limit such mistakes. Overall,  helping 

to build a comfortable and equitable rapport.   

 

The application of these qualitative processes over the sample base of eighty-seven 

people aligns with the sample amounts that are suggested for grounded theory 

research and ethnographic research in a PhD study, respectively. For example, 

Creswell (1998) identifies a sample of 20-30 as sufficient,  Morse (1994) suggest 30-

50 interviews, Morse (1994) and Bernard (2000) indicate that most ethnographic 

studies need to have samples between 30-50/60 (Morse 1994; Creswell 1998; 

Bernard 2000; Gentles et al. 2016; Merriam and Tisdell 2016). The following discusses 

the data analysis that has resulted in the empirical findings presented in chapter four, 

five and six.  

 

The methods used to record the data collected include techniques like voice 

recordings, collecting newspapers, photography, notes and daily journaling. Analysis 

of this data involved the application of NVivo software on transcripts to get an 

indication of themes then manually coding and analysing of these themes. 
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Photography, newspapers and recordings helped to capture the sounds, tones, and 

overall experience throughout the analysis process and data reduction. Data reduction 

involves a method of reducing and organising through the coding of themes, writing 

summaries on these findings, sorting less relevant data that don’t aid in answering the 

three questions posed in this thesis (Mkabela 2005, p.184).  

3.6 Conclusion  

By employing qualitative modes of enquiry, I attempt to illuminate the real experiences 

and complexities of MM and their marketplace in Nairobi. As has been shown in this 

chapter, the qualitative ethnographic inspired approach is determined to ensure that 

the data collected truly reflects the MM lived experiences. The combination of fourteen 

processes – including voice recordings, newspapers and photography – snowball and 

judgment sampling, helped widen the breadth of data collected.  

This study's ethics involved ensuring verbal consent and the use of language-specific 

to MM to ensure their full understanding of their rights and finally avoiding client 

employee relationships have allowed for the data and findings to reflect the lived 

realities of MM. The limitations of politics, culture, time, gender and competition are 

addressed through adopting a reflexive stance, recognising the subjectivity of 

research.  

The overall research methodology and design have been curated to specifically target 

the challenges of researching the informal environment in which MM operates, 

ensuring that MM business and the MM themselves are understood in their fullest 

possible capacities. Due to the nature of the MM being so heterogenous, efforts were 

made to remain cognisant of the fact that business practices and dynamics were the 

results of specific temporal and geographical limitations. I,e. their businesses are built 

specifically to withstand and operate in the macro, micro and internal environments in 

which they exist. To generalise these findings for Nairobi as a city will be limited by the 

fact that the data collected and analysed is representative of only a specific collection 

of MM experiences within a limited geography.  

The following chapters delve into the macro, micro and internal environmental findings. 

The application of the environmental theoretical framework provides an important 

opportunity to advance the understanding of MM and their heterogeneous strategies. 

The next chapter – Chapter Four – explicitly engages with the influence of the built 
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environment on MM, causing shifts in the type21 of the business as a way of upgrading 

themselves and access to utilities in the built environment.  

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 
21 This thesis has devised a typology of MM businesses, consisting of four MM types. 
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Chapter Four: Trading up in the urban space 

 

4.1 An introduction  

 

The following will engage with the findings of my investigation into the changing urban 

retail marketplace in Nairobi. Within this frame of understanding, retail is in constant 

interaction with specific, internal and external environments and doesn't operate 

outside of these contexts, which are continually changing and threaten MM existence. 

In chapter one, it has been established that very little is known about the urban 

residential market and how these spaces are being changed by MM typologies, and it 

is not clear what factors underpin the different typologies that MM take.  In doing so, 

this chapter addresses an important question asking what factors in the SM-led retail 

environment elicit different responses to the MM physical environment? 

In this chapter, the application of a macro-environmental framework situates the MM 

in a broader macro-environmental context, specifically the built urban environment. 

The retail environmental framework is developed to understand the dynamics of the 

market environment in which we find the MM enterprises. This chapter will analyse 

and present the strategies designed by MM in reaction to their physical environment, 

referred to as the built environment, typified by deteriorating utility infrastructure and 

exclusionary urban planning, which is a product of demographic, economic, natural, 

technological, political, and cultural forces (see chapter two) (Kotler and Armstrong 

2018, p.96).  

It will be shown how MM use specific upgrading strategies to combat changes in their 

macro-environment. In seeking to investigate the ways in which MM retailers are 

maintaining their presence as key food provisioners in Nairobi, it is important to 

engage with what this environmental context means for retailers like MM operating in 

Hill View Estate, Kasarani. This chapter will also engage with the impact of the Kenyan 

government's aspirations of building a new image of the city, facilitated by urban 

policies that are exclusionary and work in favour of SM-led development.  

 

Whilst the impact of SM and urban planning in Nairobi tend to be exclusionary, the 

analysis presented in this chapter will show that these macro environments are key to 
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driving how MM navigate the urban marketplace in Hillview. This chapter bridges a 

gap in retail knowledge on the strategies used by MM and retailers alike to a changing 

market of food. It will evidence how MM retailers are responding to the threat of SMs 

and the built environment in Nairobi. The findings add to an understanding of 

upgrading strategies, shining a light onto the often-overlooked upgrading processes 

that MM use to ensure their business can keep up with the changes in the marketplace.  

Upgrading is understood as the process through which the MM actively seek to 

improve their access to infrastructure and mimic SM atmospherics. Atmospherics 

refers to the conscious design of space (external and internal) to create certain effects 

in buyers in sensory terms; it is a marketing tool that influences the choice of shopping 

place through customers’ perception and satisfaction during shopping making, it an 

important feature of the total product concept (Marques et al. 2016; Kotler and 

Armstrong 2018). In short, atmospherics refers to the sensory influences behind a 

customers’ purchasing decision. 

The upgrading processes used by MM are influenced by changes happening in their 

macro-environment. To aid in the analysis of the kind of upgrading that MM is engaged 

in, the following will first introduce and define what upgrading is, then look at three 

macro environments and the ways these environments have fostered specific 

practices and norms the MM enterprises have created with the aim of sustaining their 

dominance in retail. 

 

4.2 Upgrading  

This section presents the findings of this research, aiming to contribute towards the 

gap in knowledge pertaining to the ways in which the MM are responding to the 

changes in their macro environment. This chapter frames its findings under the 

umbrella of upgrading as a simultaneous transformation in MM retail, happening in 

response to changes in the macro environs of the marketplace. The focus of this 

section is on the ways in which the MM is responding to and changing with these 

environs with the ultimate end of sustaining their dominance in the urban space 

through upgrading.  

The concept of upgrading is usually applied to describe the ongoing practice of SM-

led development in Kenya. Upgrading within this context is a process through which 
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the retailer moves to higher value-added activities through the acquisition of 

capabilities, production technology, improved knowledge and skills. This process 

allows the enterprise to increase the benefits or profits deriving from participation in 

the marketplace of food (Humphrey and Schmitz 2002; Gereffi et al. 2005; Ponte and 

Ewert 2009; Barrientos et al. 2011; Rao et al. 2012). This practice of industrial 

upgrading is key to the SM led development approach that typifies the macro-

environment in the marketplace of food in Kenya.  A trend concurrent with increased 

growth in the Kenya economy has been the phenomenon herein described as 

supermarketisation, which is the trend of power in the food system towards private 

retail. This trend is discussed by Dixon and Banwell, who address the super-market 

revolution in relation to agri-food systems (Shucksmith and Brown 2016).  In the 

'formal' sector in Kenya, this is reflected by the presence of retailers such as Naivas, 

Tuskies, Nakumat & Carrefour, who are some of the biggest name chains.   

 

Within this environment, upgrading is limited to the ways in which micro retailers and 

smallholders alike break into formal, high-value markets (Kaganzi et al. 2009). 

Smallholders and retailers alike must upgrade and adjust to the new requirements set 

forth by the corporate food sector in order to avoid being driven out of production 

altogether and, more importantly, to be able to reap the benefits of market participation 

(Vetter et al. 2019).  

The problem is that marketing and African studies literature has not included MM and 

enterprises alike in this thinking; it is the perspective of this thesis that the MM need 

to engage in upgrading processes to ensure that they can also reap the benefits of 

market participation. Before engaging with the findings of my data analysis that 

highlight the upgrading strategies used by MM, the following section will present a 

critique of the current state of knowledge in existing literature and theory focused on 

the impact of the macro environs on micro retailers like the MM. Downgrading is not a 

strategy that MM used in the duration of this study; this would involve relinquishing 

access to utilities and or moving to a smaller setup.  

4.3 Displacement in the macro environment 

Displacement of MM is widely reported as a result of SM entering the marketplace of 

food, a process encouraged by government policy and macroeconomic trends. In the 

last 15 years, ' retail in developing countries has seen considerable growth, attributed 
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to retail sales compounded by an increase in the population of these countries 

(Kearney 2017). Within sub-Saharan Africa, Kenya and South Africa are categorised 

as the first countries or the "first wave" to experience the growth of SMs, including 

urban, peri-urban and rural areas (Dakora 2012a; Brian 2017; Das Nair 2017; Das 

Nair 2018). Kenya is identified as having the second-largest modern retail market 

(Kearney 2017). The American global management consulting firm A.T. Kearney 

identifies the Kenyan wave as propelled by sound economic growth and a growing 

and urbanizing middle class (Kearney 2017). The second wave of countries includes 

Zambia, Zimbabwe, Namibia, Botswana, Swaziland, Mauritius, Mozambique, Angola 

and then Uganda and Tanzania (Das Nair 2017).  

The significance of retail as an engine for Kenya's macro-economic growth is 

underscored in Vision 2030, in which the government has committed to developing the 

retail industry through an increase in the share of products sold through the formal 

retail channels, such as SMs (GOK 2017). This retail-led development includes 

international and local SM chains, with the former leading the modern market 

movement within Kenya.  

Existing scholarship on the sustainability of the domestic food marketplace has 

focused on the production and restructuring of agribusiness towards increasing global 

competitiveness as well as influencing policies that strengthen agribusiness in Kenya 

(GOK 2019). The focus on growing retail trade through a modern market – represented 

by international and local SMs – is complemented by a desire to foster agricultural 

GDP growth possessing 30–50 per cent of national incomes (Markelova and Mwangi 

2010). This is evidenced in the state-sponsored Nairobi international trade fair  (2017), 

which I attended – hosted by the Agricultural Society. 

 

This trade fair placed great emphasis on food technology and agricultural technology 

with the aim of enhancing food security through the production of quality crops, 

industrial trade and promoting national growth. The trade fair promoted the potential 

of agribusiness in the marketplace of food as a driver of economic growth in Kenya. 

The aim of this trade fair is to generate higher productivity, poverty reduction and 

income growth in Kenya and the continent (Chirwa et al. 2005; Coulter 2007; 



 

Ph. D. African Studies, The University of Edinburgh 2020 

P
ag

e1
1

7
 

Toenniessen et al. 2008; Chirwa and 

Kydd 2009; Kaganzi et al. 2009; 

Andersson et al. 2015).  

While this thesis is not focused on the 

implications of the restructuring of 

agribusiness, underlying this 

trajectory of scholarship and 

government promotion is the 

attempted restructuring of the 

marketplace of food (Rao and Qaim 

2011; Rao et al. 2012; Vetter et al. 2019). There is a substantial similarity between the 

ongoing restructuring of agribusiness in Kenya with that of retail in the marketplace of 

food facilitated by the democratisation and economic liberalisation processes, which 

have opened the Kenyan domestic market to foreign direct investments by food retail 

transnational corporations (Vetter et al. 2019).  

Within this development paradigm in Kenya,  SMs are the preferred tool for ensuring 

the transformation or modernisation of the country's marketplace of food, replacing 

central food markets, neighbourhood stores, street food sellers in urban areas 

(Reardon et al. 2009; Weerasekara et al. 2018, p.111). Within the retail environment 

of the marketplace of food, the strong push towards transformation by corporate 

involvement as an increasingly dominant factor in the ways in which the marketplace 

of food is arranged, understood and approached. This push is aided by the imposition 

of standards, norms and practices that make it difficult for local retailers like the MM 

to comply with,  resulting in the alteration of dynamics within the marketplace between 

retailers, value-chain participants and their macro environment  (Reardon et al. 2009; 

Greenberg 2017; Biothai 2018).  

Whilst there is a legitimate concern that SM will undercut MM and even drive them out 

of business. The degree to which these dynamics change is debated in literature with 

authors like Reardon et al. (2007), Ligthelm and Risenga (2006) and Thabani (2015) 

identifying the growth of SM, and their expansion from affluent areas to low economic 

areas like Hillview estate, as resulting in economic displacement rather than economic 

development (Battersby and Peyton 2014; Madlala 2015; Battersby et al. 2016; Das 

Image 4 Nairobi international  trade fair ticket (Juliet Kariuki, 2017) 
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Nair 2018). On the other side of the argument, scholars such as Battersby et al. (2016), 

Battersby and Peyton (2014), challenge this narrative. Their arguments will be 

presented in the next section.  

4.4 SMs and the Displacement narrative  

 

As has been introduced in the literature review and briefly above, a process of 

displacement characterises the macro-environment in which we find the MM. A part of 

the process of restructuring involves more significant players across the chain actively 

displacing smaller ones. The practice of displacement involves replacing retail 

practices like that of the MM labelled as traditional in favour of the 'modern' retailers – 

SM – involving regional, national and global corporate interests. This process is not 

unique to Kenya; rather, it reflects a regional and global restructuring of agro-food 

markets aided by the exponential expansion of the modern retail sector (Parduhn 

2011; Dholakia et al. 2012; Campbell 2015; Das Nair 2017; Sagaci Research 2017). 

The current retail environment in urban Nairobi is reflective of "relationships between 

the market forces of international capital, the state, society and the political and 

institutional arrangements mediating this interaction in the cities of the developing 

world" (Hamza and Zetter 2013, p.9). This narrative is not to be undermined as it is a 

common experience in the restructuring of the marketplace of food. This displacement 

narrative is described by a procurement researcher who works for an international 

research firm (who preferred to remain anonymous) based in Kenya, said in an 

interview: 

 

 "SMs are just trying to steal the markets, but so far it is 50/50 per cent share. 

In fact, SMs are complaining that they are not getting that market share 

because of them" (Beatrice researcher, 2017).  

 

Whilst these statistics are not entirely accurate, this perspective of displacement is 

common both amongst researchers I met and, in the literature, highlighting the impact 

of 'formal' retail on traditional or informal retailers. It has been shown by Reardon et 

al. (2007) that customers move slowly from purchasing from informal vendors to SMs 

on a product-by-product basis, starting with processed foods and ending with fresh 

produce (Reardon et al. 2007: 408). In a similar finding, Ligthelm and Risenga (2006) 
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- who study the impact of SM in Soshanguve Township, South Africa – have described 

the impact of SM as the "cannibalisation of existing small businesses" with the rise of 

"new shopping malls" and the gravitation of consumers away from small business 

towards larger businesses (Ligthelm 2008).  

 

In Heijden and Vink’s (2013) study of the South African marketplace, they note that 

the imposition of SM on MM type enterprises goes as far as preparedness to absorb 

a loss in order to push out these smaller competitors. This is exemplified by low prices 

charged in Pick n Pay SMs in township areas (low-income areas), which "were 

generally lower than prices in Pick n Pay branded stores" incurring operating losses 

for five years, indicating that Pick n Pay is prepared to "subsidise losses at its 

subsidiary in order to gain market share in lower-income areas" (Heijden and Vink 

2013, p.78). These accounts identify the predatory nature of SM on other retailers in 

the marketplace of food. However, these are not fully representative of the impacts of 

SM on MM, and herein lies the problem of heterogeneity in retail change. The following 

section presents the problem of the displacement narrative.  

 

4.5 The problem of the displacement narrative  

 

The concern that SMs are increasingly displacing MM retail through direct competition 

and strategies of spatial exclusion is factual. However, this impact is not a  

homogenous experience (Humphrey 2007, p.438; Battersby and Peyton 2014). 

Picking up on the issue of applying a homogenous experience, Abrahams (2010) who 

studied supermarketisation in Zambia, cautions against "SM revolution myopia" 

(Abrahams 2010, p.116). An example of the heterogeneity of SM impact on retailers 

like MM is the case of  Philippi East Township – Cape Town; Charman et al. (2019) 

studied the implications of SM retail businesses on opportunities for micro-enterprises, 

like MM focusing on the impact on market space and business opportunities (Charman 

et al. 2019). They found that the greatest competition within the Philippi East Township 

precinct "does not occur between large and micro enterprises (or businesses position 

at different vertical points within the food system value chains), but between 

businesses of the same kind (and hence similar value chain characteristics)" 

(Charman et al. 2019, p.60). 
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In assessing food security in the case of Kisumu City in Kenya that is experiencing 

rapid SM growth, Battersby and Watson (2018) highlight that the impact of SM can 

happen in opposing ways, "informal traders can be economically undermined and 

spatially marginalized by the SM system, whereas in other cases, SM growth creates 

opportunities for them" (Battersby and Watson 2018). Battersby et al. (2016) explain 

the relationship between SM and MM on the spatial level, whereby informal vendors 

and SMs in Cape Town, South Africa, have different locational strategies to maximize 

their different customer bases. This is the case in Hillview estate too, For large SM like 

BuyRite, QuickMart, Tuskies, and Carrefour, their locations tend to focus on 

intersections of roads with heavy road traffic, but not necessarily heavy foot traffic. 

This allows for the MM and the SM businesses to occupy different space within the 

same area.  

 

However, there is an increasing 

number of smaller SM locating 

themselves on the same 

streets as MM; in Hillview 

estate, you find the likes of 

Joyland and Royal Star SMs on 

Hunter's Road who offer 

household items and the SM 

experience of bright lights, neat 

shelves, automated tellers and 

tiled floors.  Alongside these 

smaller SMs and larger SMs 

like the PowerStar in Kasarani, it is common to find MM choosing to establish their 

businesses right outside SMs targeting the SM customers by capitalizing on the 

deficiencies in the SMs' fresh produce offerings (Battersby et al., 2016). 

 

In addition to economic displacement, there is a real sense of spatial displacement 

that is spurred by planning regulations in Kenya that are aimed at creating a formalised 

image, a future city which Watson (2014) names as "new urban fantasy plans" 

(Watson 2009; Watson 2013; Watson and Agbola 2013; Watson 2016). Nairobi 

 
 Image 5  Example of MM located at the entrance of a local SM (Juliet 
Kariuki, 2017) 
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performs a quintessential role in Africa’s evolving transformation because urban 

environments facilitate growth in critical economic sectors (Wall, 2018) (See Chapter 

One for further detail).  

 

It is accepted that African cities can boost their economies by positioning themselves 

as desirable localities for multinational firms regional headquarters or sub-offices and 

thereby become important nodes in these firms corporate strategies (Wall 2018). In 

the new urban agenda, market enablement plays a central role. Market enablement 

means increasing the productivity and competitiveness of Kenya's economy in order 

to ensure that cities like Nairobi can have "better access to the transnational economy 

whilst reducing their cost of production, which are mainly attributed to high social 

overheads" (Hamza and Zetter 2013, p.15). The key in Hamza & Zetter (2013) 

statement is that the application of a market enablement lens to the way in which 

Nairobi city is managed is to ensure that the city can compete and access the 

transnational economy. This development paradigm advocates the idea that even the 

enablement of SMs in the city forms part of the wider preference of ensuring the 

transformation of the city and marketplace of food by serving corporate interests 

(Reardon et al. 2009; Morange 2015).  

 

This discourse is facilitated by the "imposition of laws, zoning ordinances and 

adherence to a master planning approach inherited from the Global North" enforcing 

what UN-Habitat (2009) refers to as colonial continuity hypothesis in which "colonial 

plans and land management tools, sometimes in even more rigid form than colonial 

governments" (United Nations Human Settlements Programme 2009, p.55; Morange 

2015, p.249). The issue with this approach is the implicit and explicit anti-informality 

approach in all its forms. As Morange (2015) puts it, "the challenge is to reconcile the 

dreamed skyline of the modern capital [of an] independent African capitalist 

metropolis, […] with a modern African identity" (Morange 2015, p.253). This ongoing 

position promotes the acceptance that the current trajectory of the food marketplace 

involves and necessitates the transition from the traditional or informal retail 

characterised by MM  to modern retail, SM. 
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Kamete and Lindell (2010) describe how existing policies that make up the institutional 

and legal infrastructure of planning is "retained, and is occasionally invoked and 

unleashed on specially selected targets that are perceived as 'nuisance" ( Kamete and 

Lindell, 2010,892). For Watson and Agbola (2013), the issues posed by the spatial 

displacement focused on encouraging urban planning that is inclusive. Planning is "the 

single most important tool that governments have at their disposal for managing the 

urban space, a tool that should not be based on urban futures that are fantastical in 

nature akin to Dubai, Shanghai or Singapore urban designs (Watson and Agbola 

2013). 

 

In a discussion of the built environment and the government or political environment, 

MM has noted that the Kenyan government have reluctantly tried to build spaces in 

the city for the MM to work, in an attempt to move them away from areas controlled by 

corporate interest. One such agency ensuring that the urban space is attractive to 

and protective of corporate interest is the private agency, the Nairobi Central 

Business District Association (NCBDA) (Morange 2015, p.248).  The NCBDA was 

formed by prominent corporate firms in order to regenerate and regain control of the 

Central Business District (CBD) through beautification programmes and increased 

security, and by discarding undesirable behaviours and activities. As a result, in 2007, 

all the street traders of the CBD were displaced to the Muthurwa market, a formal 

trading area located on the outskirts of the city centre (Morange 2015, p.248). 

 

A fruit and vegetable procurer for a new SM that has opened up in Kasarani told me 

that "You know most people in this estate, they do not want to go to the market 

because it is dirty. Even when it rains, it is muddy" (Wambua, 2017). This became a 

common theme in the ways MM would discuss or refer to wholesale market spaces, 

with all sixty MM participants noting that these spaces are uncared for, dirty streets, 

litter, oper sewer lines, no shelter from the weather,  overfull and have been too far 

removed from their original places of work and residence. Open markets like Gikomba, 

Githunguri, Wangige, Kiambu, Kangemi, Korogocho, Kawangare, Ngara and Githurai 

( closest to the field site) are key to food provisioning in the city and are examples of 

the attempt of the government to provide spaces for the trade of food in the urban 

marketplace (Abukutsa 2010; Muhanji et al. 2011).  
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It became increasingly evident that the spaces demarcated by the government are not 

conducive to the MM in Hill View estate, who use the neighbourhood environment as 

a key component of the business as it is cleaner than demarcated spaces, and a 

majority of them ( fifty out of the sixty) live in the area "I started my shop two years 

ago, I chose this space because it is right next to my flat … I just go to 

Githurai (the closest market) to get my things" (Mama D, 2017). The urban residential 

estate is key to the sustained presence of these businesses, affording them a space 

they can control facilitated by their residence in the area.  

 

This is unlike the public market spaces, which do not afford MM the opportunity to 

control their environment and arrange their space in a way that would allow the 

business to sustain itself. It is for these reasons that MM in Hillview estate have 

chosen to locate their businesses in a residential area. The neighbourhood affords the 

MM the capabilities of accessing necessary inputs for the functioning of the enterprise, 

water, electricity and refuse management, all of which are accessed through the social 

connections that these men and woman have made by virtue of living in 

the surrounding areas.  

 

This finding implies that the displacement narrative of SM vs MM is not just about their 

integration but the broader planning policies in the built, political and economic 

environments, leading me to conclude that it is crucial to understand the experiences 

on the ground, engaging with the gap in the academic literature on what the Nairobi 

experience actually is. Flipping the concern from the impact of SM on MM to an 

understanding of how MM are creating their own narratives; How they are maintaining 

(or not) their sustained presence is important. The following will engage with the ways 

in which MM are challenging corporate interests in the marketplace of food through 

mimicking and creating paths to utility infrastructure.  

 

The reality is that unlike the South African marketplace of food, Nairobi’s is 

characterised by the dominance of the total share of SM spending. According to the 

retail research firm averages, spending with MM accounts for 92.7 per cent of total 

food expenditure, with SMs at 7.3 per cent (Interview, Retail research firm, 2017). 

These statistics based on the firm's research in thirty-five sub-Saharan African 

countries, with South Africa averaging at the highest share of 'organised modern retail', 
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55.5 per cent of total food expenditure. The chart below depicts the share of retail 

expenditure calculated by the research firm (who have asked not to be mentioned by 

name).  

 

 

Figure 7SM retail sale share calculated as the percentage of all SM sales ( Retail Research Company A, 2017, p. 
3) 

 

It is at this juncture that this thesis questions the homogenous application of this 

restructuring process on all retailers. This thesis joins scholars such as Campbell 

(2015), Wegerif (2014); (2014), Kinyanjui (2016) and Vetter et al. (2019) in identifying 

retailers like the MM as enterprises that have taken action to deal with changes in their 

urban built environment and political environments allowing them to adapt and form a 

sense of resistance or resilience towards environments that favour their SM 

competitors (Chikazunga et al. 2006; A. Louw et al. 2008; Wrigley and Dolega 2011).  

This position has been influenced by evidence collected from over 60 MMs and five 

industry personnel, one of whom stated very clearly and strongly in an interview:   

 

"it is going to take a while Before this Mama [Mboga] disappears … and you 

know old the speech, around the development of SMs for the modernisation of 

Kenya … that's bull shit! Yes, it can happen, but not today… if you look at the 

entire expenditures form households the share of SMs, I think it like 7% leaving 

93% for non-SMs. This evolves pretty slowly. Even if the SM double-doubles 

its eyes every year Still, it will take a while before this, this movement. I am 
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pretty sure that both can coexist" (Managing Director of Retail Research Firm, 

2017).  

 

These sentiments are a deviation from findings in scholarship that have hypothesised 

and evidenced that the process of restructuring is expected to be potentially excluding 

for those in the marketplace "without the capacity to respond to requirements of 

quality, consistency, volume, and transaction specifications demanded by the modern 

food industry" ((Reardon et al. 2009, pp.1717–1718). This makes for a good starting 

point in this analysis; taking this lead, this chapter argues and provides evidence to 

support the ongoing process of upgrading that the MM in urban Nairobi – as evidenced 

by participants in Hill View estate – are using to challenge ongoing urban policies and 

SM retail that promote their marginalisation and displacement.  

 

The following section will engage with the ways in which MM counter their 

marginalisation in the urban environment through typologies of retail; in a sense 

creating makeshift urbanism (Vasudevan 2014). Utilising this human geography 

framing is vital in understanding that the upgrading strategies used by MM are 

reflective of MM shifting in response to their macro environment. Key to this response 

is the building and maintaining infrastructure in a context where Nairobi City Council 

state fails to provide the infrastructure. For MM to compete with SM, they have to piece 

together an alternative urban life challenging the conditions of informality. MMs 

upgrading strategies are a reflection of the complex material geographies through 

which cities are differentially composed and re-assembled (Vasudevan 2014, pp.346–

348). It is important to note that the strategies of upgrading presented in the next 

section are not applied to the products sold ( see chapter five); these strategies were 

strictly confined to the built environment, facilitating access to essential utilities.  

 

4.6 MM and Upgrading  

 

There are two main changes in MM, changes in their appearance and changes in their 

access to utility infrastructure. Both of which have been influenced by SM both directly 

and indirectly through the introduction of SM norms and the exclusion from 

government urban planning infrastructure. The MM have devised ways in which they 
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can engage with access to infrastructure and SM norms to upgrade their businesses. 

These two processes are what will be referred to as upgrading. The following will begin 

with a definition of upgrading and its application in this thesis, then engage with 

findings and analysis of MM infrastructural upgrading and end with the final theme of 

'adoption or mimicking' of SM norms.  

Within the micro-enterprises, not much is known about how MM upgrade in their urban 

environments; literature has been more focused on describing and engaging with their 

characteristics rather than engaging with the ways in which these enterprises interact 

with a macro environment geared at upgrading practices. The reason for the focus on 

the characteristics of businesses like MM is rooted in a continuation of exclusionary 

practices introduced earlier and the ongoing belief by scholars of the dualist, 

structuralist and neoliberal informal theories who continue the narrative that informal 

sectors full potential can only be realised if the informal sector transforms through 

formalisation. It is this continued categorisation of what the informal economy is 

lacking in comparison to the formal that "fails to tell us how it operates or organises 

itself for action" (Kinyanjui 2011, p.32; Chen 2012). 

This practice has overshadowed the ways in which enterprises like the MM are 

changing with the macro-environment. The closest study on the internal workings of 

MM enterprises is the studies conducted by Dr Mary Kinyanjui on economic informality 

and urbanisation, indigenous institutions, small scale farmers, women and gender in 

the context of social-economic justice. In one particular publication, she identifies three 

strategies that the Jua Kali (micro and small enterprises) adopts to sustain their 

businesses: self-ideologies built and shaped by the harsh environment in which they 

work, ideologies that are necessary to engage in social and economically; social 

relations as a form of gate-keeping as a means of protecting themselves and guarding 

form competition through a united voice; the process of learning and unlearning as key 

to the intergenerational transfer of knowledge and technology ensuring continuity 

(Kinyanjui 2008; Kinyanjui 2010; Kinyanjui 2011; Kinyanjui et al. 2013; Kinyanjui 2014; 

Kinyanjui 2016; Juepner et al. 2018). 

Whilst these strategies described by Kinyanjui are relevant and were present in the 

data collected in this study, these strategies do not engage with the exact processes 

used by MM to upgrade and increase the benefits or profits derived from participating 
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in the marketplace of food. To answer the question posed, it is important to engage 

with the kind of upgrading that MM has developed to distinguish their businesses from 

others as well as to ensure their business appeals to changing socio-economic and 

demographics, which is key to engaging with their sustained presence in the 

marketplace of food.  

In doing so, the following will introduce the ways in which the MM are applying their 

own concepts of upgrading; unpacking how upgrading is understood from the 

perspectives and practices of the MM, as well as identifying the strategies that have 

developed to sustain their market access despite the restructuring of the food system 

in favour of SM marketplace of food. What will become clear is that for the MM, 

upgrading is not strictly about the value chain and production; instead it is a process 

of professionalisation or standardisation of the business in a macroenvironment that 

is not geared in their favour. These processes have evolved over time and are in direct 

response and reaction to the macro-environments changing character influenced by 

the impact of changing environmental, social and economic responsibilities associated 

with strategies of profit maximization (Zonin et al. 2014, p.354). Understanding these 

processes allows us to map the current upgrading strategies used.  

 

4.6.1 Importance of the urban built environment for upgrading  

 

The MM form the majority of the business in the street: of the 60 I studied, I learned of 

the daily and weekly processes that are part of these businesses. When looking at the 

MM enterprise on Hill View Estate, I began to understand that the configurations of the 

MM enterprise are being influenced by two ongoing processes on the neighbourhood 

level and on the enterprise level. The increasingly neo-liberal management of the city's 

public services that have led to neighbourhood deprivation as well as a powerless 

interaction with the Nairobi City Council (NCC) has meant that in order for the MM 

enterprise to function, they need to create their own access to essential services. This 

process of creating their own access to services has allowed the MM enterprise to 

work in an urban food provisioning system that is not geared to work in their favour. 

The MM does not have the support of state services, and this lack of attention or state 

provision means the MM, like many of the residents who live in the area, are personally 
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responsible for their own utilities and utility infrastructure. This includes electricity, 

water, sewage, refuse etc. Whilst some of these services – like electricity cables, water 

pipes and sewer systems may exist in their basic forms – the functioning of these 

services is down to the tenant, owner and business operator to ensure their own 

access. The following will break down the different process that the MM use to access 

energy, water and waste disposal. In the following section, I will illustrate how MM 

engage in collaborative upgrading patterns to ensure access to these services.  

It is important to engage with the characteristics of the built environment in Hillview 

Kasarani. This urban space is reflective of a diversity of human influences, operating 

through time, collectively determining the nature of the estates' settlement pattern 

(Hunter 1967). The marketplace that MM run and operate in Hillview is an important 

social unit reflecting the human-land relationships, population distribution, social 

structure, historical background, and socio-political relationships that go beyond the 

visibility of chaos, unruliness and poverty (Goodfellow and Taylor 2009; Ikioda 2013; 

Liu et al. 2019). In exploring the ways in which the MM in Hill view estate interact with 

the changing marketplace of food – characterised by SM – it became clear that the 

urban built environment is a key component of the businesses' sustained presence in 

the neighbourhood.  

The built environment here refers to the physical infrastructure of Kasarani and, more 

specifically, that of Hill View estate. This physical infrastructure includes the privately 

developed mixed-use buildings with residential properties and retail spaces located on 

the bottom floors facing the roads, more specifically the infrastructure services, like 

water, electricity, sanitation, roads, drains and solid waste management (Sheng et al. 

2018).  

The infrastructure in the built environment in Hillview estate is telling of the 

exclusionary characteristic of urban planning in Nairobi, as noted by my hosts during 

the fieldwork who have been living in the area since the 1980s, who said: 

"This area and other areas are different to where the money is; we are not like those 

guys in Runda with big cars we are not as important, here you do things for yourself, I 

have my own water, electricity and employ boys to collect the taka-taka (rubbish)"  

(Tanin, 2017). 
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This exclusion can be seen in the ways infrastructure is prioritised in the city, areas 

housing wealthy residents, SMs, malls,  global NGOs and MNCs et al. are prioritised 

accessing tarmacked roads, a weekly collection of rubbish, working streetlights, water 

and sanitation (Grant and Nijman 2002; Smith 2017). These urban hubs are key to the 

reimagining of Nairobi's 2030 vision; prioritising their urban infrastructure goes in hand 

with this vision, as does the prioritisation of spaces in which large SMs operate (Grant 

and Nijman 2002). 

This built environment in which MM businesses operate is characterised by a high-

density neighbourhood and business areas –housing over 6,000 people and 1,900 

households within one square kilometre, as well as an increasing sense of economic 

insecurity  –  supported by privately owned buildings which represent the majority of 

the urban population, providing access to the CBD and affordable rent (Otsola 2012; 

Kinyanjui 2016). This area exhibits failing public infrastructure. The effects of which 

are explicit, open sewers, piles of rubbish along roadsides, private water tanks on tall 

stilts above apartment blocks and houses, and yellow jerricans filled with water for the 

day's work placed on shop floors act as clear indicators of an existing failure of both 

public and private utility services. 

This urban environment is a dense matrix of practices that are central to how Hillview 

estate is pieced together, secured and lived (Vasudevan 2014, p.347). Urbanisation 

Image 6 Hillview Estate 2017 (Juliet Kariuki, 2017) 
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is a key factor underpinning and catalysing the increased incidence of infrastructure 

failure and increased housing densification (Magigi 2013). The urban environment is 

characterised by a lack of access to utilities, like fresh water, reliable electricity and 

waste disposal systems. The lack of land use planning has led to increased housing 

densification and ineffective land-use planning that has led to residential and 

commercial zones like that of Kasarani suffering (Watson 2016; Battersby 2018). This 

built environment is found to be an important limiting factor to the ways in which the 

MM compete with the SMs that have established themselves in the area. This 

limitation in the form of access to infrastructure is worsening the MM ability to adapt to 

changes in the marketplace of food.  

Within their macroenvironment, you find two ongoing processes: the increase of SM 

in the marketplace and competing with the utility infrastructure that SM has access to 

as a result of the prioritisation of SM in Nairobi's urban planning. The lack of 

infrastructure in the estate reflects the deeper structural processes of uneven capitalist 

development in the city that is happening concurrently with Nairobi's policymakers’ 

goal to move the city up the world city ladder in pursuit of the now normative tone 

that world city status is positive (Robinson 2002, pp.534–545; McDonald 2012).  This 

is a big problem for MM businesses who are reliant on satisfying their customers 

changing expectations. Access to utilities is key for the operation of food retail in the 

current marketplace of food.  

This necessity is rooted in a wider movement of awareness amongst MM of the need 

to provide sanitary conditions for the sale of food to create or mimic the standards the 

SM have set. There is a need for safe vegetable retailing in a marketplace where the 

sale of counterfeit products is common; on a trip to Eldoret and Muranga to understand 

where some of the food sold in Hillview is sourced, a prominent farmer spoke 

extensively of the increasing incidence of fake seeds that have cost her the years corn 

crop (Ruth, Farmer, 2017). The issue of food quality is not limited to FFV. During 

fieldwork, it became clear that not all sugar was to be trusted, fake sugar and fish 

products in SMs "imported from China brought into the country illegally and therefore 

not subjected to the strict verification process that all imported goods should" CEO of 

Kenya Association of Manufacturers (Henson and Reardon 2005; Wakiaga 2018).  
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It is within this environment of distrust that the SM has managed to cultivate the 

appearance of having the safest produce in the marketplace of food and the cleanest 

spaces. This narrative expressed by SM owners and consumers in the area is 

indicative of the SM's ability to understand, adapt to, or even create, local cultures and 

patterns of consumption in host countries transferring their cultures into host countries 

(Wrigley et al. 2005, p.441; Das Nair 2017). The cultural transfer here is indicative of 

how SM and retailers in the marketplace of food are responsive to local variations in 

cultural tastes, norms and preferences and, even more so, willing to import better 

standards and norms (Wrigley et al. 2005, p.441). This is certainly the case in a large 

new SM that I worked in – which has since established its second shop in the area – 

established by Kenyan investors in Kasarani.  

In this SM, customers and employees frequently marvelled at the infrastructure and 

overall appearance that this SM possessed over that of other local SMs in the area. 

This idea that SMs had access to these very necessary inputs such as electricity, 

tarmacked parking, water and waste disposal generated a sense of confidence in the 

quality of the goods sold in the SM. Customers felt like they could rely on this SM to 

sell fresh fruits and vegetables that are cleaner than those that were sold by MM 

around the corner operating from wooden stalls on the road reserve. The SM manager 

stated that "people buy from us because the cooked food in the deli and fruits and 

vegetables here are protected from the dust .. it is a clean, bright and attractive 

environment, unlike the other SMs. Having delved into a discussion of what makes 

this space better or the food cleaner, the manager often pointed towards the 

infrastructure that they have developed themselves to ensure they can compete and 

offer better conditions than the local SMs and mirror those of the international SM in 

the area, Carrefour at Thika Road Mall.  

The issue is that accessing entities in the same way that SM does, comes at a great 

cost; water refuse and electricity combined cost this SM upwards of KSH 500 000 a 

month. This enormous figure includes the monthly payments for water, sewage, refuse 

collection amounting to KSH200 000, which can be "reduced by talking sweetly to 

private and public authorities and getting a personalised 'discount'", as the manager 

stated –  this is evidence of corruption in the industry as well as the economic power 

of SMs in ensuring infrastructure. The cost of electricity, whilst included in the previous 

lump sum, doesn't guarantee access as there are constant shortages in the area; what 
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SMs do is guarantee their own access to power through generators. In this 

establishment, they invested in a Cummins generator, which is charged at KSH 10 

000 a day and must be paid in cash to Cummins affiliates, such as Car and General.  

The reliability of this infrastructure has ensured that the SM can create an environment 

that is attractive to customers as it provides a sense of surety that the products sold in 

the shop are trustworthy. These utilities have contributed to the ways in which food is 

sold by establishing a new standard for retail where access to utilities is key to the 

functioning of the SM and attracting customers. Without the utilities, the SM would be 

seen by customers as no different to the competing SM franchise PowerStar which 

frequently has power cuts, piles of litter and open sewer systems on its doorstep.  

A symbol of a good retailer or SM is their access to utilities, access to this is difficult 

for the MM who work in an environment where there is a lack of working or necessary 

infrastructure. Having engaged with employees of the Nairobi City Water and 

Sewerage Company, they described the problems faced by Nairobians and Hillview 

estate as partly historical and related to the increasing population, exacerbated by a 

lack of infrastructure coverage, stating that water coverage is 57% and sewage is 50% 

(NCWSC, 2017).  After our conversation, I was directed to an online inventory of 

sessional papers by the Sectoral Committee on Water and Sanitation, in a recent 

publication (2019) on the consideration of the Water and Sanitation Services policy, 

the problem of poor sanitation services and water and sewer line erosion is identified 

as a result of a gap in policy framework in the county on how to address these 

challenges seen as "a consequence of the colonial legacy" (Nairobi City County 

Assembly 2019).  

Whilst this continuation is true and has resulted in a lack of policy, the problem of poor 

infrastructure is also a result of a disconnect between policy and implementation 

facilitated by the privatisation of these services and devolution further frustrated by the 

normalisation of corruption. This issue has been highlighted in the Report by the 

Auditor General, who links the poor infrastructure in areas like Hillview to the state of 

corruption that hinders the effective performance of the Nairobi City Water and 

Sewerage Company (NCWSC) (Nairobi City County Assembly 2018).  

This corruption is evident in Hillview; there is continued encroachment on NCWSC 

land meant for the expansion of water and sewerage treatment works which have been 
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sold to investors and built on. Additionally, there is a persisting problem of non-revenue 

water (unaccounted for water) out of 172 767 812 cubic meters of water (2018); 38 

per cent of this volume represented non-revenue water. This is further frustrated by 

the abandonment of infrastructure projects in the area that have been awarded 

through tenders. One such tender is the Kasarani Sports View Sewer Reticulation 

project that received 56.52 per cent of the contracted sum and abandoned the project 

at 74% completion level leaving large maintenance holes, open sewer trenches and 

pipes in Kasarani (Nairobi City County Assembly 2018). This is the reality of the 

infrastructure that MM must contend with in Hillview estate.  

What is clear is that accessing the necessary infrastructure, whilst necessary for 

demand-side factors for the MM (customers), is a costly task that exceeds the 

maximum earnings of the MM in my samples. John put it as follows: "sometimes the 

job is low, and sometimes it's high, when it is low you can't make less than KSH 60 to 

70 thousand a month" when it's high, it is an excess of KSH 100 thousand (John, 

2017). For smaller or less established MM like Njeri, who has started off selling an 

assortment of FFV, they reported that: "what you make in a day depends on how the 

customers come in, you can get 1000 to 2000 a day depending on the customers and 

the market" (Njeri, MM, 2017).   

With these earnings, it is impossible for MM to afford a generator or to pay for 

infrastructure; however, this doesn't stop the MM. MM and residents alike do not wait 

on the government, they have chosen to create solutions that will upgrade their access 

to utilities by collaborating with businesses and people who live and work in Hillview, 

creating alternative access to these utilities, finding ways to mimic the SM service. 

These upgrading mechanisms allow them to establish themselves as improved 

retailers in the area, retailers who care about the quality of the service they are 

providing to their customers. 

 

4.6.2 Infrastructural upgrading 

 

It has been established that for the MM the lack of working infrastructure acts as 

supply-side obstacles for the MM,  impeding on the retail potential of the continued 

presence of the MM and other local economic activities in operation in Hill view (Zaaijer 
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and Sara 1993). It has also been presented that the infrastructure situation, 

characterised by government corruption and failures in urban planning is threatening 

the supply side factor key to the sustained presence of the MM and consumer demand 

for their products and services (Baken et al. 1991). This section will present evidence 

of how MM businesses are engaging with their existing built environs to upgrade their 

access to utilities and more appealing space to ensure consumer satisfaction. The 

upgrading strategy used in the urban space is characterised by the ways in which the 

MM rearrange their space, creating their own capabilities through the neighbourhood.  

The following processes to attain electricity, water and waste recycling, fall under the 

desire to mimic the SM shopping culture. These findings reflect the experience I had 

working at a SM, who in the introduction of their SMs to the market of Kasarani and 

Kahawa West made a great effort to design their spaces using inspiration from South 

African retailers. In so doing the shops include a deli, a bakery, a grocery section, neat 

and organised isles, bright white tiled floors, fluorescent lighting and signage, the use 

of modern tills, a reception and air conditioning.  

Customers who walked into this space 

always looked around in amazement at 

the meticulously ordered shelved; the 

uniformed staff will help them find their 

way around the shop and the variety and 

freshness of the FFV. This observation 

has been qualified by Marques et al., 

(2016) who note that the environment of 

the store – the display and design/beauty 

– can influence consumers" willingness to 

purchase as well as being a store 

differentiator (Marques et al. 2016). 

The importance of typologies for accessing utilities is underscored by the hierarchies 

of MM business in the neighbourhood. Forty of the sixty MM studied had previous 

shops in the area, all of which were smaller or had access to fewer amenities that their 

current shop. The remaining 20 are split between new entrants (six) earning 500KSH 

– 800KSH a day and couldn't afford to think of moving; eight who had inherited 

Image 7 SM Atmospherics 2017 (Juliet Kariuki, 2017) 
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established shops (type one and two shops) form families and the remaining six shops 

were content in their positions in the area and hadn't paid too much attention to moving 

elsewhere. This trend underscored an unseen process of upgrading that is reliant on 

the type of the shop and the access that the MM type has to utilities. These spaces 

give the MM different options of utility access, all of which are dependent on the 

infrastructure of the shop and/or allowances that their landlords have made:  

Type One:  

 

 

 

 

 

 

In this space, MM rent a space that is constructed by the owners of the land. The shop 

is either in a concrete structure/shop or a metal structure that is supported by the 

boundary wall of a property. Renting one of these options affords the MM to access 

power directly from the national grid via the residence (a charge is included in the 

monthly rental); water is also accessible from the mains of the residential property but 

due to frequent water shortages, these MM store water in drums. This practice, in 

Image 8 Type  One (Juliet Kariuki, 2017; Google maps 2020) 
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particular, underscores my previous point of MM making use of these services by 

creating their own points of access via properties connected to the grid. However, this 

is limited to MM being able to afford to rent and gain access to this property.  Rental 

of this property ranges from 10000KSH and 8000KSH a month, with annual increases. 

In one particular shop, which had an old till on an old table reclaimed from a SM. 

Access to electricity meant that this MM could keep a record of her sales and light her 

shop with bright neon lights that help improve the aesthetic of her shop. 

Type Two: 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Image 9 Type Two (Juliet Kariuki, 2017; Google maps 2020) 

An example of 

a Refurbished-

shipping 

container with 

roof, split into 

two shops.  

 Jiko & a drum of water 
 

Light Switch in the shipping container  
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Type Three  

 

MM rent a space similar to the previous type, with the exception that space is made 

from refurbished shipping containers, wood or metal. This is a semi-permanent 

structure like type One; these spaces are built by the owners of the property and rented 

to the MM. These spaces are more temporary than MM type one as they are 

constructed using wood and metal as opposed to brick. These spaces are outfitted to 

provide the MM with spaces to showcase their food and store their produce. The 

spaces are fitted with electricity meters that allow the MM to pay her/his way using 

tokens. Rental of this space is 4000 KSH To 8000 KSH depending on the size of your 

space; token electricity a month costs KSH 2000. The access to electricity allows these 

MM to keep foods fresher and to light up their shops n a way that attracts customers 

in the evenings. Some spaces are large enough to allow customers to walk into the 

shop, sit and even buy plates of food cooked by the MM. In the image above you see 

indigenous vegetables – matoke (unripe green bananas), malenge (pumpkin), ngwaci 

/viazi vitamu (sweet potatoes), ndumas (arrowroot) – being cooked on a jiko ( a 

portable, charcoal-burning stove) inside the shop.  

 

Image 10 Type Three (Juliet Kariuki, 2017; Goodle maps 2020) 
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In this type of MM, the shop is made from wood or tin and is moveable. Typically, these 

spaces are on road reserves. The enterprise operating form such a space is reliant on 

technology in the form of a USB bulb or rechargeable/battery lamps to light up the 

shop in the evening, some MM bring their own lamps – kerosine or candles to light up 

their shops.  You find that some movable structures are connected to permanent 

structures some MM have their wooden display tables and tin roofs connected to small 

formal SMs – that sell non-perishable household goods –, hair salons, or pharmacies. 

Because his space is not part of the SM, he accesses electricity using USB bulbs and 

rechargeable lights. Rent for these movable spaces is 2000 – 3000 KSH a month. 

Type Four: 

Some enterprises rely on the light generated by cars, houses and other MM. These 

enterprises are usually very small. They are often the first attempt at starting a MM 

business or are ‘side hustles’ or additional income in the form of second or third 

business for some MM. This type doesn't offer much of a variety of FFV, and the 

owners do not have the means yet to invest in such services. Types of MM like this 

often carry the basic ingredients needed for traditional foods, sukumawiki, involving a 

selection of indigenous vegetables (see chapter six), tomatoes, onions and garlic. 

These ingredients are vital in making the staple meal, sukuma wiki and ugali.   

Image 11 Type Four (Juliet Kariuki, 2017; Google maps 2020) 
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The four typologies presented here, depict a process of upgrading facilitated by the 

MM retail space. In particular, it can be seen how access to electrical energy 

dependant on the built environment is very much that the MM works in, the key to 

which is the type of shop that the MM can afford to rent. This space is influenced by 

finances and means that when establishing a new business, you start small and create 

a network with owners of the surrounding properties to rent, as Baba L ( a MM) said 

to me "you just need to talk to the landlord of the property" (Baba L, 2017). If lucky to 

convince the owner to allow you to open your shop in their space for cheap or to allow 

you to connect to their electricity meter "You start slowly, you slowly … learn the space 

and the paces you can rent. You know, it is about you and how you can talk" (MM, 

2017).  

While the MM on Hunters does not have access to the capital to build a SM, efforts 

are being made by some micro retailers to imitate the atmosphere one gets when 

walking into a SM. These efforts are shopper marketing "atmospherics" which optimise 

the shopping experience (Marques et al. 2016). Shankar (2011) defines shopper 

marketing broadly as "the planning and execution of all marketing activities that 

influence a shopper along, and beyond, the entire path-to-purchase, from the point at 

which the motivation to shop first emerges through to purchase, consumption, 

repurchase, and recommendation," (Shankar et al. 2011) 

There is great attention paid to the way the shop is organised, and the FFV are 

arranged.  

This makes it easier for the customers to buy your produce. We do not let the 

stall sleep on the street when we move them back into the space (the 

containers). It is a must to make sure that your space is organised well, you 

need to make it easy for the customer, but in the evening you need to lock 

things up and arrange your produce well, so they do not sweat you put a carton, 

a gunia, and plastic even though NEMA says we shouldn't use it, they know 

that it is old plastic bag…and the rain will not touch any of the produce. We also 

have a watchman here, so we pay them a little to take care of the shops, they 

look out for people you cannot come to the business unless you are the owner.  

(Mama B, 2017) 
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 In one particular shop, the owner – a woman – has built floating shelves lining the 

shop. Her FFV are arranged in neat piles on the shelves, with fruits on one side of the 

shop and vegetables on the other. Her three employees are dressed in a blue uniform; 

their job is to keep the shelves neat and to help customers. The front of the shop has 

a large painted sign, as you walk in on the right-hand side is a used teller machine and 

a desk, this is where the owner sits the whole day, she is in charge of the money.  

It was in this shop where I recognised the atmospherics, this attempt to make the 

space look and feel like a SM. The produce was fresh, and the employees made sure 

to emphasise that these are all high-quality items but stopped shy of telling me where 

the FFV is from. This was at the owner's request. When MM spoke about the setup of 

the shop, attention is focused on the arrangement of the produce, "you need to have 

a lot of produce arranged well, pilling them high", in retail marketing this strategy acts 

as a "traffic builder" ensuring that customers can see your produce and are attracted 

to your businesses (Dawson 2013). 

Additionally, MM is specific with the way they identify themselves; the use of the label 

of identifying greengrocer was used frequently by MM in types one and two. This 

identity as a greengrocer is mostly used by the men in my sample, who seem to use 

the term to legitimise their business. A greengrocer is a legitimate business 

I am a greengrocer; this business is just like any other business if you come 

here you see that we have so many [shops] here, but they don't put the fresh 

things, what they have is not fresh. You have to plan … I make sure to go to 

the farms. Mr W (2017). 

The movement towards creating or "renting a proper space" that would attract 

customers is aided by the increase in available spaces aided by the continued 

urbanisation of the area. MM, that participated in this research are actively engaging 

with the changes that the SMs are having on the services of 

food provisioning in the marketplace of food. The ways in which they are doing this 

are part of their upgrading agendas; this takes on the form of mimicking SM involving 

the conformity to and replication of standards amongst the typologies of MM. The 

upgrading of MM involves actively replicating and understanding the changes in the 

consumer culture in Nairobi, influenced by retail norms that SMs have introduced. For 

MM and customers, the quality of their service and product is determined by the 
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consumer, who are in turn influenced by the transferal of international food standards 

and norms through SM culture. For MM customers, there is an expectation or a default 

behaviour that is influenced by SM high food standards and tailored appearances 

transferred to Nairobi's and Hillview’s consumers (Wrigley et al. 2005, p.441; 

Cannuscio et al. 2014, p.14; Das Nair 2017). 

Similarly, a MM noted that: 

…you need to hold onto (ku shikilia) your customer, and you benefit in the long 

run. You can also hold certain produce for the customers; they pay you then 

you can hold them. You need to load the kibanda with what people are asking 

for because if you do not have everything that the customer wants, they will go 

to the next shop, and you will lose your customers.  

This space is a house built by the owner of the plot, so because this is a road, 

in the morning you open and you pull out the tables towards the road  

Mama Biashara (2017).  

It is clear that upgrading involves adjusting to norms set by SM; these norms include 

mimicking atmospherics and customer service to ensure that the customers' needs 

are met.  The following section presents a detailed analysis of the ways in which the 

MM have navigated the lack of infrastructure in their built environment. The next 

section will give a detailed account of the ways which the MM guarantee their access 

to electricity, water and waste infrastructure in Hillview estate through the type of their 

shops. All evidence is generated by the qualitative methodology, reflecting insights 

from MM and industry personnel. The strategies presented in the next sections 

combine to describe the MM upgrading strategy.  

4.6.2.1 Access to electricity and energy  

In Hillview, electricity access is important to the MM enterprise in the evenings to 

ensure that customers can see her produce. Whilst there are street lights on this road 

provided by the municipality, these do not work, meaning that access to electricity is 

a service that is provided for privately through enterprises in the area, tokens and 

power from KPLC and USB bulbs that are plugged into rechargeable batteries. As 

such MM' s access to electricity uses a similar approach to utilities through the 

neighbourhood connections, in this case, the MM either buy their electricity using a 
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prepaid machine that cost an average of KSH2000 a month and is registered with the 

Kenya Power.  

Mama Muthoni, a MM who has been working in this neighbourhood for five years ( in 

2017) and operated her business from a rented space built on the perimeter of a 

private property bordering the road tells me that "I pay 4000KSH and it comes with 

token electricity …" (2017).These tokens are loaded to meters fitted in the shops. 

Tokens are bought from authorised kiosks in the neighbourhood or through M-Pesa, 

they are known as KPLC tokens.  

However, due to the frequent interruptions in a day and over a week, MM typically 

have to seek other sources of power to ensure that their shops are lit. Doing so has 

been made easy by the popular electronics shops that are dotted around the streets. 

One particular man makes an effort to approach every shop to sell them portable 

chargers and USB lightbulbs on credit only to MM and residents in the area on the 

basis that these are his neighbours who he sees every day. In the case of electricity, 

these electrical businesses and private 'landlords' act as the conduits through which 

MM and the surrounding residents access electricity. It is through these interactions 

and neighbourhood markets that the MM can ensure her shop is lit through the evening 

rush of customers. Key to accessing electricity is the private means that the 

neighbourhood affords them. This paper will now turn to assess the similar upgrading 

of water access.  
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Figure 8 MM Electricity access within the Hillview neighbourhood (developed by the author) 

The focus of this section is on the ways that MM are actively upgrading their access 

to electricity for lighting and to power their electrical products. Unlike SM who need 

electricity for fridges, tills, cameras, lighting, ventilation system etc. the MM enterprise 

only needs power for their cash machine (1 of 60 used a cash machine), Fridge (3 out 

of 60 ) and lights (45 of 60). For the MM access to electricity is essential; mainly, there 

are three strategies used that are dependent on the type of space that the business 

operates from. Electricity is very important to the enterprise because a lot of the 

business conducted is done during the evening, to accommodate the customers 

returning home from work in the CBD. Access to electricity depends on the type of 

shop the MM can afford – typology one and typology two.  

The erratic nature of electricity means that residents and enterprises need to invest in 

private means of securing this service. This is done through accessing various power 

sources such as rechargeable devices which can charge a phone and light a lightbulb. 

Unlike the formal SM I worked at, MM enterprises cannot afford to invest in and service 

their own generators to ensure continued access to electricity every day regardless of 

KPLCs frequent power cuts.  
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4.6.2.2 Access to Water 

Access to water in the neighbourhood by all typologies of MM involves bringing one's 

own water. This water is sourced by use of one or more of the following methods, all 

of which are in operation in Hillview. MM and residents have identified seven sources 

of water in the area:  

o Private connections directly through NWSC, although these connections are 
often disrupted to favour the manufacturing plants in the area or burst pipes.  

o Plastic Water tanks usually placed on scaffolding, on top of roofs and in gardens 
of homes. These tanks store fresh and/or rainwater. Water is bought from 
contractors and stored in tanks – these trucks carrying water are usually parked 
along the roadside and frequent large apartment blocks, and private company 
offices 

o Bore Holes, varying in size and cost and collecting freshwater. Urban farmers 
often use this method, KAM farms in Garden Estate (discussed later in the 
thesis) use this method to irrigate their farm digging a well  5 feet deep to irrigate 
the crops.  

o Collect water from the river – there is a river about 3 kilometres from Hill View 
Estate. In an area known as clay city. Farmers are careful to note that this water 
is not clean, often fining soap residue and bubbles floating on the surface.  

o Purchasing from Water Kiosks – who purchase water directly from NWSC or 
neighbours.  

o Unregistered/illegal connections to NWSC water mains 

o Neighbours who sell water 

Figure 9 Water access in Hillview estate (developed by author) 
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In Hillview Estate, I found that access to clean water – identified as safe to wash the 

produce with and boil for tea – is a service that is not readily available in a majority of 

the retail spaces – kibanda’s (wooden or metal stalls), converted containers, rented 

spaces on the ground floor of residential potteries etc.) The lack of access to piped 

water from a registered source was one common thread throughout these enterprises.  

Accessing clean water is the responsibility of the enterprise owner or employee, as 

Mama O whose business runs form converted container notes, "I pay 8000KSH a 

month and you find and pay for water from somebody else." MM and residents alike 

buy water from the most frequented water supplier in the area or have water delivered 

from other sites, which is sold and distributed in small drums that are arranged neatly 

on a wooden rickshaw otherwise known as Mokoteni.  

The most popular options include bringing water from their residence in the area – 

through legal connections to NWS water mains or from water tanks or boreholes. 

Water is either brought from the house; this is usually carried in a 20Litre container. 

This only happens if the individual is strong enough to do so or lives in close proximity 

to their shop, as Wairimu noted: "I carry the water in drums because I live so close, I 

don't have to pay for water" (2017). This water is piped, from large black plastic water 

tanks that store water or directly from the pipes if it is available. Often, however, water 

directly from NCWSC is rationed through the city due to the increase in demand 

identified as a result of "overwhelmed by urbanisation and the need for housing" as 

well as droughts (like those) in 2017 during my fieldwork that depleted Ndakaini dam 

in Nairobi county (Watson 2017).  

The following excerpt from my fieldwork diary records how MM has engaged 

businesses in the estate as a means through which they can access clean water for 

their business.  

It is 6 am; I have just come back from her urban farm, today we collected AIVs 

to sell later this afternoon at 3 pm when Mama Lea usually sets up her shop, a 

wooden stall built outside a hair salon built and rented by the property owners. 

As part of the preparation, Mama Lea takes me to collect maji (water), "you 

know I can't carry water and the Mboga [to my shop], it is tiring"… to my surprise 

we walked past her shop on hunters into a side street that leads to a large 

yellow gate. She knocks on the gate and a woman who introduces herself as 
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Mama Maurine opens the door "Tunachota maji hapa" (we collect water here), 

she continues to explain "this one is for washing Mboga and bathing but not for 

drinking … Can you see how clean it is?" Mama Maurine opens a rectangular 

concrete lid to unveil a large deep well of clean water. "In a day  ... it depends 

if there's water in the taps, people don't come to buy as much but if there's water 

then they come  ... but these people for Mboga they come daily … this is a 

market I found myself; I realised that there is no water in this area and people 

need water. Not having water is very bad … people need water to wash their 

children's school clothes and don't have so I provide them with water… clean 

water" 

 (Fieldwork Diary, Nairobi,2017). 

Contracting water from providers in the neighbourhood like Mama Maurine comes at 

the cost of KSH 10 –50 (in peak drought season) for 20 litres of water. At this particular 

supplier, water is priced at KSH 10 – for a 20L jerry can (Mama L, MM, 2018) this price 

can increase when there are water shortages. These strategies are a part of the urban 

complexities, in a recent IIED publication it was explained that NCWSC processed 

526,000 cubic metres against a demand of 790, 000 cubic metres, implying the city is 

water constrained (Nyangena 2008; Nairobi City County Assembly 2019; Mwau et al. 

2020). 

It is, for this reason, that providers in the neighbourhood form an essential piece of 

MM upgrading. The cost of accessing water through such means is recorded in Prof. 

Jenesio I. Kinyamario's Impact Assessment of the proposed Water and Sanitation 

Service Improvement Project, Nairobi (2013). Jenesio (2013) found that Residents of 

Maili Saba – an area that is about 7 kilometres away from Hill View Estate – "reported 

different prices of water depending on the source. Those who access the water from 

the Nairobi City Water and Sewerage Company water points pay KSH 2.00 per 20-

litre jerrycan while private water points charge between KES 5–10. During times of 

water shortages, the price was said to increase to KES 20, especially that supplied by 

vendors" (Jenesio 2013). 

This price may seem relatively cheap, but when you compare it to the advised resale 

price by Water Services Regulatory Board (WASREB), the same 20L is priced at 

1KSH. This is because, for 1000L of water sold in bulk, the cost is KSH30 (WASREB 
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2018). Buying water at the neighbourhood supplier may be the most popular and 

accessible option outside of carrying your own water, but the costs of doing so would 

be significantly lessened if there was the requisite utility infrastructure to provide water 

at market cost.  

Mama Maurine is known for her business of water; she services many people in the 

surrounding areas with clean water for their daily needs. In a further example of 

upgrading, her business has encouraged a group of men to start a delivery business 

where they take these drums of water and deliver them to homes and MM that, like 

Mama Lea, find the transportation of water to be too heavy a task. This particular 

business of delivery is owned and operated by a male MM who specialises in fruits, 

who refers to the delivery business as "another hustle". He and his friends have 

constructed the aforementioned Mkokoteni carts.  

What is clear about water access, is the role that the neighbourhood is playing in 

offering an alternative access point to water, effectively supplementing the unreliable 

systems and processes of government's service supply of water. The provisioning of 

water in this manner "is neither something claimed by the residents nor sought by the 

operator, rather it is a pragmatic outcome of learning to negotiate the sharp edges of 

a mutual adaptation" (Gómez and Jaglin 2017).  

MM and other microenterprises operating in this neighbourhood are key to this service 

being sustained, as noted by Mama Maurine. More interestingly is how the 

neighbourhood has allowed for certain bonds between residents and enterprises to 

form and feed into each other through the economic market. MM and residents are 

happy to buy from Mama Maurine because of their familiarity with her and her proximity 

to them as well as her reliability and continuity – traits not typically associated with the 

government. It is at this intersection between the lack of service provisioning and a 

collective displacement by the state that is allowing for these collaborative upgrading 

relationships to develop, and it is here these MM enterprises tap into these pragmatic 

systems to ensure that their businesses run smoothly.  
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4.6.2.3 Refuse/Waste disposal  

 

The problem of a lack of refuse disposal is left to the MM and residents to resolve. 

Frequently rubbish is thrown in the streets by residents and left to the Nairobi City 

Council to deal with eventually. This reluctance to clean up the neighbourhood is 

engrained in the distrustful relationship between the NCC and residents and 

businesses working in low-income areas like Hillview, areas that the council pays very 

little attention to unless for political gain. The following will look at how MM deal with 

refuse disposal and then engage in a discussion on why the relationship between the 

MM and the Kanjo (NCC employees) is strained.  

The MM enterprise specialises in FFV, which has a short life span; you find that when 

the product becomes too ripe, it is sold for as little as a half the original price or thrown 

away. The disposal systems within Kasarani do not function, and you find that a lot of 

times residents and passers-by dump whatever rubbish they are holding on the road 

or in the open sewers and drains that run parallel. 

Figure 10 Waste disposal in Hillview Neighbourhood (developed by author) 
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A MM expressed her irritation, saying: 

"You know here; you don't have people \to 

collect the rubbish and even when we pay for 

the private collection from the house [the 

apartments or stand-alone homes] these 

people come and collect when they want to, 

and then they just dump it on the other street 

and keep the money" (2017).  

Here, she is referring to waste collectors who 

claim to be licenced but are not. These 

collectors make a business of improperly 

disposing of waste in the area and are 

unreliable. Having understood this issue, I 

noticed that most (40 of the 60) have made 

an effort to create bins under a table, or away 

from the site of the customer and at the end 

of the day. They would throw the contents of 

the bin and pile it on top of the illegally dumped taka taka that the contractors had left 

behind.  

However, there is a group of young men, referred to as Maasai (they are nomads in 

the area, ferrying their goats all over Kasarani) who have become an important 

solution to the problem of refuse collection. I came to learn that a few MM have been 

approached by these young men who frequently walk up and down the main road as 

they herd cows or goats in search of the greener patches of land closer to the river. 

Often you see these animals attracted to the piles of mixed rubbish that heap up on 

some corners of the neighbourhood or munching on the spoiled fruit thrown on the 

street or trenches. There are fifteen instances (out of sixty MM) in which these young 

men have struck a deal with some MM; the agreement is the Maasai collect the rubbish 

at the end of the day or in the evenings and whatever produce is being thrown away 

to feed their animals. While this arrangement is not widespread on the street, the 

recycling of the product helps the Maasai feed their cows as well as keep the MM from 

exacerbating the issue of waste disposal in the neighbourhood. 

Image 12 Cows grazing on rubbish in Kasarani (Juliet 
Kariuki, 2017) 
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These examples of establishing solutions through the people and businesses 

operating within Hillview illustrate the ways in which the MM have managed to 

regularise their access to essential services, and in doing so, regularise the provision 

of their own essential services to others. This access is achieved through the active 

participation of customers in services  – like the private property owners and Mama 

Maurine providing access to MM – in the delivery of services (Pilo' 2017). The MM 

ability to upgrade their access to water, electricity and waste disposal through the type 

of their shop and connections with neighbourhood businesses helps ensure the 

continuity of the MM business. This enables the MM not only to manage uneven 

infrastructures and developing patterns of social interchange but also tap into the 

atmospherics and standards of SM (Vasudevan 2014). Another integral component of 

all of these typologies in the relationship between the MM and the government. 

 

4.6.3 Upgrading and the Kanjo  

 

 It must be noted that in all of the MM 

typologies the MM have to avoid 

displacement in the form of forced 

evictions and destruction of property by 

Nairobi City Council employees known as 

Kanjo. These spaces acquire their 

legitimacy to operate in the area through 

paying weekly and in some instances, 

daily fees to the Nairobi Council ( Kanjo). 

This fee is meant to secure the 

operations of the businesses in the area, 

acting as a form of a licence. 

The Kanjo and the MM tend to operate at opposite ends of the spectrum with neither 

respecting the other, for the Kanjo the MM are a nuisance who only receive reprieve 

for political matters. For instance, during the election of 2017, MM was given amnesty 

from payment to rally the customers and affiliates of the customers of the MM who 

form part of the largest component of voters – the lower-income and poor – to vote. 

Image 13 NCC Kanjo Receipt (2017) (Juliet Kariuki, 2017) 
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The MM enterprise was used as a tool to reach the hard-working informal population 

of Kenya by featuring MM in political adverts that took recognition of the 

overwhelmingly important role of the MM in being key to food provisioning in Nairobi 

(96% of fresh produce).  

This reprieve from bi-weekly tax payments was met with surprise, As Patrick notes: 

"Sometimes there are some people who are moving around who ask for 50KSH 

30KSH per day… recently the governor has stopped this…the Kanjo has 

stopped coming; this has happened now for one month. I don't know how long 

this will last, I don't know if they will forgive the tax or they will continue.  I am 

not aware…I am not sure what the next step will be this new government is 

strategic, so we are looking to see what will happen next." 

Whilst the reprieve was only temporary, this experience speaks to the top-down and 

detached way in which the Nairobi council regards MM, using their dominant retail 

presence as a promotional resource rather than recognising the need to provide 

spaces that are clean and have access to working infrastructure.  Outside of this 

temporary political recognition of the power of the MM, the reality of the relationship 

between the government and the MM is one imbued with distrust and a sense of 

displacement. The branding of MM's informality is seen as a problem to be controlled 

instead of a possible solution that needs innovative participatory planning 

mechanisms. MM, much like the Kanjo, is not fond of the government, and there is no 

real interaction or recognition outside of political periods and in the bi-weekly collection 

of taxes.  

It is expected that the MM continue to pay these amounts at the request of the Kanjo 

official, the amount is never specified, and ranges in each political season. The Kanjo 

expect the MM to clean up their spaces and ensure that the street looks orderly, but 

this, according to MM, is not how it should be. MM have expressed frustrations that 

the fees they are continuing to pay at a moment’s notice are not being met by action 

from the Nairobi city council. When asked what this action would look like MM, point 

to the open sewers, flying plastic bags and broken street lighting that should be 

serviced by the municipality and their private contractors. A MM known as Moses has 

worked in the business of selling fast-moving consumer goods – FFV -  on this road 

for ten years. This experience has taught him to have a distrustful approach with the 
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Kanjo, who are known to confiscate your produce or ransack your space should you 

fail to prove your weekly payments.  

 "I pay the Kanjo twice a week, sometimes its 50 KSH but I pay 100KSH, which 

is the legal amount. If they want 50KSH, I ask for my receipt, and they don't 

want a receipt for 50KSH … so I pay the 100KSH. I prefer to pay the 100KSH, 

that way I get the receipt, so if you don't want to pay the 100KSH, you pay the 

50KSH. Those that pay 50KSH don't get the receipt, so if they come to arrest 

people, I can show that I have the receipts for every week. Even if I am arrested, 

I can prove that I have these receipts. They come on Tuesday and Thursday 

100KSH each time. The receipt is tax … the reason for this is when I went to 

get a license I was told that this building is temporary, so you can't get a license, 

so the form for the tax is the receipt. The receipt is a kind of license" (Moses, 

MM, 2017). 

Moses, like many other businesses operating on in Hill View Estate in temporary 

spaces (shipping containers, kibanda’s) and permanent spaces (shops at the bottom 

of residential apartments) are cautious when it comes to these government officers, 

careful not to fall victim to their offers of low payments which often go straight into the 

pockets of the NCC employees and not to the NCC illustrating the corrupt nature of 

this process of paying this 'license' that Moses speaks of.  

Regardless of the corrupt practices, there is a normalised expectation that in order to 

run your business on this road, you have to pay the Kanjo a fixed amount decided by 

the NCC officer twice a week. In a conversation with the daughter of a Fish 

microenterprise on the nature of the relationship between the state and informal 

businesses, she expanded on the distrustful relationship between these enterprise 

owners and the state. Beatrice exclaims: 

… "and then you have MM struggling to do their thing, you know they have to 

pay Kanjo like 50 bob a day. That's not fair; it is not fair to them at all. Can't they 

do like 20 KSH? If you have a shop in a building, it's like 150 KSH a day. How 

much is that per month? It is more than 800 Ksh.  You are eating into their profit, 

for what? Those Kanjo people are mean if you refuse to pay they take your 

stock, cloths, eggs vegies. Anything.  
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My mum sells fish, even them in the market, wah, it is hard! People assume 

that fish has so much money. So they have to pay like 200 KSH a day. That is 

to the city council, then the cartels you pay for your things not to be stolen, yani 

things just happen, and you are like Ok. And they happen in broad daylight, and 

nobody does anything about it. It's not like they don't know, they just don't care 

because it's very little money. If you count, the people who are collecting all this 

money are making much more than the people who are struggling, but the 

government does nothing. They don't even care" (Beatrice, MM daughter, 

2017). 

Here, Beatrice breaks down the obvious breaches of power and distrust that 

overshadows the relationship between these enterprises and regulatory officials. As 

Raban notes: 

"They come for 100KSH twice a week, the government collects this money and 

doesn't help by fixing anything…they business is just to come and collect the 

money and take advantage of the service. Even the city council, last time I saw 

the city council is 1989… what is happening to the 200KSH on Tuesday and 

Thursdays? Then on top of that, they come to park their car and just harass you 

even if you are paying them. These people are on a payslip; it's their business 

to come and collect." 

 (Raban, MM, 2017). 

Here, Raban expands on the distrust, fear, powerlessness that characterises his 

experiences with the NCC. As I witnessed time and time again, the relationship 

between the state and the MM is not on an equal footing but exploitative. As the Kanjo 

walks up to the shops and stalls, the MM is quick to pick up the cash they have put 

aside for this expected visit. As they swap cash for a ticket, MM await the next visit.  

The use of typologies is very important to the MM upgrading process, and you find 

that MM move from one type to another in the course of their business life in Hillview 

estate. Out of the 60 MM, all have aspirations to upgrade their shop and have access 

to better infrastructure 

"My aim is to move to another space, there is a new development coming here 

(referring to the containers being built just down the road in the newer part of 



 

 

P
ag

e1
5

4
 

the road) or bring a car. I will also be able to buy directly from the farmers down 

there instead of going to Githurai because you know the selling price is the 

same and they are much cheaper" (Mbogo, MM, 2017).  

.  

4.7 Conclusion  

 

In answering this question, what factors in the SM-led retail environment elicit different 

responses to the MM physical environment? This chapter has engaged with the ways 

in which the MM use their built and economic environment – that is not favourable 

towards them – to access utilities. These utilities are necessary for the MM to manage 

their sustained market access despite the fact that the food system is being 

restructured in favour of SM led urban development. This upgrading practice that MM 

engage in has the goal of distinguishing their businesses from others in the area, as 

well as to ensure their business appeals to the urban consumers who now have 

access to SMs; thereby making it an important practice that allows for the MM 

business to succeed in the area ensuring consumer attraction.   

 

The use of upgrading ensures MM business can operate in a changing marketplace 

of food. The analysis presented in this chapter contributes towards the gap in the 

existing literature on upgrading dynamics within and amongst MM and micro-

enterprises alike. The findings presented here should make an essential contribution 

to the field of African retail and urban studies, bringing to light the hidden use of 

hierarchical typologies to access utilities. This practice is absolutely critical to MM 

continuity in their physical space, through MM type and a form of tax payments the 

MM tries to guarantee her place in the urban neighbourhood. This shift in the MM 

process is connected to the pressures of SM standards, without the normalisation of 

these utilities, atmospherics and shifting consumer demands. For MM, upgrading 

through type and tax payments allows MM to distinguish their businesses from 

others in the area as well as to ensure their business appeals to the urban consumers 

who now have access to SM, making it an important practice that allows for the MM 

business to succeed in the area.   
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The combination of a lack of infrastructure and the new standards that SMs 

have introduced into the retailing of fresh foods has resulted in upgrading practices by 

MM retail through collaborations with other businesses and residents in the area. 

MM has developed collaborations in their built environment to 

create infrastructural improvisation, specifically that of water, waste and electricity to 

facilitate the co-construction of retail-friendly environments that address 

the supply and demand-side factors being affected by the characteristics of Hillview’s 

built environment (Amin 2014).   

Upgrading allows MM to engage with changing consumer expectations and 

compromised utility infrastructure. These processes are allowing the MM to engage 

with the changes in the marketplace; they are able to provide clean produce, clean 

shops and mimic the atmospherics that customers have been introduced to by SMs. 

The process of upgrading is self-determined and ultimately serves the long term goal 

of making the business not only viable in a changing marketplace but sustainable over 

a prolonged period of time. This upgrading practice is facilitated by how the MM uses 

the urban environment and collaborate with other businesses and residents in the 

area, "the specific operations and scopes of these conjunctions are constantly 

negotiated and depend on the particular histories, understandings, networks, styles, 

and inclinations of the actors involved" (Simone 2004, p.410). 

It is clear that the  NCC and the Kenyan government are not creating a macro-

environment that will be beneficial to microenterprise development (Ndala and Jnr 

2019). MM is driven by the need to produce a different form of urban management or 

governance in which everyone can potentially have access to service delivery that is 

not imposed or reliant on the NCC or "maintained through coercion but, rather, one 

that is agreed between the parties for the common welfare, and maintained through 

ongoing social relations" (Whitaker 1980). Like Chameleons, the MM enterprises have 

the ability to adapt to their environment (Anders 2002).  

In section 2.4 of this thesis, the macro environmental theory highlighted the role of the 

influence of uncontrollable factors that may affect the success of the retailer, 

influencing the demand for goods and services.  In the application of this theory in the 

analysis of data, it became clear that the macro environment had a direct influence on 

how MM deal with their fixed urban environment and heterogeneity of SM impact. The 
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practice of upgrading in response to their built and political environment is a critical 

factor in the MM’s development and continuation in Nairobi, this is a factor that the 

cyclical theories – wheel of retailing, accordion, and retail life cycle theory – missed in 

their framing of retail change. The next chapter engages with the dynamics of the 

Microenvironment that MM deal with limits of this African identity or ways of operating. 
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Chapter Five: Food Quality & Procurement 

 

5.1 An Introduction  

 

"It is better to have great quality stock" Mama Njambi, owner of a large shop situated 

under an unfinished apartment block (Mama Njambi, MM, 2017) 

 

The above captures the core finding presented in this chapter, Mama Mboga (MM) 

have identified hierarchies in the quality of food and are committed to procuring foods 

that meet standards set by their client's preferences. This commitment is key to 

facilitating the continuation of MM businesses across MM typologies in Hill View 

Estate.  

 

This chapter addresses the second research question: What are the different types of 

strategies pursued by MM in the Fresh Fruit and Vegetable value chains to maintain 

the viability of the business?  The intention of this chapter is to analyse the 

microenvironment of the MM, engaging with what this means for MM in a changing 

food marketplace. This chapter evidences how these businesses are responding to 

factors within this microenvironment, particularly the nature of procurement and food 

quality. This chapter analyses the procurement of food through the environmental 

analytical framework introduced in the theoretical framework chapter. Within this 

analysis, the future of the MM enterprise is determined by their ability to engage with 

the macro, meso and internal environmental changes (Maqin and Hendri 2017). In the 

previous chapter, the focus was on factors of the built and economic environment that 

shape opportunities and pose threats for MM retailers operating in Nairobi. The focus 

here is on the microenvironment.  

 

This environment consists of the actors close to the MM enterprise that affect its ability 

to engage and serve their customers including suppliers, sourcing and manufacturing 

strategies to strengthening their procurement and marketing intermediaries in their 

distribution channels (Kotler et al. 2017; Kotler and Armstrong 2018, p.92). In order to 



 

 

P
ag

e1
5

8
 

tap into the SM quality value or culture, MM has established three main procurement 

methods to ensure the quality of their produce. The three main categories involve: 

Removing Intermediaries from the procurement process, the use of wholesale Markets 

and Night Runners and finally, the use of Urban Agriculture. These procurement 

methods are not reliant on MM type; they are based on individual MM choices.   

 

These factors make up the microenvironment of the MM, for the sixty MM who 

participated in this research, the most pressing microenvironment issue and the theme 

is that of the procurement of fresh fruit and vegetables (FFV) themselves. This 

procurement process involves choosing suppliers and intermediaries that meet the 

needs of the MM consumer market characterised by consumers who are becoming 

more sophisticated and demanding in their standards of food quality. The core 

microenvironmental factor is the ability for MM to organise her suppliers to provide the 

resources needed to create and maintain satisfying customer relationships. This ability 

affects the staying power of MM in the marketplace of food in Nairobi. MM has 

identified the reality of SMs increasingly dominating spaces once monopolised and 

occupied by informal food markets and informal business in the urban space, as the 

biggest influence on changing consumer market preferences and therefore the 

importance of food procurement for MM (Weatherspoon and Reardon 2003; Kotler 

and Armstrong 2018).  

 

Unpacking how MM respond to changes in consumer’s needs through procurement 

practices is key to this chapter and its findings. In doing so, this chapter adds to 

understanding how MM is shaping their microenvironment to satisfy their customers 

and maintain their positions in the marketplace of food. MM are equally concerned 

with quality and meeting the standards of SM produce. The chapter offers some critical 

insights into the MM microenvironment, with particular emphasis on how MM is 

pursuing quality as a key strategy in their FFV value chain to ensure their viability. This 

perspective is essential in adding to scholarship on the traditional economy and 

businesses that tend to focus on the changes in retail solely through the impact of SMs 

on these businesses, discounting the ways MM have changed and are responding to 

SM influence in the marketplace of food. This is a key finding evidencing how MM 

maintain their presence as food provisioners facing changing marketplace of food in 
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Nairobi through careful curation and perfection of their procurement, placing value on 

the quality of produce.  

 

This practice is a reality of the MM business that is missing from the scholarship on 

MM and informal food provisioning in Kenya. Instead, scholarship describes the 

products and operations of MM enterprise simply involving practices of 'replication' 

where traders sit next to each other "selling the same products at the same prices" 

with little differentiation based on quality (Tripp 2001; Flynn 2005, p.48; Bonner and 

Spooner 2011; Woodward et al. 2011; Wegerif 2018; Mungai et al. 2019). This 

perspective is not valid for the MM in Hill View estate who are very involved and careful 

about their procurement of FFV, challenging the false conception of homogeneity in 

previous studies that fail to identify differences in procurement within FFV traditional 

retailers like MM.  

 

This chapter will begin by engaging with the nature of SM culture in influencing 

consumer standards, adding that SM have also directly influenced MM procurement 

standards through the normalisation of specific food standards shifting consumer 

values towards quality. Following this, the chapter will show how MM procurement has 

shifted from the original way of procurement towards three methods that can 

guarantee the quality of produce. These categories emerged strongly from qualitative 

data and are reflective of the realities of MM enterprises in Hillview, forming key 

strategies to remain in the marketplace of food. Further to this, it will be shown how 

some MM has taken it one step further by complementing the changing food culture 

with the reintroduction of African indigenous leafy vegetables (AIVs) under the guise 

of health and nutrition, as a means of pre-empting consumers' concern for quality 

(Dowler and Calvert 1995; Hartog 1995; Venema et al. 1995; Abukutsa‐Onyango 

2014; Nnyepi et al. 2015). 

 

5.2 SM influence on the standards of Fresh Fruit and Vegetables in 

Nairobi 

 

The microenvironment for MM is shaped by the procurement of quality produce aided 

by the introduction of SM who according to value-chain analysis is at the end of the 
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upstream developing the value chain by exerting pressures downwards on prices and 

standards. In Mozambique and Kenya alike, SM place a significant influence on 

suppliers regarding costs, volumes consistency and quality, which require a range of 

capabilities to successfully supply SMs (Nkhonjera and Das Nair 2018, p.32).  

SM also play a role in shifting consumers buying decisions, as evidenced in the 

introduction of the value of quality products and produce facilitated by global standards 

that promote "quality" as a form of the cultural framing of food used to portray wellbeing 

in an urban lifestyle (Sassatelli 2019). This finding is reflected in food research by 

GRAIN (2018) who critique the impact of SMs' obsession with quality' as a new food 

culture, that imposes standards and demands that are out of sync with small farmers 

that supply 30 per cent of the food produced on the continent (Weatherspoon and 

Reardon 2003; Deloitte 2015; GRAIN 2018; Kamau et al. 2018). The issue of quality 

obsession is resulting in the displacement of farmers who specialise in traditional food 

crops based on local seed varieties from the marketplace of food because they do not 

meet the SM's notion of "quality"(GRAIN 2018). As has been evidenced in the previous 

chapter (chapter four) the everyday food practices that SMs introduce have an impact 

on consumer behaviour, pioneering specific food practices to their host countries.  

This chapter adds to this finding by showing that the SM has impacted more than just 

how food is produced and consumed; the SM has shaped the way food is procured by 

MM. The MM identifies SM as responsible for changing the tastes and standards of 

Nairobians food preferences. My research shows that MM customers and SM 

customers assess the quality of the FFV as they pick up each vegetable or fruit, 

evaluating the appearance of the fruit to determine its quality. This behaviour of 

inspection is typical both in the SM and at MM shops, customers are careful to make 

sure that the produce meets their standards. Interestingly the food culture influencing 

the MM procurement is embedded in the broader changes in the marketplace of food, 

spurred by a trend in the food market towards private retail and agri-food systems 

(Shucksmith and Brown 2016).  

The standards introduced by SMs are reflective of extensive global regulations that 

have resulted in "benchmarks that transmit information to customers and end-users 

about a product's technical specifications, its compliance with health and safety criteria 

or the processes by which it has been produced and sourced (Nadvi 2008, p.325). 
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These standards form a critical component of the SM procurement that I worked in for 

research purposes. It was made very clear that procurement is not about incorporating 

smallholders it is about return on investment and growth, this is translated to the ways 

in which the SM procured FFV, often cutting ties with suppliers that didn't meet the 

standards of the SM. The mangers of the SM often joked that the nature of the 

business is not to make friendships but profit, this sentiment aligns with that of Heijden 

and Vink (2013) who state that SMs are not development agencies – they are profit-

oriented businesses (Heijden and Vink 2013, p.81). 

A recognised impact of these standards in Kenya and Sub Saharan Africa is the 

resulting limitation to the ease of entry for the rural smallholders, as the nature of this 

relationship is hostile (Chikazunga et al. 2006; Heijden and Vink 2013). This difficulty 

is reflective of the fragmented yet transitory nature of the FFV value chain introduced 

in chapter one. You find that while there is an amalgamation of intermediaries in the 

fragmented chain, it is challenging for retailers and farmers to tap directly into a SMs 

value chain due to quality standards. While conducting research, the nature of this 

hostility became apparent with many smallholders like KAM farms expressing 

frustration at getting their products into the local and export markets. Interestingly, it is 

not very easy for suppliers and intermediaries to establish relationships with MM for 

the same reason.  

As MM Mercy points out below, the influence of SM standards is key to the functioning 

of their business; MM has to tap not the SM quality culture:  

Today, you cannot just sell to sell … you see what the SMs are selling? That is 

what you do" (Mercy, MM, 2017). 
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What SM does best is in the experience 

they afford to Nairobians, evidenced in the 

article from The standard, by Dominic 

Omondi (Tuesday, 31st October 2017) 

describing the experiences of a SM 

customer notes that SM offer "clean and 

spacious" shopping experiences 

unavailable in other retail stores.   

For Achieng and Nairobi's SM customers, 

these spaces offer a new standard of retail 

not based on norms that have been 

spurred by western consumerism and global homogenisation in consumption  

(Stearns 2006; Wertheim-Heck and Spaargaren 2016).  

 

Much like Omondi's  (2017) article, both SM and MM have identified the importance of 

the appearance of cleanliness as key to doing business. Among the driving factors of 

the appearance of cleanliness is the essence of food safety, influenced by the 

internationalisation of standards in the market of food. Facilitated by several factors 

including agricultural industrialisation, globalisation, trade liberalisation, advances in 

technology which make it easier to measure food contaminants and document their 

impact on human health, increased demand for safety and international food scares 

like Salmonella and Listeria contamination of fruits and vegetables making consumers, 

producers, and legislators more aware of the risks (Barrett et al. 2001; Okello et al. 

2008; Trienekens and Zuurbier 2008; COLEACP 2018; MESPT 2018).   

 

The prominence of these standards has formed a vital component of how customers 

choose what food to eat and what SM choose to sell. This shift in how consumers 

value FFV is a critical strategy used by SM in Kenya who build relationships with 

urban consumers by developing a sense of trust through standards that can assure 

consumers of the safety and quality of their fresh food (Reardon et al. 2005; Fuchs 

et al. 2011). This has been strengthened by the active engagement by a majority of 

registered SMs who proactively source and sell local and imported FFV, transforming 

Image 14 The standard Newspaper excerpt, by Dominic 
Omondi (Tuesday, 31st October 2017 
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Nairobi's food industry towards an interconnected food marketplace with complex 

regional and global linkages (Minten et al. 2009).  

There is plenty of evidence of imported FFV like apples, oranges, kiwis and onions 

in all of Nairobi's SM (evidenced later in this chapter) including SM like BuyRite, 

Naivas, Tuskies, PowerStar, Carrefour who are some of the biggest names chains. 

SMs are careful to ensure that their fresh produce is sourced from specific local 

farmers and importers to guarantee a certain degree of quality for the product.  

Aiding this is the governance of the procurement process by SM acting as the lead 

firm, extending control through the application of the product, process, social and 

environmental standards-driven partly by European SMs as a condition of supply 

(Knorringa et al. 2015). It is clear that if domestic suppliers wish to supply SMs and 

groceries like Zucchini and BuyRite in Nairobi, they require a high degree of supplier 

compliance with specific SM conditions, some more complex than others. 

SM use decisions about inclusion and exclusion to ensure that these standards are 

met (Dolan and Humphrey 2000). For example, Carrefour's initial entry into the Kenyan 

market irked local suppliers with its conditionality: requiring a non-refundable fee of 

KSh 1.4 million to enter into a contract with them, as well as "monthly rebates (over 

and above supply profits), an extra discount on the second month of operation as well 

as a fee when they stock new products" (Mutegi and Ciuri 2015). Whilst the SM I 

worked for didn't have the same financial requirements, what remained a central piece 

of procurement is the guarantee of quality. This SM, in particular, was not shy to 

exclude suppliers who did not meet up to the audit  of its facilities, food hygiene and 

safety standards (Dolan and Humphrey 2000, p.158) 

Having worked in the FFV department of a large SM in Kasarani, the procurement of 

these goods depends on the guarantee of quality the SM receives from the wholesaler, 

farmer or importer. When it came to onions, leafy vegetables, oranges, strawberries 

and kiwis, the head of procurement was prudent to ensure they were grown using 

proper standards, looked fresh and were handled appropriately.  

For instance, on 29th September 2017, an urban farmer, Mr Kadenge (as per 

anonymity established in Chapter) tried his luck at getting the SM I worked for to use 

his unregistered urban farm as the source for the SM leafy vegetables. The trial 

contract was based on how fast these vegetables would sell as the grocery department 
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of the SM tends to empty out quickly. For this reason, the urban farmer valued his 

goods at a low price to entice the manager. After stocktake, 13kgs of spinach was 

valued at KSH 390; 12 KGs of Terere at KSH 300 and 7KG of Sukumawiki at KSH 

210. The produce was washed and placed on the refrigerated shelves, ready for 

customers to buy. Unfortunately, Mr Kadenge's products didn't sell fast enough, with 

customers commenting on their appearance and size. The SMs FFV procurement 

manager, Wangechi noted: 

"these are not too good … you see [Mr Kadenge] has no greenhouse on his 
farm, the crops have been exposed to too much rain and sunlight … they are 
not as good as the other farm [referring to KAM farms, a specialist at supplying 
Leafy Vegetables]" (Wangechi, 2017).  

This experience was an example of many trial and errors made while the SM tried to 

knit together a network of suppliers that met their standards. In the end, the primary 

source of leafy vegetables came from KAM farms and High Ridge wholesale market. 

High Ridge wholesale market is a public market known for its specialisation in the sale 

of high-quality imports including oranges, Pink Lady Apples and pears from South 

Africa, oranges from Egypt and Zespri Green Kiwi fruit, Dole red grapes, Medi Gardens 

oranges and Tru-Cape apples, pears and passion fruit from Tanzania (KHCP 2011, 

p.23). This market is popular with both registered retailers like Buyrite. Zucchini 

Grocers, Naivas SM as well as Mama Mboga. At this market, produce is packaged in 

bright cardboard boxes detailing their origins.  

In an interview I had with on official at a prominent retail research company in Kenya, 

Allan described the procurement of FFV and products as a careful process by which 

SMs slowly develop their own network of suppliers. This combined with my experience 

working at a large SM, led me to conclude that the procurement of FFV is experimental 

in nature – involving the piecing together of suppliers, assessing their quality and 

eventually coming up with a shortlist of who can be trusted. Allan confirmed this and 

went a step further in asserting that this is a wider ongoing practice in Nairobi and not 

limited to any one SM: 

If you are a SM before you launch a SM chain, you need to set up your 
procurement. Very often the issue that you will face if your big SM let's say you 
need a lot of bananas, right? So, the issue is that […] you have large farms 
exporting so they will not be willing to sell to the local market because most of 
the volume will go to other countries. So, you need to find big farms or find big 
wholesalers and distributors who are willing to sell to you.   And so what very 
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often happens, is when you start the SM you need to structure that value chain 
so you might go and see a small producer or small retailer asking them [to] be 
supplying us and so the SM will help you [them] to grow so that he can grow a 
stable supply of high-quality goods that are needed for the SM chains … it's not 
that straightforward because yeah, there are plenty of reasons but it is not easy. 
It's yes, it's expensive, but without that, the SM does not have a supplier. […] 
sometimes what happens is that the wholesaler may not want to supply the SM 
because they have existing places to sell in, they might not want to change 
whatever set up they have (Allan, Retail Research Company, 2017). 

This practice is not isolated to large SMs, a large grocery retailer in Nairobi – Zucchini 

Grocers – has several existing contracts with smallholder producers to agglomerate 

their produce to ensure that they can meet the demands of their high-end clients. 

Both Zucchini and the SM I worked in shared a fresh vegetable supplier, KAM Farms, 

located in a residential and urban agricultural operation which supplies grocers and 

SMs with leafy vegetables. KAM farm is a perfect 

example of the kind of suppliers that SM choose 

to include in their procurement strategy. They 

attract clientele such as Zucchini, BuyRite, and 

Tuskys due to their functioning as a corporatised 

entity: the farm – a standalone property rented 

purely for business purposes – has an onsite 

office, foreign-educated quality assurance 

personnel, marketing and branding departments 

as well as a technological business component 

which ensured the digital keeping and storing of 

records, and checks and balances for product 

quality (Okello et al. 2008; COLEACP 2018; MESPT 2018). During my 

accompaniments and buying visits at KAM Farm, there was always an agricultural 

specialist contracted by KAM Farms to provide oversight on the farming methods and 

to ensure that the standard required by their clients was being adhered to, 

standardising the quality of products sold.  

The standardisation of high-quality produce has meant that KAM farms are always in 

demand. Often, KAM farms cannot handle weekly orders due to the limitation of the 

farms' size. To mitigate this they have had to limit the quantities each SM can order, 

Image 15 KAM Farms leaflet  (Juliet Kariuki, 2017) 
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each is given a maximum of 300KGs a Day and a minimum of  70 KGS but this process 

can only happen biweekly allowing from the produce in the nursery to mature.  

"We can only handle one week at a time, the trucks arrive at 5 am in the morning 
to make their deliveries at the retailers by delivery by 7 am… what shops like 
Zucchini do is they go to a lot of small urban farms that are certified like ours 
and collect as much produce as they can to meet the needs of their business.. 
we do get walking of Mama Mboga who meet the minimum purchase limit. They 
help ensure that we make money" (KAM Farms, agricultural specialist & 
manager,  2017).  

 

SM have ensured to use this space as a source of their monthly procurement strategy. 

For both the farm and the SM, quality ensures repeated business. This preference for 

high-quality FFV as a trait of SM culture in Nairobi, culture is understood as a 

behaviour, value, perception and wants that influence consumer buying decisions 

(Kotler et al. 2017, p.140). The culture here refers to the deep connection between 

food and changing social relations that immerse economic activity of consumption 

behaviour,  this change is not specific to MM customers but applies to the whole 

marketplace e (Lévi-Strauss 1966; Hage 1997; Caputo 2011; Machado 2011; Graham 

et al. 2016, p.4; Monga 2016; Shucksmith and Brown 2016). This anthropological 

understanding frames shifting food culture as a reflection of the socio-cultural 

transformation of what is being eaten by Nairobi's urban collective.  

 

The practice of engaging with consumers through quality is working for SM and MM 

have taken note. For most of the MM, fifty of the sixty, procurement needs to be 

accessible and reliable. MM is having to find ways to emulate this practice of assuring 

the quality and safety of the foods they sell. Like, SM, MM is attempting to tap into this 

dynamic by also manufacturing trust relationships based on food quality at the shop 

and product level (Wertheim-Heck and Spaargaren 2016). The impact of these 

standards on the relationships that MM have with their procurement is to shift them 

from purely social ties – who they know from their rural farm – to which farm, 

wholesaler or distributor will have the best quality, a quality that can match that of the 

SM.  The following section evidences MM’s movement away from traditional forms of 

procurement towards three main strategies of procurement that ensure the quality of 

their produce.  
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While it may appear that MM is selling the same product side by side, the procurement 

of these goods as well as their origin can be very different. MM retailers go in search 

of specific goods that meet their consumers needs providing an effective, functional 

link between farmers and consumers which is responsive to SM food culture and 

consumer demand, primarily shaped by a concern for quality. This shift in procurement 

is identified by MM as an impact of SM influence on the food that MM sell. Critically, 

while they may look indistinctive MM knows the quality and uses this knowledge to 

attract customers, the FFV on the stands and shelves of MM are reflective of the 

movement towards the procurement of goods that reflect their consumer's food 

preferences.  

 

5.3 The movement away from rural origins  

 

Before engaging with the actual procurement strategies used by MM on Hill View, it is 

vital to understand the nature of the previous strategy. According to MM in Hill View 

estate, the FFV sold by MM is no longer tied to traditional rural origins only where the 

MM is an extension of their agricultural traditional rural origins (Van Den Berghe 1984; 

Mankekar 2002). Instead, it is about the attractive quality of the FFV that is important. 

This quality standard is set by clients who also frequent the various SM in Kasarani 

and Nairobi as a whole.  

While MM do still commute to rural farms to buy any available FFV from small, 

subsistence, family-run farms that they are familiar with, there is a definite change in 

their approach. For the MM in this study, the reasons for sourcing from rural areas like 

Muranga, Kirinyaga, Meru County, Embu, Thika, Nyeri, Ol Kalou (referred to as 

Nyandarua County later in this chapter) is not limited to personal origin but the quality 

and price of foods. This method of procurement is cheap and involves spending a 

couple of nights in the rural towns sourcing vegetables from various small farms as a 

MM described it as follows: 

"It doesn't cost much, for example, you go today, you are in shamba, you miss 
the carrots, you've only got potatoes so … you don't have to come back you 
need to spend a night there to look for carrots … instead of looking for two 
places to stay for you and your driver, you will spend the night there alone and 
reduce the cost" (Laurence, MM, 2017). 
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However, this method of procurement is no longer as popular, with the core reason 

being the amount of time spent looking for produce and the variation in the quality of 

the FFV. There has been a shift in how the MM decide what products to buy and what 

farm, wholesaler or distributor to buy from. The trend amongst the sixty MM is to focus 

procurement through specific wholesalers specialising in imported goods and local 

produce as well as farms and farmers who adhere to particular farming standards, 

thus ensuring the quality of the FFV.  

It is about "getting the best…there are those who know may people from the 
farm, and they try to get the best" (Marta, MM, 2017).  

As Marta notes, quality is key to shaping the interactions between MM and their 

procurement of choice, the rural-urban linkage of traditionally produced foods is 

reshaped to favour high-quality goods rather than just buying the available produce 

from smallholders (Majova 2014). 

"I go to the source to get my stock, my carrots I get from the farmers whose 
business it is to grow carrots, for the potatoes, I go to the sides of Abadeas 
where people specialise in potatoes. So, it depends, you don't have to go to 
one place, you have to go many sides to find what you need"  

(Wainaina, MM, 2017).  

For Wainaina, the aim is to procure fresh produce at a low price. This method of 

procurement involves spending two to three days, sourcing large quantities of stock 

for his business. This method of acquisition is not popular amongst other MM in 

Hillview who critique the time as a cost to the business.  

This linkage between rural and urban for MM has changed, challenging scholarship 

on informal agri-food markets that identify the informal marketplace of food as simply 

spaces where poor producers and consumers' interests meet or spaces in which 

smallholders, who do not meet the formal requirements of agroindustry thrive (Hooton 

and Omore 2008; Vorley et al. 2012; Xiaoxue 2015). While this is part of the reality of 

the marketplace, there is more to these spaces, a complexity that is shaped by MM 

reacting to the normalisation of FFV quality standards.  

MM are also shifting their norms, identifying the lack of food safety requirements, 

farming skills and farming practices – protocols relating to pesticide residues, field and 

packhouse operations, traceability in reference to the "simplicity of technology" –  as 

reasons that they have stopped using the rural origins route of procurement  (Henson 



 

 

P
ag

e1
6

9
 

and Reardon 2005; Okello et al. 2008; Oluwabamide 2015, p.108). The following 

section will present the three procurement strategies used by MM. 

 

5.4 Mama Mboga three procurement strategies  

 

In order to tap into the SM quality value or culture, MM has established three main 

procurement methods to ensure the quality of their produce. Notably, these three 

strategies benefit from the fragmented and disorganised nature of Nairobi's urban 

marketplace, with a majority of the produce MM and SM sell passing through several 

intermediaries before it reaches the market, allowing intermediary brokers the privilege 

of being the most significant beneficiaries and not the farmers (Njonjo 2019). Without 

the transitory characteristics of the marketplace – made of short, local value chains a 

proliferation of SMEs in wholesale, logistics, and processing – MM would not be able 

to tap into high value produce (AGRA 2019, p.5; Njonjo 2019). 

The following will map the procurement chains used by MM who participated in this 

research in Hillview estate. The analysis of conversations and notes for all sixty 

participants, five farms and staff in Hill View estate has underscored three main 

categories of procurement. These three distinctive practices are used by MM to ensure 

the quality of their products and keep up with SM standards. The three main categories 

involve: Removing Intermediaries from the procurement process, the use of wholesale 

Markets and Night Runners and finally, the use of Urban Agriculture.  

The MM cannot compete with the distributors that are used in large SMs who have the 

economic capital to guarantee large orders of specific goods every week or day; these 

distributors do not even look at a MM for fear that the MM will not live up to the payment 

plan. In fact, the SM I worked with had to start off with three months of upfront payment 

for their goods before qualifying for lengthy payment delays – of two months maximum.  

Having tried to find similar systems in the MM procurement, it was evident that there 

was no credit system between MM and their suppliers. This finding is somewhat 

contradictory to that of Wegerif (2017) in his study of Tanzania where "interest-free 

credit is part of a symbiotic relationship where the duka needs the customers in the 
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This way he ensures a low price, good quality 

produce and large quantity. The Mama Mboga 

travels to Hunters Road with the Produce they 

have bought.  

 

area, and they need a duka" (Wegerif 2017b, p.63). This pattern may be due to an 

erosion of trust relationships (see chapter six).  

Instead, MM, like SMs have slowly meshed together personalised networks to ensure 

the affordability, accessibility and delivery of high-quality goods that are affordable and 

can quickly sell to make a profit. These categories emerged strongly from research 

data and are microenvironmental factors that affect its ability to engage and serve its 

customers in Hill View.  

These procurement processes form key strategies to remain in the marketplace of 

food, ensuring they meet the value of quality, ensuring that their customers return to 

their business and the produce sold meets their expectations. These findings are 

furthering the under-researched area of the procurement practices of MM. It evidences 

that what the MM sells is more than just copying/replicating their neighbour's setup—

highlighting how changes in MM procurement have also led to difficulties in the ease 

of entry for smallholders as well as demonstrating how urban agriculture is playing a 

part in the MM commitment to procuring high-quality produce.  

 

5.4.1  Removing Intermediaries from the procurement process 

 

Figure 11 Direct procurement – MM procure FFV directly from rural farms that the MM have identified as producing 
high quality produce facilitated by improvements in their farming practice ensuring quality form the farm to the 

customer.  

 

This procurement process involves the direct involvement of MM with rural farmers. 

This practice places emphasis is on the control of quality achieved through the MMs 

personal selection of FFV directly from rural farms that the MM have identified as 

producing high quality produce facilitated by improvements in their farming practices. 

Fresh Produce from a 
rural small holder farm

Uisng a private vehichle, 
the Hunters grocer buys 

the produce directly from 
the farmers. 

The produce is stored in 
their shop and sold to 

Hunters Road customers. 
Sold to MM Customers 
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This procurement involves going directly to the smallholder to purchase and transport 

the FFV to Hunters road by themselves, removing any potential intermediaries from 

the value chain. The following discussions with Mbogua, a MM that identifies himself 

as a greengrocer who started his business in Hill View estate in early 2000, a year in 

which he recalls only two apartment buildings existing in Hill View. After a long day's 

work from 5 am to 10 pm, Mbogua describes his rationale for his particular business 

model of procurement: 

"If you come here you see that we have so many greengrocers here, but they 
don't put the fresh things, what they have is not fresh. You have to plan … I 
make sure to go to the specific farms. You need to go to these farms, per week 
you have to decide, two days a week I go to the farms … they're not far, just 
here in Thika or Muranga. You go and prepare everything; then you call your 
driver to come and collect your items. So, you don't have to go with your driver, 
you first then choose and make your payment and call your driver to come and 
collect things" (Mbogua, MM, 2017). 

This practice of procurement is not unique, for those 

that engage in this process, having access to a 

vehicle is essential. Being able to travel to farms or 

markets that are known for their quality of produce, 

agricultural practices and storage make this 

procurement practice very popular. In this study, ten 

MM relied on this strategy; they either owned a 

vehicle, for some, the vehicle is an extension of the 

shop (selling out of the boot or as an extension of the 

shop) or MM who have enlisted the help of a 

truck/Matatu/bus driver to drive them to the farms a 

couple of days a week at a fee or rent a car as a group. 

Another MM known for selling his produce from the 

back of a white van with the help of his employee 

stated that: 

"I get my Mboga from nyandarua county; I started this business five years 
ago…it is a routine visit. I prefer going to people's farms even though I have my 
own, you know planting and supervising workers is a headache, it is better to 
buy the ready one … because you select the best you want. I am normally 
stationed on the road reserve (bordering an apartment blockhouse) where I sell 
my vegetables from the boot of my large van" (Patrick, MM, 2017).  

Image 16  Ben offloading produce from a Lorry driver 
heading towards a wholesale market. Ben paid the 
driver to transport their produce from Meru (Juliet 
Kariuki, 2017) 
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For this MM, the pressure to produce products that would meet the quality needs of 

the current food marketplace was too stressful, choosing to procure from other farms 

that have the capacity to meet these needs. Here you see another impact of the wider 

agri-industry on smallholder farmers unable to keep up with the changing needs of 

MM retailers, quality produce.  

Another MM, specialising in the sale of Avocadoes and Papais who has established 

two shops in Hill View with his wife, selling avocado is KSH 30, and Pai Pai is 70KSH 

to 100KSH depending on the size. For Ben, the only place he and his wife, Waithera, 

source their produce is Meru County, a five-hour drive from Hill View estate.  

"I started this business like five years ago; I started in Giuthurai because it is 
better here. You go to the shamba you chuna (pick) the fruits and hire a car and 
come here to sell them. When you rent a car you rent with five people and it 
carries your produce, the same car that takes cement we hire it to come back 
with our produce. That way you just pay the driver a little bit.  I will be here until 
Monday ( it takes about a week or less to sell out). I have ordered some more 
to come" (Ben, MM, 2017). 

 

Interestingly, Ben highlights an important part of this procurement practice for those 

who do not own cars and cannot rely on public transport to transport their goods for 

them, they approach drivers of Lorries, referred to as night runners, who transport 

produce from all over Kenya to Nairobi every day. They then pay the drivers a small 

fee to take them back with the empty lorry after deliveries, having reached Meru the 

MM buys his produce and pays another night runner going in the direction of Nairobi 

to help them transport their produce to Hill View estate.  

For Ben, this practice has worked out the best for him because it allows him to choose 

the products personally from industrial farms supplying SM and international markets. 

It is for this reason that Bens clients have kept coming over the years, making him a 

popular source for avocadoes. 

A core attribute underpinning this procurement approach is the quality of produce:  

"it is about buying different produce, you buy oranges, dhania, avocadoes,  
tomatoes Spinach three bunches for 20KSH you sell each bunch for 15KSH 
and you come here and you break it down and sell to make a profit 'faida'.  If 
you are buying a lot you rent a piki piki for KSH150/250 a matatu will be KSH30. 
You can also ask a friend or jitrani and send them to bring your items for you at 
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a discounted rate you will pay 50KSH for a 250KSH trip because he will be 
making many trips" 
 
 (Muthoni, MM,2017) 

 

In the following section, attention turns to the use of wholesale markets and night 

runners as a procurement strategy.  

 

5.4.2 The wholesale market and night runners 

Another procurement process that has become popular among MM is sourcing 

produce from specific wholesale markets that are known for their imported products. 

These FFVs are offloaded at the wholesale markets between 3 am, and 5 am by 'night 

runners' who pick up the imported products from distribution centres and offloaded 

and sold by the night runners to blockers – a local term to refer to brokers or 

intermediaries. Imported fresh fruit and vegetables are flown to Nairobi by a third party. 

The term blockers are first introduced to me by Maggie, a MM operating in Hill View, I 

later came to find that this word being used frequently during all wholesale market 

buying visits, Wambua, the head of procurement at the SM I worked who described 

blockers as:  

Figure 12 MM procuring FFVs from wholesale markets, night runners and brokers. MM tap into regional imports of FFV through 
wholesale markets, night runners and brokers.  

Regional Imports of 
fresh fruit and 

vegetables flown to 
Nairobi by third 

party

Goods Transported 
to highridge market 

by night runners, 
which include:

FFV offloaded and 
sold to blockers

•Bought at the wholesale 
market by BuyRite SM

•Bought at the wholesale 
Market by Mama Mboga 
and transported to th 
epoint of sale using a boda  
boda or a matatu 

MM buy from 
brokers and MM in 

highridge 
(depending on the 

quantity) 
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"Women in the markets are called blockers – they buy big quantities of cheap 
produce and sell to the public, these are Kikuyu, they know how to work. they 
just buy them and sell them at another price"  

(Wambua, SM procurement manager, 2017) 

The kind of market is also an important part of this procurement process, through trial 

and error, for instance, MM selling fruits identify High Ridge market as the best market 

to go to for FFV from "out of country" (Wambua, SM procurement manager,2017).  

The word night runners is a noun used by my research assistant and MM to describe 

the trucks covered in soil and mud that line up at the marketplace. Night runners are a 

key part of getting the produce from Tanzania to Nairobi as well as the product that has been 

flown in through Kenya International Airport. These trucks source-specific FFV, carrying 

large quantities of corn, potatoes, cabbage etc. from large industrial farms that are 

either offloading produce that has been rejected by the export market distributors, 

excess produce from a distributor or farm or FFV from farmers that have created their 

niche in supplying wholesalers. These night runners also source foods from 

agglomeration points that consolidate the produce of smallholders to sell in large 

quantities.  

On the days when night runners are unable to sell all their produce to brokers in the 

market, they drive through the estate selling the produce at wholesale rates directly to 

the MM. Baba L enjoys using this method to buy large quantities of potatoes:   
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"The trucks here are those trucks that go, to the 
Soko (wholesale market) and have sold but 
have some left.. you have proboxes (a type of 
car with a large boot), pickups … people have 
different cars and buy from the shamba then 
come to sell here… by 3 pm they have finished 
selling. You can get to know the men that come 
here to sell and then you can pay them directly. 
I have just bought some stock from the night 
runner. I bought 2100 KSH of potatoes… now in 
a season where there is limited stock the same 
bag of potatoes goes from 5000KSH. I buy the 
potato at the market, sometimes marikiti market 
or Githurai market by means of boda-boda you 
can ferry it. Sometimes you see all lorry coming 
from Githurai after selling there the remaining 
they drive through here to see if some people 
are willing to buy the remnants." 
 
 (Baba L, MM, 2017).  

Brokers are a key component of the procurement chain as they ensure that fresh 

produce is readily available in the wholesale markets for MM and SM to purchase in 

varying quantities. Brokers buy the products in large quantities from several trucks and 

sell these onto MM and other businesses that frequent the market for FFV, including 

SM.   

Imported produce  

MM, who source their products from the wholesale market tend to frequent High Ridge 

market and Githurai market, the former is popular for its imported produce frequented 

by both registered retailers like Buyrite SM as well as Mama Mboga, as Belinda notes: 

"It is the best place to go to get the imported goods that come from around 
Africa"  

(Belinda, MM, 2017) 

Image 17 Night Runner that frequents Hill View estate 
selling excess produce that brokers didn’t buy (Juliet 
Kariuki, 2017). 
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Githurai market is the closest market to Hill View 

and largely specialises in selling local produce 

from Kenya. By 5 am in the morning MM is at the 

markets to ensure they get the FFV that is fresh 

and hasn't been squashed or ruined in the by 

night runners or improper handling by brokers in 

a rush to stock up. Typically, whether the MM is 

procuring imported produce or local produce, 

they have each individually established specific 

points of contact with brokers who stock high-

quality products, the MM would call her contact 

or send a text message with a list of the products 

needed and quantities. After doing so, the MM 

would either go and pick it up herself using a matatu ( public transport costing KSH 20 

each way) or alternatively recruit a boda-boda for 150 KSH to 300 KSH or a matau for 

50KSH  to collect and transport the produce to the shop. MM has made an effort to 

know exactly where the produce that brokers buy is from:  

"The spinach is from Kinari farm, this is where the Spinach, Managu, Terere, 
they chuna, komboa gari (put money together to share a car) or have their own 
cars and go to Githurai at 4 am they are at Githurai and sell to the people at 
Githurai who break it down and we buy from them, today I bought 300KSH 
worth, three bunches are 20KSH. I call them and order from specific ladies” ( 
Shiko, MM. 2017).  

 

For Mama T, her main strategy is to use the import status of her produce to satisfy her 

clients, knowing exactly where these fruits are from is important to the success of her 

business: 

"I stay here in Hunters, on the next street. I started this business six years ago 
on this very road. I don’t sell Mboga, let me tell you, the business of washing 
things is not for me. I refuse to cut Mboga, things that require preparation I don't 
want. I am just a fruit seller. My oranges come from Tanzania even my 
mangoes. The price is not bad it beats the ones from here" (Mama T, MM, 
2017). 
 

Image 18  Imported produce from High Ridge Wholesale 
Fruit Market (Juliet Kariuki, 2017) 
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Whilst these foods may look the 'same' they are from various procurement routes that 

are all essential to maintain a certain standard of products to satisfy the changing 

needs of the consumer they are serving. 

Importantly, MM tap into the various channels of food provisioning in the marketplace 

of food. On the afternoon of the 13th of September 2017, I sat with Mama Penina, who 

identifies herself as the best retailer for Fruits in the area. She is a fashion and designer 

by training who has shifted careers due to the lack of jobs. She has a shop in Thika, 

Jordan, where she makes clothes. She came to Hill View estate because she was 

looking to make more money as an entrepreneur, she has since hired people using 

the money from her MM business. For Penina, this business has enabled her to run 

two operations simultaneously. 

Mama Penina started her business in Hillview, specialising in the sale of imported fruits 

from sub-Saharan Africa and beyond.  She sells her produce at a slightly higher rate 

than the local produce in the area due to their prestige. She's a very popular 

stand/movable stall in the street because of her fruits. "This food original comes in 

large containers flown in from outside the country. The food comes in a box, and they 

are transferred into smaller boxes once they arrive in Kenya". She leaves them in the 

original packaging so people can identify them as imported, high quality produce.  

She has a friend at the airport who runs a business of selling imported FFV to clients 

as well as working for the airport. Penina meets her friend at the airport; this contact 

works for Penina as it is much cheaper than the rates at the wholesalers though. She 

prefers to go to her contact at the airport because she knows that she won't miss out 

on the products which are being bought up by SMs and other MM. She sends her 

contact KSH 10 000 minimum for each delivery directly using m-peesa before any 

collections, booking her share of the produce.  

Mama Penina has everything from Kiwis, grapes, seedless or not seedless, 

pineapples, oranges, apples, watermelons, Pineapples from Uganda. The only things 

from Kenya are the watermelon for KSH 200- 500  and pineapple slices ranging from 

KHS 20, 30, 50 80 and KSH 100 for the local produce. All imported produce starts at 

250 KSH a bag or container, bunches of grapes from 100KSH – 300 KSH.  

For Mama T and Penina, the key to keeping their clients happy is in the allure of buying 

the same imported products that they will find at shops like BuyRite, Carrefour and 
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Tusky's, and is key to the growth of her business and its maintenance. As well as other 

MM who want imported produce, High Ridge market is the place to go. At High Ridge 

Market, MM can find all forms of FFVs: 

• Tru-Cape apple and pears from South Africa ensuring disease-resilient fruit 

varieties that have better colour and higher export-quality yield (Viviers et al. 

2014) 

• Pink Lady Apples 

• Medigardens Oranges - these are imported from Cairo Egypt 

• Dole Grapes 

• Zespri Green Kiwifruit from New Zealand 

 

The wholesale market and Night runners exemplify the importance of informal 

contractors and retailers not only providing FFV to the urban community in a way not 

offered by the commercialised chains but also the central role they play in sustaining 

a regional trading pattern with neighbouring countries. The imported fruits provide an 

exciting avenue through which one can understand the similarities between the MMs 

procurement and that of SMs. The increasing interaction between the national and 

regional food systems caters to the demands of the urban consumer however this 

practice does have some adverse impacts on the rural smallholders who are not able 

to compete with the quality and quantity that the regional producers provide. The next 

section looks at the proliferation of regional trade in the research site.  

 

5.4.2.1 Regional produce 

 

On a national level, imports have continued to increase, the table below lists a few of 

the other fresh fruit and vegetable imports detailing the extent of Kenya's regional 

imports of Fresh Vegetables and Fruits in 2011 (KHCP 2011, p.23). 
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Table 4: Kenya Regional Imports of fresh fruits and vegetables (KHCP, 2011, p. 23) 

As is evidenced in these tables using data from the Kenyan Customs department, 

imports of fresh fruits and vegetable increases annually (with the exception of 2009). 

The impact of regional trade is thriving in Hillview estate, including oranges, Pink Lady 

Apples and pears from South Africa, oranges from Egypt and passion fruit from 

Tanzania are some of the imported varieties that are popular amongst MM clients. The 

ability for MM to tap into these markets and provide their customers with brands and 

quality that they expect to find in SM is critical to maintaining their client base in Hill 

View estate.  

 

If you look at Pink Lady apples, for instance, you find the same apples with the bright 

pink stickers on the shelves of Naivas, Carrefour and BuyRite and MM. Being able to 

stock the same items as SM is significant for MMs like Belinda, who pays 10 000 KSH 

for her weekly stock of imported fruits that are delivered to her shop for an additional 
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350KSH per delivery. For Belina and Penina, the cost of transportation goes a long 

way in establishing their popularity in the area, forming an essential component of her 

business.  

 

MM form a key role in ensuring that this food gets to the consumer, the National 

Horticulture Market Information system  (NaHMIS), have shown that Hawkers/Mama 

Mboga's neighbourhood kiosks, small greengrocers are responsible for moving the 

largest retail volumes with 35% market share valued at Ksh 49.4 Billion worth of fruit 

and state that most of the vegetables consumed are distributed by the Mama 

Mboga(KHCP 2012).  

This strategy of procurement is not the final one used by Mama Mboga in Hill View 

estate, and there's a growing tendency to procure specific types of produce from the 

urban farms that are located on the outskirts of the estate. The use of urban farms as 

a procurement method will be discussed in the following section. This research defines 

urban agriculture as the cultivation of urban land for food production and sale, it is a 

term that comprises all forms of food growing in cities (Schwab et al. 2018). 

There are many different typologies of urban agriculture, when I attended the Nairobi 

International Trade Fair from 30th September to 8th October 2017, the practice of 

urban agriculture was promoted using low to high tech vertical farming practices for 

the household and a farm. This practice of urban agriculture (UA) is promoted to supply 

the household with leafy vegetables as well as combat the decreasing percentage of 

available arable land by showing farmers how to diversify agricultural production 

through vertical farming within urban Nairobi. Another example of UA is that of KAM 

farms (introduced earlier), a privately run farm specialising in fresh vegetables for the 

SM market.  

The following discusses a simpler farm operation, these farms are specifically 

targeting smaller retailers like Mama Mboga. It will be shown how important this 

practice is to the development of Mama Mboga businesses in Hill View estate who are 

getting their start as well as those who have set to create their own niche in the retail 

of FFV in the area. This section will show how MM prioritise quality in their choice of 

farm and produce. The section will be evidencing how the procurement of indigenous 

vegetables is also being used as a means of creating a niche market that is attempting 
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MM also procure vegetables directly 

from urban farms.  

to create a market for these vegetables on the basis of culture and tradition. This 

approach by MM is an innovative way of maintaining the MM role as food provisioners 

in the urban space.  

 

5.4.3 Urban agriculture  

 

Figure 13 MM procure FFV from urban farms tapping into the commercial value of indigenous vegetables. 

 

The third form of procurement involves the urban farms that are located on the 

perimeter of the estate bordering Hill View estate and Clay City/Clay works estate (see 

images in chapter three). These farms are located closer to the river that runs through 

Hill View. I encountered no less than five different farms of a minimum of 1 acre, which 

produced leafy vegetables on a substantial scale. Of these farms, there are three 

categories; each farm is identified by MM as having different quality standards due to 

the type of farming practices employed. The use of urban agriculture as a procurement 

method taps into the commercial value of indigenous vegetables due to their low-cost 

production, affordability and availability all year round (Oladele 2011; Nyaruwata 2019, 

p.175). The popularity of African indigenous vegetables (AIV) is influenced by 

consumers and MM, who are more informed about the importance of a diversified 

vegetable diet (Gido et al. 2016, p.9). Through a process of referrals and following 

food, it became clear that urban agriculture is a very important procurement strategy 

for MM. These farms offer MM the opportunity to diversify their competitive positions 

as well as an opportunity to establish their businesses in the area. Another important 

factor of this procurement process for MM is the opportunity to challenge the western 

or SM culture of food that is far removed from traditional values of food; the AIVs 

challenge the imported products that are nutrition deficient, challenging the 

Urban Farm 
MM 

intermediary 
MM typology 

(1 - 4) 
MM 

Customer
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normalisation of SM food culture (Abukutsa 2010; Nnyepi et al. 2015; Gido et al. 2016; 

Qaim 2017). 

 

The size of these operations varies according to a variety of factors, including but not 

limited to the capital, technology and knowledge. There is a high incidence of UA 

practices here, the prevalence of nutrient-rich red soil, an abundance of water, and a 

high concentration of UA knowledge (either taught or gained) which culminate to form 

a small UA community within the estate specialising in leafy vegetables, specifically: 

vegetable amaranths are also known as Terere (Amaranthus species), spider plant 

known as saga in Kaserani (Cleome gynandra), African vegetable nightshades also 

known as Manangu amongst my unit of analysis (Solanum species), cowpeas locally 

referred to as Kunde Mboga (Vigna unguiculata), African eggplant (Solanum 

aethiopicum), African kale (Brassica carinata) and jute mallow also known as Mrenda 

(Corchorus olitorius), Mito (Crotolaria) (Schippers 2000; Abukutsa 2010; Abukutsa‐

Onyango 2014).  

 

Other popular leafy vegetables are collard greens (Sukuma wiki) and spinach. This 

section will begin by presenting evidence on the nature of these farms and then delve 

into the importance that these farms have in allowing MM to maintain their presence 

in the marketplace of food. The produce that is grown on these farms is leafy 

vegetables referred to by customers, MM and urban Framers as "kienyeji" vegetables. 

kienyeji is a Swahili word that means indigenous or original, this word is used to identify 

leafy vegetables, chicken or any object that is indigenous, meaning they originate22 in 

Africa (Schippers 2000).  

 

This type of vegetable is unlike the majority of leafy vegetables that are sold on in 

wholesale markets23, kienyeji vegetables and food are set apart from the other food 

plants and animals by my MM and Kenyans, as being the most authentic variant of the 

FFV, the kienyeji way is considered to be the most nutritious way of eating.   

 

 
22 If the second centre of origin is Africa then there are referred to as traditional vegetables 
23 Dania (Swahili for coriander), Cabbage, Sukuma wiki, Swiss chard, giant kale are typically what you find  
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My first encounter with these farms was at 5 am in the morning, a popular time for MM 

to place their orders and procure their produce. Whilst walking through the estate, I 

spoke to a woman walking towards the matatus carrying a large polyvinyl sack on her 

head full of leafy vegetables; she said: 

 
"These mboga's are kiyeneji, they are saga, do you know saga? Now down 
here in the farms, there are many women down there … who are planting them 
down there. That is where we go, we help each other and we remove them from 
the farm, they are measured/weighed and then we leave and sell them. I got to 
know the farms when I was delivering Mboga at another market, there was 
another lady who I was looking at and asked if she could show me where she 
get the Mboga from. So I started in mwiki a long time ago … I do not sell around 
here, I go to Kayole … in fact it is just today, I am not feeling well that's why I 
have only bought a little ( a full sack measuring 4 KGS)…I actually deliver these 
to people, sometimes I  sell on the roadside but my business is delivering 
Mboga. The orders are made over the phone, they call me and tell me they 
want Mboga worth X amount so I take it to them” (MM intermediary, 2017).  
 

This was an eye-opening interaction showing the extent of the reach of these farms, 

the role of traditional leafy vegetables in urban agriculture as well as the nature of 

procurement practices that exist. After some investigation, I was introduced to what is 

a thriving practice of urban agriculture on rented and owned private residential 

property in Hill View, with a minimum acreage of half an acre.  

 

The procurement of leafy vegetables from these Urban farms forms part of a key 

strategy of attaining kienyeji vegetables, this practice has been identified by 30 out of 

the 60 MM, with 10 MM using this source as a key component of their procurement of 

kienyeji leafy vegetables. For these MM, the procurement of indigenous vegetables 

from urban farms is tied to the importance of this practice in getting their business off 

the ground. For Shiko, Preacher Mary, Sandra, John and Gicheru, who now own 

flourishing MM businesses in the area, all explain that access to the urban farms and 

kienyeji vegetables helped them start their businesses: 

 

"I started this business four years ago; you know when you start something you 
start small. With the kienyeji from down there … eventually, it brings itself, it 
grows. It's like a child that you raise from a small age”.  
(Shiko, MM, 2017). 
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"I started this business slowly, I started right here on this road but not this shop 
because it wasn't built yet. I have been here for three years here… I saw that I 
wasn't getting jobs, I had really looked for jobs but didn't find anything so I 
decided that I would start my own business. I started this business to help me 
out at home, I want to have my own things. I started with some kienyeji Mboga 
from the farms, tomatoes, very small things here and there. I go to the market 
to get my things; I go to Githurai I also have some people bring them to me by 
car/piki piki"  
(Preacher Mary, MM, 2017).   

 

"…. When I started here, I couldn't afford too much stock. So, I started with very 
little. You start small. I started with Mboga, tomatoes and kienyeji skuma and 
some cabbage using money that I have earned as a housekeeper. This 
business now helps me educate my kids, pay rent for this space and my 
home… Chrystal apartments" (Sandra, MM, 2017). 
 

"I started this business with 600 KSH, selling Mboga, tomatoes, onions and 
other. You sell and go get something. This business is about starting slowly, 
you don't start and give up, you work in stages. You do your maths in the 
evening and you go up and up. Just like that and that. Others you get 2000 KSH 
and you climb up and keep filling up on the Mboga from the urban farm and 
other produce” (John, MM, 2017). 
 

"I started this business in 2007, I started with onions, veggies and then started 
my salon and expanded my FFV shops. I hire people to help me now" (Gicheru, 
MM, 2017).   

 

Leafy vegetables are core to 'the starter kit' for MM in Hillview estate, due to the 

produce affordability and popularity. For Mama Saga, the only stock she sells is Mboga 

kienyeji, buying directly from the urban farms in the area.  

 

"I chuna (pick) these myself at the shamba, the farms right at the bottom…at 
the bottom … there is no name for the farm. I started in 2006, and I started with 
small, small…. I used to sell on the floor. This business has helped for school 
fees, food, and other small things. I contribute and support my husband. I also 
pay the rent for this shop in 2000 a month. I choose to sell only Mboga because 
as I grow, I will start adding more items and grow bigger. I started this because 
I used to farm these things in Kisii. So I moved to Nairobi and found a shamba 
and I go there every day and buy Kilos of saga, managu, mrenda, malenge, 
skuma and spinach … I am their customer."  
(Mama Saga, MM, 2017) 

 

For Mama Saga, a specialist in the sale of indigenous vegetables, leafy vegetables do 

not only form a core component of her business starting inventory but are key to 
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developing a niche in the marketplace of food selling produce that is not found readily 

in SM. The retail of FFV,  for the MM, is not just a product that they sell and specialise 

in, it also carries with it specific attitudes, and ways of being as Hage (1997) puts it, 

"food is so central to the everyday reproduction of culture that when groups move they 

take their food practices with them into host societies" (Hage 1997; Caputo 2011; 

Graham et al. 2016, p.4). MM like Mama Saga has done just this. The following section 

presents the typologies of urban farms in the research site, each farm is identified by 

MM as having different quality standards due to the type of farming practices 

employed.  

 

5.4.3.1 Types of urban farms  

 

There are three types of urban farms in Hill View estate: 

 

Urban farm 1: A residential household where the 

land – approximately 2.5 acres - has been bought 

and converted purely for the function of farming. 

On-site there are four greenhouses, irrigation 

systems, rearing and breeding of cows (which are 

used to sell pasteurised milk), employing 4 core 

staff for 10 years who receive a monthly salary of 

KSH 10 000 and specialise in indigenous 

vegetables. A key aspect here is also the use of 

clean rainwater stored in two large water towers. 

The property is gated with a designated entrance 

for customers all of which are Mama Mboga’s. 

Only the owner and foreman are able to keep track 

of the operation's finances. The water is bought 

and stored in large black tanks and the manure 

from the cows is the only source of manure used.  

 

 

Image 19 Urban Farm One  (Juliet Kariuki, 2017) 



 

 

P
ag

e1
8

6
 

In Urban Farm 1, Fathima, the farm owner, has taken in it upon herself to master 

farming practices, she like the other farmers, started small, choosing to focus on 

growing kienyeji Mboga having identified this produce as a key staple of the Kenyan 

diet. Fathima's strategy began by feeding into the demand from friends and neighbours 

who 10 years ago had no source for these vegetables in the area apart from wholesale 

markets. For Fathima, filling this gap in the marketplace of food in the estate was an 

opportunity for cash generation and meeting consumer needs.  

 

Her farm measures at 2.5 acres in total (one acre on her private property, three 

separate plots of half-acre each of rented vacant plots near her house). This is the 

most frequented farm in the area, with women and men commuting all the way from 

Kayole to buy her produce. Her farm is the most unique in that it is self-containing. 

Fathima's farm generates its own electricity through solar panels, they collect and 

store rainwater in large drums and have also created a micro dam that collects 

freshwater. They use manure from their 50 cows to feed their vegetables and Fathima 

keeps a detailed record of sales in her black workbook.  

 

Fatima has hired five staff members one woman 

and four men paying them  KSH 10 0000; she has 

rented four large greenhouses from Eco Flora Ltd 

– a specialist in greenhouses costing KSH 500 000 

for maintenance and installation. Her farm has 

strict operating hours, Wednesday, Thursday, 

Friday, Saturday selling between the hours of 6 am 

– 11 am depending on the stock. For Fathima, her 

speciality is in indigenous leafy vegetables. The 

farm is managed by James and Simon who have 

been working for Fathima for more than 8 years, 

they receive orders via a phone call from returning 

customers who come to the farm with large 

polythene bags in the early hours and pay for the produce by weight. MM who frequent 

these farms come from all over the city, from Kayole, Roysambu and Mwiki and 

Githurai, to name a few of the MM I met.  

 

Image 20 MM Collecting her produce at Fathima's 
farm, making sure she gets the accurate weight  
(Juliet Kariuki, 2017) 
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Urban Farm 2: Of similar size to urban farm 1 

with a focus on the same vegetables but a key 

difference is the property is rented as opposed 

to owned. The staff working on this farm are not 

fixed employees but are seasonal, rotational 

and ad hoc. Furthermore, clients such as MM 

have the ability to pick their own produce. The 

source of water is also less sanitary – being 

sourced from the nearby stream, sustained by 

rain and in no way cleaned. There is little to no 

evidence of technology and minimal use of 

mechanical machinery – there is a fuel 

generator that is used to pump water from the 

river at the bottom of the farm and irrigate crops.  

 

 

Urban Farm 3: The third farm is a similar 

layout to 2: open plan with an absence of 

employed labourers with clients picking 

their own produce. Manure is sourced 

locally from the nearby pig farm and the 

irrigation system runs on clean water. The 

cleanest source of water was investigated 

and discovered to be a borehole from the 

nearby forest. The property is rented, open 

planned, with access to clean water, and 

freshly sourced manure. The key 

difference is the emphasis on repeat 

business. When customers like MM 

become consistent clients, they are 

offered a space which produces a core 

Image 21 Fuel pump using water from the river to 
water crops (Juliet Kariuki, 2017) 

Image 22 Returning customers picking their own 
produce in allocated spaces (Juliet Kariuki, 2017) 
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produce – for example sukuma wiki – that they can come and collect at their 

will and pay in cash or through mpesa. 

 

In the second and third type of urban farms, I met with Jimmy, Baba Lee and Pato who 

are the farm owners. Baba Lees farm falls into category two an the later fall into 

category three. Baba Lee is adamant on using river water to cultivate his crops, 

insisting that the water isn't dirty. Whereas Jimmy and Pato loudly protest this idea, 

often mentioning to their clients that Baba Lees farm is not healthy even though to the 

naked eye it would seem like Lee's plants are heathier looking due to their large size. 

The importance of these urban farms is not limited to their provision of indigenous 

leafy vegetables or the proximity to MM working in Hill View. You do find MM from 

Kasarani to Kayole coming to these farms to procure their produce. The offering of 

quality produce that the MM can physically inspect and choose themselves is the 

biggest selling point for the success of these farms. As a MM by the name of Kamau 

emphasised "every time you go to the markets for these vegetables, they have already 

gone … the good ones have gone. You would rather buy at the farms and buy in large 

quantities, like 20-30KGs sold at an average of 35 – 60 KSH per kilo, which is enough 

for two days, vitu poa (great quality items)" (Kamu, MM, 210).  

 

Whilst the use of UA is a popular choice for acquiring kienyeji produce, these farms 

have been met with a mixed reception. There are two main perspectives on these 

farms about the quality of inputs – water and farming methods.  Of the 60 MM who 

participated in my study, 10 use these farms as the main source of their leafy 

vegetables. Of the ten, there was a group of four who expressed concerns with the 

quality of water that is used to grow these plants as well as the plants' exposure to sun 

and chemicals. These men and women expressed a fear of sewage water being used 

to water the plants is legitimate and is a common practice in Kenya. This concern is 

corroborated by a new farm owner, Jimmy, who is renting half an acre to rear pigs and 

grow FFV. Jimmy notes that: 

 

"some of these vegetables might look good, but when you eat them you get 
sick because of all the chemicals in the water flowing through this area, you 
have to be skilled and harvest water properly like me"  
(Jimmy, Urban Farmer, 2017). 
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The concern for quality is deeply entrenched in the need to deliver  a standard that 

clients will find attractive. One MM stated that she no longer buys from the farms "I 

don't buy from the urban farms because they use sewage water" (Waithera, 2017). 

For this business owner, it is too much of a risk to rely on this product because her 

customers would revert to buying from SMs or her competitors. Upon visiting and 

befriending five farm owners in the area, I got to understand that the concerns raised 

by Waithera are legitimate, with four out of five farm owners stating that they have 

taken the critiques and only use clean water. This water is either rainwater stored in 

large black drums on stilts, bought water from private dispensers or freshwater 

reserves from boreholes in the forested area. Only one for the five farm owners 

insisted that the water from the river was clean enough to use for farming, which was 

not the case - in the nine months since meeting, this farm lost a lot of clients to the 

other four (Jimmy, Urban Farmer, 2017).  

 

The concern for quality became evident when spending time at these farms. I found 

that that conflicts would arise around which MM received or harvested the better crop. 

One day Mama Dennis, who has a reserved spot in Jimmy’s farm, was cornered by a 

competing MM who noted that her produce was greener than the ones Jimmy sold to 

them. In frustration, Mama Dennis’ competitor explained that quality is essential and 

that customers would prefer Mama Dennis' stock to theirs or go elsewhere, which isn't 

good for business. These forms of conflict are common, making it very clear that even 

in this procurement process, quality trumps the other reasons that MM purchase these 

leafy vegetables. The facilitation of which farm to choose aligns with the strategies 

used by SM. This form of procurement is facilitated by two things: the affordability of 

these vegetables for MM who are needing an entryway into the marketplace of food in 

Hill View and secondly, a response to customers' needs for good quality produce.  

 

However, it must be noted that there is another reasoning that isn't as obvious as 

quality. A key tenet of this procurement system is the attempted consolidation of 

culture with quality by MM who have chosen to specialise in the sale of these leafy 

vegetables over those in the wholesale markets. For the ten MM who choose to 

specialise in Indigenous vegetables, in an attempt to offer a product that SMs are new 

to, these women are actively charting an alternative product to capture the consumers 

that are unable to find high quality African indigenous vegetables (AIVs) on SMs 
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shelves. Whilst the introduction of African AIVs is not new in urban Nairobi, the 

motivations of the 10 out of sixty retailers almost unanimously reason that it is an 

attempt to challenge the imported products that are nutrition deficient, challenging the 

normalisation of SM food culture. This challenge is spoken about through the 

perspective of health, identifying the AIVs a healthier alternative to other vegetables, 

especially those sold by SM.  

 

This concern for nutrition is captured when seated in Mama Pato's house (a MM and 

Urban Farmer), I was served some food: ugali, kienyeji Mboga and some water and 

tea. It was lunchtime, and we had just returned from Pato's farm to eat. Whilst seated 

in their house, I spoke to Mama Pato's daughter and husband. They complained that 

I was eating too little and shouldn't be shy. In an attempt to make me eat more, Pato's 

father noted that what I was eating is very healthy, pulling out the bag of freshly 

harvested AIVs. He described that the popularity of these vegetables is all about their 

medicinal nature. They would assist my body in healing and keeping balanced. He 

noted that the most popular way to eat them is to mix them with eggs as an excellent 

source of protein. This experience revealed how important these vegetables are to this 

family, and those that buy from MM on a daily basis; for Pato's family, the perfect mix 

included Cleome gynandra, crotalaria and Solarium. Each bite a reminder of the ways 

that we used to eat, the healthier options that existed before SM and before the 

colonial intervention. It is imperative to acknowledge the roles that the 10 MM are 

playing in bringing these AIVs to the urban space, to be cultivated for daily 

consumption (Maundu et al. 1999). 

 

Findings by Abukutsa (2002) show that there is slow but sure uptake of AIVs as a core 

food staple. In 2002 AIVs accounted for about 10% of the total vegetables marketed 

in urban areas (Abukutsa‐Onyango et al. 2002). Five years later Ngugi et al. (2007) 

reported an increased proportion of AIVs to about 30% of the total vegetables 

marketed in Nairobi (Gido et al. 2016). This increase in the proliferation of AIVs can 

also be attributed to the availability of these seeds in the market through the state-

owned Kenya Seed Company and the private company Simlaw Seeds. While these 

projects and uptake of marketing AIVs are essential in increasing the utilisation and 

marketing of AIVs, within Hill View estate the most effective catalysts in the promotion 
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of a nutritional diet within an urban residential environment are MM – there is no 

external interference in this market.  

 

The leafy vegetables, Kienyeji, set foods and practices apart from contemporary food. 

Today, these indigenous vegetables are making a return in the domestic market which 

is not geared for export purposes (unlike cash crops) but to serve the local and 

domestic economy. Additionally, the indigenous vegetables are reflective of those 

indigenous knowledge systems once suppressed, making a comeback in the food 

habits of urban Nairobi. The Mama Mboga is essential in these two processes, 

providing access to these markets and commercialising these crops as well as 

introducing this knowledge back into the modern urban realm of Nairobi. This could 

have positive nutritional contributions to Nairobi's urban middle to lower-income 

society.  

 

5.6 Conclusion  

 

This chapter has sought to answer the thesis' second research question: What are the 

different types of strategies pursued by MM in the Fresh Fruit and Vegetable value 

chains to maintain the viability of the business? The study offers some critical insights 

into the specific value chain strategies that make up MMs microenvironment. It is 

presented that the MM maintain the viability of the business by engaging with their 

microenvironment, specifically the opportunity presented by Kenya’s convoluted value 

chains of FFV passing through several intermediaries before reaching the market. MM 

has used these gaps as an opportunity to tap into high quality produce.  

There are several important areas where this study makes original contributions, 

identifying three main procurement strategies used and their individual contributions 

to adding value to MM FFV. These three strategies include: the removal of 

intermediaries from the procurement process and going directly to the sources of FFV 

to ensure quality and price; the use of wholesale markets and night runners to ensure 

the quality of produce and diversity of local and imported produce that customers are 

fond of; and finally,  the use of urban agriculture to procure indigenous leafy vegetables 

which form a key component of the starting kit for MM in Hill View as well as an 
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opportunity for MM to tap into a new market for AIVs and establish a form resistance 

towards SM.  

These three distinctive practices are used by MM to ensure the quality of their products 

and keep up with SM standards and the shifting urban food culture ( consumer 

preferences).MM, like the SM is not in the business of replicating their neighbour's 

products; instead, they are keen to build their competitive advantage through 

personalised value chains. These findings add to a more embedded understanding of 

the continuity of MM in Nairobi, Kenya. The combination of this finding with that of 

makeshift urbanism and upgrading strategies evidenced in the previous chapter, it 

becomes clear to see that MM is actively shifting their retail strategy in response to 

their changing external environments.  

In section 2.4 of this thesis the microenvironment focuses on the strategies employed 

by MM to meet the needs of their customers, in the application of this framework it is 

clear that the MM place special emphasis on meeting their customers’ needs and 

expectations. The data reinforced that the customers needs are the centre of how the 

MM chooses to organise their procurement strategies in order to meet those 

expectations. The data proves MM to be very customer-obsessed businesses, aware 

of the fact that meeting their customers’ expectations would ensure they remain a 

viable alternative to SM. This finding highlights the importance of services and product 

delivery in ensuring MMs continued presence in the marketplace of food, partially 

underscoring the argument of the stage-type theory in highlighting the importance of 

adaptation to environmental conditions to avoid extinction.   

In the next chapter, attention is turned to the internal environment of the MM 

enterprise, looking deeper into the inner workings or the firm level of MM businesses. 

This empirical chapter presents the third finding of this thesis, evidencing how the 

competition is a significant value held on the internal level of the enterprise. The 

internal environment is key to shaping how MM interact with each other, customers 

and suppliers. Chapter six will explore the MMs preference for competition as a means 

by which the business sustains its presence both amongst each other and in the 

broader retail marketplace. 
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Chapter six: competition in the marketplace, 

problematising ubuntu-symbiotic relations 

 

6.1 An introduction  

 

This chapter seeks to answer the final question of this thesis: What are the competitive 

dynamics between MM and how do these relationships underpin their business 

strategies? 

This chapter offers some critical insights to existing scholarship on the inner workings 

of the MM businesses. The previous empirical chapters have focused on evidencing 

how MM has engaged with their external environments –  the macroenvironment and 

the microenvironment – to maintain their presence in Hillview estate, despite the 

restructuring of the food marketplace in favour of the SM retailer.  

The focus of this chapter is to look closer at the internal dynamics or what market 

literature labels as the firm level or internal environment. In a study of the obstacles to 

the growth of new Small-to-Medium-Enterprises (SMEs) in South Africa, Fatoki and  

Garwe  (2010)  identify the internal environment as factors in a MM's environment that 

are mostly controllable by the MM (Garwe and Fatoki 2012; Fatoki 2013; Fatoki 2014). 

MM has a direct influence on their business, including the resources, capabilities and 

competencies held (Djalil et al. 2015; Indris and Primiana 2015). These capabilities 

and resources include but are not limited to finance, managerial competency of the 

entrepreneur (management skills), location of the business, investment in information 

technology, cost of production and networking (Ftaoki and Garwe 2010, p.731). More 

often than not, the MM businesses possess limiting internal factors that hinder the 

growth of these businesses ( Nkonoki 2010). 

As has been introduced in chapter three, marketing literature often groups the internal 

dynamics under the microenvironment. However, for the purposes of this research, it 

forms its own category to unpack the factors which make up the MM organisation: its 
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strategy, its culture, its networks, its structure and its management style (Adcock et al. 

2001; Blythe and Megicks 2010; Applbaum 2012; Kotler et al. 2017). The internal 

environment has a significant bearing on the functioning of MM retail, shaping the 

aspirations of the business and the ways that the MM engage with their social networks 

in the estate. This chapter presents entrepreneurial reasoning, finance structure and 

competition as three essential factors underpinning all sixty MM strategies. 

The combination of these factors has enabled MM to tap into their commercial and 

competitive leanings, operating alongside community support networks – mutuality 

and support – embedded in the traditional institutional practices of African trade 

(Varman and Costa 2009). Competition manifests itself in three main ways: It is about 

developing business relationships with fellow MM, adopting a specific character as 

well as being about the quality of produce.   

 

6.2 MM internal composition  

 

MM businesses internal composition includes low set-up costs and entry 

requirements, a small scale of operations, and are characterised by labour-intensive 

methods of production and adapted technology, the skills for which are usually 

acquired outside of any formal education  (Gadzala 2009, p.204). Scholarship by 

Nuwagaba et al. (2019) describes this internal environment as managed by owners 

who "lack knowledge and skills in areas such as cash planning, cash forecasting, 

short-term investment of surplus cash, financial controls and reporting as well as 

debtor management" adding that "poor business processes […] as well as not having 

proper business strategies to keep these informal businesses focused on growth 

objectives" (Nuwagaba et al. 2019) are core challenges of informal businesses like 

that of MM.  

Whilst Nuwagaba et al. (2019) position can be seen as harsh; their perspective is not 

inaccurate, frequently I found that MM does not have the skills to deal with cash 

forecasting and planning, due to the nature of these businesses starting point, the MM 

tend to learn on the job, slowly developing the appropriate skillsets. Wegerif (2017) 

also identifies these characteristics in his study of Tanzania, adding that low labour 

costs also characterise MM businesses. This is often the case in Nairobi, where the 
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owner forms the entire managerial department with no management overheads, profit 

remains with the MM and is only utilised for operations, I found that the use of family 

and apprentice labour was common amongst all sixty MM (Wegerif 2017a; Wegerif 

and Wiskerke 2017). For MM learning how to efficiently utilise all limited capital inputs 

is crucial to their internal environment.   

The analysis of qualitative data collected uncovered strong themes around that 

entrepreneurial reasoning, finance structure and competition through networks as key 

to engaging with the external environment of MM to ensure businesses growth  

(Nkonoki 2010). The internal dynamics of MM enterprise are key in influencing the 

ways in which MM interact with each other, with a majority of MM noting the importance 

of attitude towards competition as an important practice for the survival of their 

business. This orientation of MM entrepreneurs indicates the tangible desire by MM to 

establish the basis for staying ahead of their competitors operating in the area 

(Semrau et al. 2016).  

This form of competition is intra-type competitive retailing where small traditional 

stores (STS) like MM compete with each other, also referred to as  STS vs. STS 

competitive retailing (Dholakia et al. 2012). This finding is very different to the findings 

from scholars like Varman and Costa (2009), who identify the interactions between 

retailers in a Bazaar in Calcata as deeply influenced by social norms focused on 

cooperation and community overriding and/or mediating "individualistic motives for 

gain and profit" stating that "relationships among competing retailers stimulate the 

sharing of products, information, finances, and suppliers. Clearly, retailers are aware 

that competitive clashes may affect various parts of community life and may lead to 

fraying the social-institutional fabric in which the market is embedded" (Varman and 

Costa 2009, p.453).  

The importance of competition in shaping the internal orientation of MM is very 

different to the ubuntu-symbiotic relations that have been evidenced and described by 

Mary Njeri Kinyanjuis impactful work on Nairobi's vendors' and Mark Wegerif's very 

informative work on food traders in rural and peri-urban Tanzania. Both scholars 

describe the interactions amongst MM and traders as enshrined in patterns or 

repetitions of common behaviours or practised codes of conduct that are socially 

supportive and corporative in which the likes of MM rely on informal networks and 
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public morality as a core characteristic of their operations rather than aggressively 

competitive (Thai and Turkina 2014, p.498).  

It will be shown that in the case of Hill View estate, the internal dynamics of these 

enterprises actually embraces competitive approaches to ensuring that their 

businesses are continually learning and meeting changing standards. As for the nature 

of the corporation, there is certainly a degree of collaboration amongst these 

businesses, as has been the case in accessing utilities; however, the crucial difference 

between the kind of networks between these businesses and those presented by 

Wegerif's finding of symbiotic relationships in  Tanzania, is that the MM is still 

competing, these collaborations do not interfere with their competitive nature(Wegerif 

and Hebinck 2016a; Wegerif 2017a).  

The following sections take the lead of themes that appeared strongly in fieldwork, 

namely the entrepreneurial reasonings for starting the business, finance sources and 

the importance of competition with the network of MM in the area to enhance the 

performance of their business.   

 

The first section of this chapter analyses the nature of the internal environment 

engaging with how MM make decisions within the business, presenting an analysis of 

the reasons that MM owners have given for starting their businesses. Looking closely 

at the entrepreneurial orientation (EO), made up of pro-active and innovative 

approaches that are said to have a significant favourable influence on business 

performance (Matchaba-Hove and Vambe 2014). The second section of the chapter 

looks at the financial component of the MM business, evidencing how personal 

savings and credit groups are vital to sustaining and expanding the business. The 

following presents evidence showing how specific financial networks between family 

and friends are key to keeping these businesses going. However, unlike Wegerifs 

findings on the true symbiotic relationships between MM, friends and family are not 

dominant dynamics of MM business interaction.  

 

Surprisingly, the most important internal environmental characteristic is competition. 

The final section of this chapter provides an analysis of MMs perceptions and 

embodiment of competition.  These findings enhance our understanding of the parallel 
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existence of cooperative or symbiotic behaviour and competitive strategies 

(Matchaba-Hove and Vambe 2014). 

 

6.3 Entrepreneurship Origin  

 

The definition of entrepreneur in this chapter and research is multifaceted; on the one 

hand, an entrepreneur is a person who has chosen to work for themselves and take 

on the risks associated with doing so (Stephan and Uhlaner 2010). On the other hand, 

the practice of entrepreneurship also involves (1) why, when, and how opportunities 

for the creation of goods and services come into existence; (2) why, when, and how 

some people and not others discover and utilise these opportunities; and (3) why, 

when, and how the entrepreneur chooses to approach the opportunity (Shane and 

Venkataraman 2000, p.218). This definition of entrepreneurship helps engage with the 

qualitative data; the MM often refer to their choice to start their businesses by 

describing the why, when and how of the opportunity to sell FFV. These elements, in 

turn, feed into the understanding of the nature of the internal business orientation or 

their firm's "strategic posture" (Matchaba-Hove and Vambe 2014; Semrau et al. 2016).  

The reasons for choosing to be MM across all sixty MM focus around a need to 

generate an income to pay for school fees, rent, support a family and live an enjoyable 

life in the city.  The reasons for starting a business also include an attempt to create a 

niche market; to offer produce that isn't popular in the estate – chapter five presented 

ten MM who identified a gap in the market for AIVs,–  and finally to introducing new 

lines of products to improve business performance (Ng' ang' a and Gitonga 2015; 

Simiyu et al. 2016). The following section will engage with why, when and how the 

opportunities for MM came into existence.  

It became apparent that gender dynamics underpin the need to create avenues of 

employment within a household. Data has shown that amongst the female MM, 

forming a majority of sample 38 of the sixty MM, reasons for female MM working in Hill 

View tended to have common reasoning of wanting to own or control their personal 

finances, with this business offering them an avenue to do so. This commonality is 

identified by Johnson and Nino-Zarazua (2011, p.477) as indicative of "intra-
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household gender relations may make it hard for women to place their savings in 

financial institutions as their husbands can observe them accessing them".  

As Mama Muthoni said, "I started this business because staying at home is 
stress… and then to wait for the money from your husband … it's not enough 
… it's better to be here and work and make your own money. This thing of 
waiting for your husband to provide everything is not wise" (Mothoni, MM, 
2017). 

Often, MM businesses grew out of a dissatisfaction with their previous employment 

and identification of a gap in the FFV market in the estate. The MM businesses allow 

the MM to generate an income that they have full control over as Dennis notes:   

"This job gives me daily bread, but the profit you make goes with time… if you 
are in Nairobi you must eat, I make about 500 a day. Very many people depend 
on these foods and where will they get them from? It is kibandas like these. 
Even if you do not go to work, you must eat. Even I must eat" (Dennis MM 
2017).  

For Moses, his reasoning for starting this business is based on experience acquired 

working at another MM, taking note of the large profits they were making in comparison 

to the little he was paid weekly. Having saved a bit of money, he decided to start his 

own MM business to grow it to maximise income:  

"I used to work in a similar business, I was sent by the owner of the business 
to buy items from the market, and he would pay me back for the goods – acting 
as an intermediary of sorts.  I noticed that there is money to be made in this 
business. So I decided that if I can save for five years, I would be able to start 
this business. I started with very little to sell, a few bunches, and it grew. Ten 
years later, I am still here. I was a very young man when I started selling here" 
(Moses, MM, 2017). 

Much like Moses, Cucu started her business to generate an income that would allow 

her to live in Nairobi and educate her family 

"This business of buying and selling lasts, if you know how to buy and to sell 
that's all. I started a very long time ago. I started it to pay my girls school fees 
to buy a plot I built a house. The business is good, then you enter a chama 
(savings group), you invest then you buy more, and I even cook food, so now 
we do not just do the business of selling mboga's alone. We do this, that, and 
others. Many things… it is not for specialising in one thing; if you do then you 
have to pour a lot… if it is oranges, you buy a lot… if it is onions, you buy a lot. 
I have tomatoes, avocado, con, green pepper, potatoes, everything. I buy 
everything from Githurai" (Cucu 2, MM, 2017). 

A final example of why MM started their business is the lack of 'formal' employment in 

their respective skillsets. For Patricia and Njambi, these businesses offered a better 
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income than the jobs they worked in ministerial offices in the CBD and hospitality in a 

hotel.  

For Patricia, the decision to leave her employment at a government branch in the CBD 

was made for her. At the time of this research, many people working for the 

government complained that they were not being paid due to the diversion of their 

company's budgets for election purposes. This reality was a core reason behind 

Patricia's decision to leave her job and become a type one entrepreneur very easy:  

"I started right here on this road but not this shop because it wasn't built yet. I 
have been here for three years here… I saw that I wasn't getting jobs, I had 
really looked for jobs but didn't find anything so I decided that I would start my 
own business. I started this business to help me out at home; I want to have 
my own things" (Patricia, MM, 2017). 

For Njambi, MM offers better prospects than her job in hospitality:   

"I started this 5 years ago, it was my mother's so after I finished school I came 
here and started helping her so I got used to it. You know a person who is willing 
you can do this business; I want to be here for a long time. My goal …it's not a 
must I be here… I could be somewhere else…I can start a salon. I did hospitality 
in the field of catering, it was tiring … I did a certificate, just a diploma. I went to 
work and just got tired of it…you start early, then come here to help mum and 
then wake up early again. I got tired. Here I make more, where I was paid 
8000KSH a month, at the end after the expenses of transport food and 
accoMModation you are not left with much.  

Here I can make more than that, so here is better off for me. The thing you need 
to know is how to go to the market, you need contacts, they pack from me then 
I call the person of the boda-boda, and they deliver. I pay in cash. Not m-pesa 
[…] You must be independent; you can't depend on people. My parents stay in 
Ruiru, I stay here in Hill View, and I open and close this business. This money 
helps me pay rent, stock etc." (Njambi, MM, 2017). 

 

The combination of these factors makes up the entrepreneurial reasoning of MM. 

These reasonings often has a bearing on MM strategy and objectives to succeed 

(Cherunilam 2010). For twelve of the sixty MM, the reasons for starting a business is 

to provide products that they have identified as missing in the FFV marketplace in 

Hillview estate. This includes ten MM who specialise in AIVs and two additional MM 

who focus on specific types of fruit, imported produce and watermelons. The 

introduction of new lines of products is another component of entrepreneurial 

reasoning.  
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The following will detail the reasons why watermelons became a popular and lucrative 

fruit in the estate. The MM in this instance, discovered the opportunity of melons 

through a study of the market, identifying a chance to make money through a unique 

fruit.  

 "The business is around 5-6 years now; I used to be like the other MM until we 
went to ukambani (Machakos and Kitui districts in Kenya) and came back and 
saw some guys making fruits … we identified melons because they were a new 
fruit. People would ask "what kind of malenge (pumpkin) are people eating 
raw?!" 

We started selling portions of melons for KSH 10 then saw that people loved 
them, we had rented this premises as a solon then decided to change it to a 
melon shop, bought form Kayole, 200kgs – 300 kg now we bring up to 2 tons 
and store them here. There are small melons that are 4.5 kgs, and bigger ones 
are 12kgs. We now buy in Athi River or Kayole where we have a guy that orders 
for us. We hire the truck and go there ourselves; we don't trust them to chooses 
for us because they may come squashed. One thing, if you just hit these melons 
a little, they spoil, they’re ally spongy, so you have to be careful.  

The challenges are the rain, melons coming from the farm don't like water or 
their change in quality. We sell now at 200KSH. In our other shop up the road, 
we bring in 1.5 tones with some imported fruits, in a kibanda at the top of the 
road opposite the steal guy. That's our second shop on this road.  

Sundays are the business day, we sell 
almost everything on Sundays, here we 
sell an average of 70KGs per day, in the 
other shop we sell 50-60 KGs a day on 
Sundays we sell 200KGS here and 
100KGS there. After two weeks to three 
were basically empty … we have a book 
to record, according to our records we 
make a profit of about 24KSH per KG. So 
in a month, that's a minimum of 84000 
KSH for both shops in the month. Right 
now, we don't have a lot of competition, 
what people sell form here to the main 
road you don't see people selling just 
melons they usually mix them up with 
pineapples and oranges. That why we 
decided to do this, we are opening another 
stall in Sunton (a bordering estate)" 
(Watermelon MM, 2017). 

 

This particular MM proves the complexity and challenge of introducing new products 

to the marketplace while simultaneously evidencing the lucrative opportunities 

available to MM. For the watermelon MM, Patricia and Njambi, the choice to start a 

Image 23 Watermelon Shop MM turned watermelon specialist  
(Juliet Kariuki, 2017) 
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business is influenced by multiple factors. This includes a need for independence 

within a household, a desire for money, dissatisfaction with formal employment, and 

the identification of a gap in the market of food within the estate. These reasons drive 

MM to grow and maintain their business in the estate.  

Another critical component of the internal environments is 'how' these MM maintain 

the finances of the business. This is an essential part of the internal workings of MM, 

enabling them to take advantage of existing opportunities, to earn their own money 

and also meet their desire for profit. The following section engages with the financial 

composition of the MM looking at the sources of informal credit and savings groups.  

 

6.4 Finances  

 

The finances form the cornerstones of the 

establishment and continuation of MM, enabling the 

entrepreneur to utilise the opportunities they've 

identified to earn money independently of their 

families. The start-up source for MM is based 

exclusively on the owners' contribution, from money 

saved from piece jobs or family contributions. The 

finance structure of MM is largely identical; all sixty 

MM noted using family or personal savings from 

500KS – 30 000KSH to start their businesses. 

Those who have more considerable starting capital 

begin in either type three or four. Of the sixty MM, 

MM also use funds from personal savings, Sacco's, 

Chamas's and Merry-go-rounds to finance their businesses.   

 

6.4.1 Personal Savings  

 

For Sandra, a new MM who has opened her shop on a road reserve (type three), 

finances for the business have come from work she previously did at a successful 

Image 24 MM Sandara  (Juliet Kariuki, 2017) 
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Indian grocer in Westlands. She has acquired the necessary skills through paid 

consultations with MMs in the area.  

"Savings helped me start this shop … I'm was born in Burundi, my husband and 
I moved to Maji mazuri Nairobi. I have always wanted to start a business; I saw 
this work and I loved it. Initially, I wanted to study business, but I dint finish, then 
I wanted to start a saloon but this was a better fit. Here I am in control, I was 
employed part-time in Westlands and noticed that I wasn't being paid very well, 
I like doing work that I see other succeeding in … I saved a few thousand KSH 
to start this business here in Hill View estate … I don't like a business that will 
stress me out, I am not the type of woman that stays at home, I have a child 
and my husband can't do everything on his own so I am here to help us. This 
business is good because it doesn't matter how little I make 2000KSH a day,  I 
spend about 5000KSH on the stock in the week so in a month that's a lot and 
that's all mine after I pay the Maasai who built this shop … 2000KSH the rest is 
mine. I am someone that gets along with my customers, they like the service I 
give and the quality of my produce" (Sandra, MM, 2017). 

 

Sandra's motivation has always been to start a business and to generate her own 

income. To start her business, she used her savings to acquire the skills she knew 

she was missing; learning the skill of cutting vegetables and sourcing of vegetables 

was made possible by the social resource of other MM, who for a fee assisted Sandra 

in starting and running businesses. Using KSH 200, Sandra employed an experienced 

MM to teach her how to run the business, from how to cut the Mboga to how to arrange 

her shop in a manner that is appealing to customers. This would not have been 

possible without saving income form a previous job.  

 

6.4.2 SACCO 

 

SACCO's are semi-formal savings and credit cooperatives, also known as credit 

unions (Johnson and Nino-Zarazua 2011, p.480). This avenue is not a popular choice 

due to its commitments; usually, church groups and larger businesses utilised this 

savings method. "SACCO's are church investment groups" (Moses, MM, 2017) they 

are preferred to Banks due to their accessibility and "lower interest rates" to 

government-assisted loans (Shiko, MM, 2017). There is real scepticism over not 

knowing the people involved in SACCOs, as Wangare notes:  
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"The SACCOs are the ones that are risky, in a SACCO, it is like a bank, and 
you save. You don't know the people".  

(Wangare, MM, 2017)  

This scepticism is expressed by Mama Tanzania and her husband:  

"They talk to you so nicely, and you enter… then you never get your money. 
This is the problem in Nairobi […] My husband goes to the market, and they 
told him to join, but they steal, you put like 1000 each for example. Other times 
you take some money other times they give you. INUKA SACCO, we were part 
of the SACCO, and then they refused to give us money in December and 
January. We deposited 9000 and have never seen that money" (Mama 
Tanzania, MM, 2017). 

Fuelling this scepticism is the idea that you don't know who you're saving money with, 

there's no one to hold liable for the money disappearance.  

6.4.3 Chama 

The preferred savings method is a chama, a rotating credit association or savings 

group made up of people you know, even if indirectly (Robb and Fairlie 2008). 

"I am part of a daily chama. I have a daily chama. This chama is made up of 
myself and friends, some of which work right here" (Moses, MM, 2017). 

These informal groups are helping MM save and invest in their businesses:  

"I am also part of a chama; they are important because they help you save. You 
know these days, you can lend (kopesha) enough money from the Chama to 
try and start your own business" (Wambui, MM, 2017). 

The size of these businesses differs, the larger the rotating credit association group, 

the more money the MM can get. The dynamics of these savings groups are described 

by a MM who moved her business to the neighbourhood as a helpful tool for saving 

as long as you know the people involved: 

"I am part of a group of women, we are around 10 of us. Like now we want to 
finish another plot but we have saved very little, it's been 6 years and we just 
save 2000 KSH per month. We use this money to invest in our business and to 
buy a plot (property) in Kamulu. We need to pay rent and stand for many things. 
It is good to save a bit as a group we put in a bank, I use co-op bank, and the 
interest rates are not bad. The group is three men and seven women. It's a 
mistake to look at us and think we are poor only … you think they are poor, but 
when you go out they look smart.  

They have family, and they are proud of their job. With the savings people buy 
some plots, most of them save money in equity bank. You can see a chama of 
20 women who have three plots in Ruirui…friends of mine. It took them five 
years. KSH 1000 in the 15, another KSH 1000 at the end of the month and then 
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every day they save 100 so a month they save 3000 KSH a month. So if you 
are 15, you save a lot in a year. It is very good; it is better than eating everything. 
We call those people umaskini … when you eat everything you stay the same 
you don't change… you know people don't change… you see them stay the 
same place. They don't think of buying or investing. The plot can get you even 
if its 10 000KSH that is money"(Kamulu, MM, 2017). 

 

For Beatrice, a chama' is not only a reason she was able to start her business; but 

they have been integral to the continued growth of her business. The business of MM 

allows her to fund more significant investments. However, these groups do not come 

without their own issues; half of MM made sure to highlight the risk associated with 

these chamas and Saccos. Thirty MM describe the politics between friends and 

strangers as unnecessary, stating that while the SACCOS and chamas are readily 

available, these savings groups are not always reliable.  

"I have a Chama with women, in Nairobi and town, but the problem is that 
people rob you. You enter a Chama and you are told that this SACCO is good 
and I have made my own chama with my daughters; I don't want others from 
outside. People from town, never … I don't want them. Those Chama's I don't 
know who is truthful, the bad influence the good. You ask, all this money that 
you are given where is it going? They just rob you"(Mama Tanzania, MM, 2017). 

The evidence presented here highlights the nature of economic strategies associated 

with the label of MM entrepreneurship. The characteristics of the MM entrepreneur are 

specific to the owner's life experiences, access to limited capital inputs and 

informational networks influencing MM's decision making and internal structure.  Most 

notably, the financing of the entrepreneur's pursuits through savings networks of 

friend, families and investors. 

 These strategies are influenced by the external and internal realm of informal 

enterprise "plagued by uncertainty and instability"(Meagher 2010a, p.130). The 

heterogeneity of financial structures used by MM is conducive to the weaving together 

of networks that are "used as much for keeping options open as for closing them off" 

(Meagher 2010a, p.130). This process is very similar to the weaving together of 

procurement strategies identified in the previous chapter except here, weaving is used 

to make up the social resources available to MM (chapter five). MMs access to 

resources allows MM to act on their entrepreneurial ideas and improve performance 

in a marketplace that promotes their marginality. These networks between family and 

friends are not free, they are contractual to a degree facilitating opportunities for MM 
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to invest in their businesses and personal lives (Robb and Fairlie 2008; Gil and 

Hartmann 2011; Garwe and Fatoki 2012).  

A crucial component of the internal environment for MM is competition. The existing 

accounts of MM interactions with each other fail to include the prevalence of 

competitive dynamics.  The following section engages with how the entrepreneur 

chooses to approach the opportunity of selling FFV having acquired the financing to 

start the business. The focus is on 'how' these businesses interact in Hill View estate 

showing how competition between MM has changed the networks that exist amongst 

them. It will be shown how the existing scholarship on symbiotic and ubuntu values in 

Tanzania and Kenya, respectively do not match up with the findings of active 

competition in Hill View estate.  

 

6.4.4 Competition within the marketplace of food  

 

The lack of competition identified by Wegerif (2017) and Kinyanjui (2013,2014) is said 

to reflect the close proximity and inter-firm networking of MM.  The proximity of these 

businesses I picked up by Kate Meaghers (2010) study of the Aba's shoe and garment 

traders as a "situation in which a producer's equipment, inputs, designs, and extra 

work are there for all to see" manifesting in a practice where these business owners 

cannot avoid sharing with their neighbours (Meagher 2010a, pp.131–132). The 

practice of sharing develops social ties involving friendship, church ties and ethnic ties. 

Critically, for Meagher (2010) these networks assist "the struggling majority of 

producers" to access the resources they need (Meagher 2010a, p.132). This is 

especially true of businesses like MM that are not vertically or horizontally integrated 

corporate structures (see chapter four).  

Wegerif and Hebinick (2016) identify the MMs marketplace as symbiotic,  

characterised by a social infrastructure that is "holding the system together" and more 

importantly allowing for accessible pathways for people without many resources to get 

in and progress within the system, and these pathways depend on the support of 

others (Wegerif and Hebinck 2016a, p.2). The symbiotic relations are underpinned by 

familiarity between actors in the food marketplace who are identified as having 

common cultural repertoires allowing for mutually beneficial cooperation between 
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similar actors providing the same service of food provisioning (Wegerif and Martucci 

2019). For these scholars, the only form of competition that exists is between the 

corporate food marketplace and the alternative informal marketplace (Wegerif and 

Wiskerke 2017).  

Within a symbiotic system, competition amongst the MM is not a priority, in fact, 

Wegerif found that competition on price served as a loss for the business because 

everyone else would also decrease their prices resulting in making less money than 

you would have otherwise made:   

"I tried to inquire about the notion of competition between these two shops 
selling very similar goods. Nassor said, "we get from the same place and sell 
at the same price; we cannot be competing" (Wegerif 2017,105). 

 

This finding of a price cartel is exactly what MM is doing in Hillview estate. Wegerif’s 

food provisioners – who are very similar to MM – prioritise collaborative efforts over 

productive competition (Wegerif 2017). Similarly, in a study of garment traders in 

Kenya, Professor Kinyanjui (2013;2014) demonstrates how garment traders use 

solidarity entrepreneurialism and collective alliances as a critical component of their 

internal business strategies in urban spaces allowing for the continuation of an African 

urban environment that is influenced by indigenous values of a community. This 

framing is influenced by an ubuntu adage: "I am because you are and since we are, 

therefore I am" (Kinyanjui 2013)(Mbiti 1969:108). (Kinyanjui 2013). Key to this 

behaviour is the fact that having an ubuntu consciousness "does not involve destroying 

competitors or blocking their entry into the same business space" (Kinyanjui 2013, 

161). The entire group of MM by this logic would take risks as a whole operating, 

forming alliances for dealing with information asymmetry, business transaction costs, 

and economic uncertainties (Kinyanjui 2013,150). 

Essentially, the symbiotic and ubuntu social relations act as a form of gatekeeping as 

a means of protecting themselves and guarding from competition through a united 

voice; the process of learning and unlearning is key to the intergenerational transfer 

of knowledge and technology ensuring continuity (Kinyanjui 2008; Kinyanjui 2010; 

Kinyanjui 2011; Kinyanjui et al. 2013; Kinyanjui 2014; Kinyanjui 2016; Juepner et al. 

2018). 
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These findings formed the initial hypothesis of this research's inquiry into the internal 

functioning of MM enterprises operating in Hill View estate. What this study has 

uncovered challenges the narrative of symbiotic and ubuntu relationships that 

characterise the internal dynamics of MM enterprises and their relationships with each 

other as mutually beneficial engrained in an 'African' logic of community.  

It began with the understanding that MM actively reject the practice of offering credit 

to customers do to the risk of never being paid back and the reality of free credit as a 

negative influence on their brand. Having understood this, it became evident that the 

commercial leaning of MM is very different to that of Wegerif (2017) where "interest-

free credit is part of a symbiotic relationship where the duka needs the customers in 

the area, and they need a duka" (Wegerif 2017b, p.63). For MM, there is no guarantee 

that credit systems will result in any reciprocation or return customers.  

The next section presents evidence from sixty MM, who unexpectedly identified 

competition as critical to their businesses networking. This finding highlights the ways 

in which cooperative networking amongst MM doesn't dispel competitive behaviour; 

both practices manage to exist together and allow for MM to grow or maintain their 

existence in the space.  

 

6.4.4.1 No Stone faces: the importance of competition  

 

Importance of competition in shaping the MMs internal and behaviours was made very 

early in the research. Competition manifests itself in three main ways: It is about 

developing business relationships with fellow MM, adopting a specific character "It is 

about your face and spirit" (Mama Ben, MM, 2017), as well as being about quality and 

price of produce.   

These strategies are influenced by the changing micro and macro environment 

presented in the previous chapters. For MM in Hillview estate competition as an 

essential part of the enterprise's internal environment or management strategies used 

by the MM, which has direct and specific implications on the business.  

The findings of this study showed that utu-ubuntu solidarity and symbiotic relationships 

were not accurate descriptors for the internal working of these enterprises. Instead, it 
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became clear that whilst these enterprise owners work side by side in Hillview and 

may have contact with one another, there was no deep sense of commitment to 

community values or solidarity. It was made very clear that each business is unique 

and separate to the other – this didn't apply for those MM who owned one or two shops 

on the same road. For fifty-five out of sixty MM, competition is a fundamental strategy 

of the business, a core value that shapes the MM interaction with customers and each 

other.  

This is not to say that symbiosis and ubuntu relations do not exist, rather they seem 

to be attributes of chosen behaviour, a way of respecting fellow peers but is not used 

as a sole strategy of the business. These changes within the MM enterprise are 

important and point towards a change in the culture associated with this type of 

traditional retail. This is important to understand as this people-driven food 

provisioning system economy continues to dominate in urban Nairobi.    

One similarity these findings share with that of symbiotic relations is the hesitation of 

competing with fellow MM through price; there was little to no variation on the prices 

of FFV in the estate. The only price competition happening is between the SM and 

MM, with the MM offering more extensive product offerings (AIVs) at a cheaper fee. 

To exemplify the importance of competition in the internal workings of MM the following 

will show several pieces of conversations that explicitly spoke of competition as an 

essential part of the internal dynamics of the organisation. Conversations from, 

Wangare and Wainaina aid in exemplifying the importance of competition to the 

functioning and strategy. A key aspect of competition is identified by MM Masaai as 

an influence of urbanisation:  

 "A long time ago ( three years), there were not as many groceries/people 
selling on the streets. It was smart/very good. It wasn't like now. The 
competition these days is high, back then I was the only one on this section. By 
the way, when I opened this job in 2013, I started with very little, as the years 
go the items also have become more expensive, what I buy for Tatu-Kumi ( 
three for 10) for the banana I used to get Tano-Kumi (five for 10)" (Masaai, MM, 
2017). 

 

For Wangare and Wainaina, competition spurred by the built environment is significant 

in fuelling their businesses longevity. Key to this is procuring high-quality goods at a 
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low price; this is completely reliant on the MM procurement strategies ( see chapter 

four): 

"The business has so much competition … look at all these businesses. You 
compete by selling everything that people want; you can't let stock finish without 
replacing it. You must make sure you look for high-quality cheap things so you 
can give good prices and make good money. I carry the water in drums because 
I live so close I don't have to pay for water" (Wangare, MM, 2017). 

“Business without competition is not a business. You try one business without 
competition then someone comes to try the same business … you will end up 
losing the customers. The best thing is to see what their businesses are doing 
and improve on it. Competition comes with quality things, let us say there's 
another vehicle with the same things you need to make sure at the shamba you 
get the best-looking thing so that when the customer sees "Ai that carrot is 
better" they will come to you" (Wainaina, MM,2017). 

 

For Mama Muthoni competition is key to her livelihood as an FFV retailer as well as 

her business strategy. When setting up her business early on a weekday morning 

Muthoni, a young mother of a little girl who moved to the Hillview area to start her life 

explained:  

"This business gives me freedom; I can go and help my parents and take care 
of them financially … If I want good clothes, I can buy them for myself. If you 
see a cute outfit for your child or hair I buy it because I have money … I do not 
have to beg my husband. It really helps me to stand for myself ( to be 
independent). In this business I find that competition is very good, if I had a stall 
or shop right next to me ( it was empty at the time) it would be good because 
when customers go to your competitors, they can see what you have too … so 
tomorrow you can go to the market and buy what your competitor is selling. 
Competition is very good” (Muthoni,2017). 

 

Here Muthoni explains how the competition is suitable for their business; it is a tool 

that can be used to gauge what to buy and what not to buy. It is a means of outlasting 

other MM, for Muthoni and competition is a healthy indication of the business.  It 

involves adapting to others in the street and see what works and what doesn't. A 

method of competition lies in a strategy of competing on personality – not having a 

stone face – and competing on product offering 

For MM, competition is an essential component of the internal strategy of their 

business; the competition also comes in the form of the owner or employee behaviour. 

You find that there is an attempt to compete on the personality you possess. A 
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character that comes from a welcoming smile and expression. This personality is 

referred to as your spirit 'roho'. As Sandra  and Patricia note, a core aspect of the 

competition is in the way you treat your customer: 

 "The way you do business here is about how you talk to the customers and 
compete with the other shops, we might know each other but this is business" 
(Patricia, 2017). 

 "It is about customer care … if you want to sustain a business … if it's a 
business form 10 000 KSH or 1 million, they will come to me because I know 
how to treat people" (Sandra, MM, 2017). 

For Shiko, after discussing the need for competition noted that the biggest problem 

with MM who do not perform well  is their stone faces, the inability to realise that MM 

themselves play a role in attracting customers and competing with each other, it is not 

enough to set up shop in the area and expect to make money:  

 "… you cannot have a stone face and a bad spirit when you want to do 
business and make profits" (Shiko, MM, 2017). 

Another MM, Raban spoke in more detail about what this spirit or attitude is all about.  

"Customers, you know the customers of today … they may not be coming to 
buy today, they may come today and complain over the price BUT even though 
they may not have money or don't buy you speak nicely! You don't follow them 
with nonsense; you just let them come back. The language you use is so so so 
important. you can even sell things that are not fresh, and they will still buy. 
then tell their friends… Competition is very high, there are people sitting on the 
street, those in the car … you have to put God first!" (Raban, 2017). 

Marta echoes this belief in combining competitive will and a good face with a belief in 

God stating  

 "… you know the customer; God brings the customers to your shop. You need 
to have a good heart and talk to the customer well that's what brings the 
customer to you" (Marta, 2017). 

Competition is also about your commitment to the job, regardless of circumstance. MM 

is always looking for ways to learn from your neighbour (your competition) and give a 

better service. There were multiple instances in all sixty conversations where women 

and men echoed this as a core characteristic of themselves and their business. As 

Mama Muthoni notes:  

"You really can't lose hope quickly; this business is not suited to losing hope. 
You need to pray to God, wake up early and go to Githurai. I started this 
business because staying at home is stress… and then to wait for the money 
from your husband … it's not enough … it's better to be here and work and 
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make your own money. This thing of waiting for your husband to provide 
everything is not wise … this business is the opportunity to make money, 
meaning you need to be aware and open your eyes" (Mama Muthoni, MM, 
2017). 

These statements help to pinpoint the MM approach towards competition as a practice 

that is encouraged and important to the functioning of their businesses. Another 

example of how palpable competition happens when doing farm visits, one morning, 

there was a heated argument between MM sourcing leafy vegetables. The debate was 

about the quality of produce; a few customers of the farms felt like one retailer was 

being given special treatment which meant that she would attract more customers that 

day. This instance made it very clear that competition is indeed happening between 

and amongst MM. It is, in fact, a vital component of the organisations' inner workings 

and shapes the ways in which they relate to each other.  

There is this almost opposing existence between being neighbours and competitors 

as a fundamental component of the ways that these businesses operate. This is not 

to say that competition has replaced symbiotic relations, rather, competition is used 

as an important aspect of enterprise behaviour.  

 

6.4.4.2 Product offering 

 

Outside of how MM present themselves, competition is very much about product 

offering, learning how to sell like SMs. It became clear that MM is acutely aware of the 

impact that SM has on customer needs. Ensuring that their businesses tap into these 

needs and show familiarity with offerings is a key strategy to standing out from the 

crowd.  

When spending the day with GG, who owns and operates a large, converted container 

attached to the perimeter wall of an apartment block, explained the importance of 

competition in the urban environment of retail. As we were cutting potatoes and 

vegetables to sell as pre-made ingredients, GG noted that the reasons he places a 

high currency on the leafy vegetables from the farms as well as making prepacked 

veggies for easy cooking are that it gives his business a competitive edge: 
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"the Sukuma (leafy vegetables) attract all my customers, I charge KSH25 for 
these big bunches, 5 - 10KSH cheaper than the supa ( SMs) and anything from 
35 – 60 KSH for the mixed bags … that way I make my money back and more" 
as he spoke customers walked in to buy the packed bags of leafy vegetables 
and mixed veg, with a returning customer walks in to buy a mixture of kale and 
spinach. Jim continued "at the end of the day you compete for your place in 
Nairobi, like the supa [SM], we all compete!" (GG, 2017).   

 

GG's reference to the fellow colleague in the marketplace of food that he was in 

competition with demonstrated his desire to differentiate himself not just with MM but 

with SM in the area. To achieve this GG has shaped his internal business environment 

to focus on a continuously evolving product offering from the ready-made mixed bags 

to leafy vegetables. Core to this desire to compete on a product is the fundamental 

concern of attracting customers to your shop. This capacity has been built on over ten 

years of savings and expansion of his business, resulting in a carefully curated 

network of preferred procurement strategies and access to utilities.  

 "The customer knows what they want if they want garlic, tomatoes and 
bananas and pumpkin, lemon and chilli etc. The idea is to give them what they 
want, the others in this road do not sell a lot of different things, so instead of the 
customer going to the neighbour to buy more than one item that you don't have, 
you need to make sure you have as much, so they do all their shopping with 
you" (Steve, MM, 2017). 

 

What the MM sells is key to their business; it is not about mimicking neighbour; instead, 

it is about developing individual strategies to ensure that customers are always 

attracted to their shop. The focus of competition as being a critical component of the 

businesses in the estate involves the sale of FFV in innovative ways, it is about 

attracting the customer to your shop instead of them going to other shops. This kind 

of behaviour is different from symbiotic utu-ubuntu behaviour. Instead, there is this 

value given to competitive strategies and behaviour that allows the business to attract 

more customers and make more money.   

These strategies have an impact on how these businesses interact with one another. 

The following section presents an example of a MM who has learned that to make her 

business more profitable, she has had to learn how to operate as an independent, 

involving prioritising competitive behaviour that puts the business first, focusing less 
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on symbiotic friendship and neighbourly networks and more relationships based on 

adding value to the MM.  

 

6.4.4.3 Business networks 

 

To exemplify these kinds of relationships that exits between MM, this section will use 

my experience with Tanin to show how MM engage with each other in the area. Tanin 

owns a trendy shop under an apartment block that she started with investment from 

her husband of KSH 30 000 and money form her work as a maid and her second-hand 

clothing business. She started her business in 2015, now making a minimum profit of 

150 000 KSH annually. She noted that her FFV, specifically the Mboga are the best 

quality unlike the other shops – pointing to a metal shop across the street from hers 

and shaking her head to imply that the competitions produce is of lesser quality "there 

and other places the Sukuma is not washed well" (Tanina, MM, 2017) 

When asked about the kinds of relationships MM has with teachers, gesturing to her 

neighbours, she paused and shook her head.  

"Another thing is that in this business you do not have friends, friends are not 
very helpful they buy from other shops even when they owe you or supply other 
shops instead of you" (Tanin, MM, 2017). 

This sentiment is not new, Tanin expressed that this is a business like any other, noting 

that: 

"It is better to deal with customers and suppliers that don't know you that deep 
… it is a business where the relationship I have is based on the produce" (Tanin, 
2017) 

For Tanin, and MM more generally, the focus of this business is to make money, to 

have a sense of independence and grow a business. This drive shifts the kinds of 

relationships one has with neighbours, while cordial these relationships are genuinely 

competitive. Tanin is an extraordinary woman who kept assuring me that while there 

is a respect for each other - she still speaks to her competitors and wishes them well 

– the reality is that she is here to grow her business and open up more shops in the 

future.  
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For Tanin, there is no time to develop relationships and share profits with others. 

However, this does not stop MM like her from sharing transport for the transportation 

of their own orders of AIVs or imported fruits, such was the case after a few days. 

Tanin and her neighbour shared an AIV delivery and a competing MM came to the 

shop to drop off a large bag of Sukuma. Surprised I asked Tanin when she started 

sharing the delivery of products when she laughed saying that they shared the same 

transport that morning because she was late getting up but had paid the delivery man 

separately.  

This suggested that there are points of the procurement that MM may share delivery, 

transport or FFV sources, but this doesn't result in a symbiotic system, nor is it an 

indication of the utu-ubuntu business model instead it is a convenient choice.  

“This is a business; your relationships don't mean you have to know each other. 
Business is about competition; you have to be smart, the shop and everything 
has to look good” (Shiko, MM,2017). 

 

6.5 Conclusion  

 

In this chapter, the internal dynamics of the MM business has been presented, 

engaging with the reasons for MM starting the business, the avenues of finance and 

the importance of competition. What is clear is that the internal environment is 

intrinsically connected to the MM external environment, including the upgrading 

strategies and the heterogenous procurement strategies. All of these environments 

make up essential factors of MMs marketplace. Competition – in the form of facial 

expressions, product offering and business networks – finance structures and 

entrepreneurial reasoning are core components of MMs internal environment. Without 

entrepreneurial reasoning, and a finance structure, the MM cannot effectively 

compete.  Interestingly competition is not related to one specific type of MM. 

 

Instead, it is part of the urban dynamic, without competition and the attitudes that come 

with this, MM would not be able to engage with their micro or macro environments. 

For MM, competition involves paying attention to your product offering, ensuring 

quality and identifying new products to attracts customers. MM use their networks, as 

sources of information, learning what is selling and how to improve on their business. 
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This finding adds an alternative to the findings of networking based on symbiotic, 

collaborative, ubuntu and non-competitive behaviour by Varman and Costa (2009); 

Wegerif and Hebinck (2016); Kinyanjui (2019).  

 

In section 2.4 of this thesis the internal environment focuses on the internal culture of 

the business, looking at the specific leadership and internal circumstances. This 

approach allowed for a deeper engagement with the human face of the MM business, 

unpacking the relationships that underpin the business strategies, highlighting the 

agency of MM in making decisions to start their business and their engagement with 

other MMs. The internal environment framing is key in avoiding a deterministic 

interpretation of MM retail change. Retail change theories presented in chapter two, 

are devoid of the individual story and experiences, making generic assumptions of 

what are heterogenous and highly personalised institutions. The internal environment 

lens treats MM businesses as inextricable from the personality running the business, 

an accommodation not made in retail theories.   
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Chapter Seven: Summary of findings and conclusions on 

the research contributions 
 

7.1 An introduction  

 

The objective of this conclusion is to summarise my findings and link these back to 

important arguments within scholarship on retail development in Nairobi and Sub-

Saharan Africa as a whole. The focus of this research is on the marketplace of food in 

Nairobi, paying particular attention to the workings of MM retailers of FFV that have 

the largest market share of Kenya’s and Nairobi’s marketplace for food. This research 

aimed to analyse and explore the strategies underpinning the continued existence of 

MM in Nairobi. The conclusion will begin by reflecting on methodology and the 

suitability of Nairobi to this study. Thereafter, the focus is shifted to the findings of this 

study and a discussion of further research recommendations. The main findings of this 

research are grouped under the three main research questions posed:  

1) What factors in the supermarket-led retail environment elicit different 
responses to the MM physical environment?  

2) What are the different types of strategies pursued by MM in the FFV value 
chains to maintain the viability of the business?  

3) What are the competitive dynamics between MM and how do these 
relationships underpin their business strategies?  

 

Prior to addressing the findings of this research, it is important to highlight the key 

messages from the context and problematic. The key problem existing in mainstream 

retail literature is the teleological assumption that SMs are a natural stage of evolution 

from traditional retail. The inherent misconception in this is the assumption that the 

former’s emergence is predicated on the latter’s demise. This assumption has 

precluded rigorous analysis into the approaches employed by MM to retain a share of 

the marketplace of food. Assessing the various approaches deployed at the macro, 

micro and internal environments in response to supermarketisation (see Chapter One) 

is where this paper seeks to make its greatest contribution to existing literature. 

Assessing these strategies in three distinct environments provides readers with a 

holistic view of the ways in which MM are navigating an increasingly crowded and 

neoliberal marketplace of food.  
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Doing so contributes to the academic literature on the impact of supermarkets on 

developing country food environments by Weatherspoon and Reardon (2003); 

Reardon et al. (2004); Abrahams (2010); Deloitte (2015); Nair (2017); Qaim (2017); 

Biothai (2018); PlanetRetail RNG (2018); Debela et al. (2019); Khonje and Qaim 

(2019), taking the lead from MM on the shifts within these environments and their 

responses as key market players. 

7.2 Reflections on methodology  
 

Chapter Three outlines the application of the qualitative methodology used in this 

thesis, allowing for a base level understanding of the workings of MM businesses. The 

key to this approach is the application of ethnographic tools aimed at building common 

ground for shared understandings, enabling and unfolding dialogues (Kusenbach 

2003). 

The key aspect of the methodology is to mitigate the challenges of researching 

informal businesses, using fourteen research techniques to capture the complexities 

of MM, as well as the dynamics of SM retail. For instance, spending extended periods 

with locals opened the research up to MM and residents to shape the perceptions and 

interpretations of environmental features that would otherwise be informed by my 

preconceptions and research interests. This approach has allowed the findings to 

reflect ways in which commodities’ are (re)valued by those working with/on them, 

engaging with the diverse origins and channels of procurement as well as the values 

and meaning associated with these foods to MM (Cook 2004; Cook 2006).  

Following the food involving eating with people, going into fields, spending time at 

markets, and travelling with transporters facilitated the mapping of MM social relations, 

gathering information that would have otherwise been missed. Researching in situ 

exposed me to the neighbourhood conversations and gave me referrals from MM to 

their wide network of urban farms and farmers who bolstered the richness of the 

findings.  

This opened up a deeper understanding of the nature of the comradery and social 

networks, which I would never have understood so deeply without building 

relationships with residents, slowly integrating into the local life and all its norms, 

including water shortages, electricity shortages, fluctuations in political life during the 
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election period, engaging in debates with locals on the current economic, social and 

political climate.  

Staying away from rigid interviews meant engaging in natural activities and having 

conversations in the natural environment where said activities take place, helping the 

research capture the contexts of discussion. The same approach is applied to the in-

depth conversations with retail executives which meant getting an honest perspective 

of the realities of the SM industries outside of existing research and literature, 

understanding the true rate of growth and an idea of the prospects.  

The combination of these tools facilitated an understanding of how these businesses 

function and how they are choosing to engage with the changes that SM are having 

on the food marketplace, capturing the actual impact of SM on MM and, more 

importantly, MM’s impact on her macro, micro and internal environments. It is 

important to note that there are limitations to the methodology, including the difficulties 

of researching in an informal environment. I attempted to mitigate these challenges 

through the application of ethnographic techniques, reflexive approaches to engaging 

with people. However, whilst this did afford me a far more personal and in depth 

account of the quotidian activities of MM, this does not dispel the influence on analysis 

of the data, and the personal relationships which underpin the research. To this degree 

there is a degree to which the analysis presented in this thesis remains perceptual. 

Finally, it has previously been noted that the research site of Hillview Estate uncovered 

the heterogeneity of MM in a specific geographical space. While this heterogeneity is 

one of this paper’s amin contributions to existing literature, it’s discovery implies that 

beyond Hillview Estate the differences in form of MM-type enterprises will proliferate 

and differ substantially depending on specific spatial, historical and socio-economic 

contexts. 

 

7.3 Significance of Nairobi as a research site  
 

Chapter One establishes a case for investigating the differentiated responses of MM 

to changes in the marketplace of food in Nairobi. Literature by Faiguenbaum et al. 

(2002); Ghezán et al. (2002); Reardon and Berdegué (2002); Weatherspoon and 

Reardon (2003); Reardon et al. (2004); Reardon et al. (2005); Reardon and Gulati 
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(2008); Viteri and Arce (2010); Qaim (2017); PlanetRetail RNG (2018); AGRA (2019); 

Debela et al. (2019); Khonje and Qaim (2019) on the retail food environments in 

developing countries evidence Nairobi as undergoing a shift in the retail environment. 

The critical problem identified in the literature is the rise of SM in urban centres at the 

expense of traditional food markets and shops like wet markets, kiosks, and MM. SMs 

threaten the delivery of economic participation of women and men specialised in this 

trade and for the urban residents who depend on this food provisioning. 

Nairobi is a good case for the study of MM vs SM for four main reasons:  

1. MM holds the majority market share, which is attributable primarily to their 

cultural history as the oldest retailers in the country. This continued dominance means 

they are a useful barometer in gauging the changes in the marketplace of food.  

2. Nairobi's food retail marketplace is characterised by the largest concentration 

of supermarkets in Kenya. While MM hold the share of the market, the rise of SM is 

expected to make gains at the expense of the MM (Deloitte 2015; Berger and van 

Helvoirt 2018; PlanetRetail RNG 2018).  The rate of urbanisation in Nairobi is one of 

the highest in the world, an estimated annual rate of growth of urban population in 

Kenya is 7.05 per cent for the period 1995–2000, unlike the average growth rate for 

African cities estimated to be 4.37 per cent and 2.57 per cent for the world (Falola and 

Salm 2005, p.221).  

3. Local supermarkets are incrementally growing within the market place of 

food. They are increasingly becoming integrated into the daily lives of Nairobi’s 

residents and developing specific procurement strategies (Obudho and Aduwo 1989; 

Shackleton et al. 2009; Bodewes 2014; Sheng et al. 2018; Shackleton et al. 2020).  

4. Due to state support and policies, the marketplace of food is open to 

international investment allowing for the growth of international and African retail. The 

variation in retail typologies in urban Nairobi buttressed by international investment 

has created a highly competitive retail environment (Berger and van Helvoirt 2018). 

That is to say that Kenya’s national neoliberal economic policies have lowered barriers 

to entry, meaning a substantial increase in competition from existing local (e.g. 

Naivas), and now foreign players (e.g. Carrefour) (Grant and Nijman 2002; GOK 2017; 

Smith 2017; Sheng et al. 2018; GOK 2019).  
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These factors combine to make Nairobi and more specifically, Hill View estate an 

illuminating area to engage with the overall thesis inquiry of exploring the continuity of 

micro retailers of FFV in Nairobi. Hill View estate is a perfect example of the realities 

of FFV retail in Nairobi, where micro retailers like MM operate and service the same 

customers as SM of varying sizes and origin. The weaknesses of Nairobi as a case 

study is that it is a very contextually-specific case, the practice of trading by MM is 

historical and reflective of a very specific sequence of changes within the urban 

marketplace – African indigenous history, colonial history, post-independence and 

contemporary neoliberal market changes. However, it does not discount the 

opportunity to understand the impact of SMs on MM, who play a critical role in 

supplying healthy FFVs to Nairobi’s urban population. The findings herein present an 

opportunity to understand the general heterogeneity of these types of businesses, 

especially the ways in which they are all moving towards more commercial and 

competitive practices. In this way this research underscores the need for deeper 

research into the various ways in which MM-type enterprises across the continent are 

navigating their shifting internal and external environments.  

The marketplace as it existed during the period of fieldwork has strong remnants of 

indigenous African trade, coloniality in the form of the marginalisation of the informal 

economy and the identification of FFV retailing as gendered work (reinforcing women’s 

– and thus MM – work as inherently communal as opposed to the commercial and 

highly competitive profit-seeking enterprises they are) (Oyěwùmí 1997; Otiso 2005; 

Ndanga et al. 2013).  

The continuation of coloniality in urban Nairobi had been accommodated and 

entrenched by national Vision 2030 policy, which has percolated through to all 

economic activity, food retailing included. The retail of FFV is now grounded in deeper 

market principles that are focused on being connected to regional and global 

marketplaces. One can argue that the pivot towards supermarketisation is less a 

fundamental change in the marketplace, but more a continuation of the colonial 

administrations' realisation of the limited local capacity to create significant industrial 

activity and employment. This, therefore, propagates the enactment of laws to not only 

retain but also attract foreign investment (Chege et al. 2014).  
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This is also reflected in Nairobi’s built environment and urban planning. The Kenyan 

government and the NCC actively follow and promote neoliberal management and 

planning of the city (Huang 2019). This is clearly evidenced by the growing prevalence 

and accommodation of SM in the City, in all major residential areas, regardless of 

income (Reardon et al. 2005; Shucksmith and Brown 2016; Splinter and Leynseele 

2019). 

Evidencing this transformation has been the changes in Nairobi’s consumers who 

have adopted new norms around food which have confirmed SMs as the standard-

bearers in food retail. It has been discussed how these spaces are characteristically 

engrained in values that symbolically pressure the shifting values associated with 

shopping and food, influencing local food environments through business and 

symbolic pressures on traditional fresh food markets (Isaacs et al. 2010, p.418). Within 

this marketplace, traditional values associated with traditional ways of eating –  

indigenous vegetables – are currently being held in tension with new practices, 

statuses, and relationships created by international markets and large vertically 

integrated agribusinesses (Briones and Rakotoarisoa 2013; Heijden and Vink 2013; 

Joassart-Marcelli and Bosco 2014; Nair 2017).  

In addition to the neoliberal policies governing the utilities available to MM, findings in 

chapter four identify the planning of MMs urban built environment as a direct influence 

of exclusionary practices at the neighbourhood level. On the latter, the combination of 

increasing urbanisation, lack of land-use planning, the problem of inadequate 

infrastructure as a result of an ongoing disconnect between policy, devolution and 

implementation has resulted in an increased incidence in infrastructure failure and 

ongoing densification (Magigi 2013). Indeed the evidence in this chapter has shown 

that the state and Nairobi’s constituency ‘Kanjo’, MM tend to operate at opposite ends 

of the spectrum with neither respecting the other, for the Kanjo the MM are a nuisance 

who only receive reprieve for political matters.  
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7.4 Summary of findings and conclusions on the research contributions 
 

The following section will present the main findings of this research, which have been 

arranged under the headings of the three main guiding research questions posed:  

1) Factors in the supermarket-led retail environment that elicit different 

responses to the MM physical environment. 

 

MM has had to shift in response to their broader macro-environment, specifically the 

built, urban environment. A defining characteristic of this environment is the 

deteriorating utility infrastructure and exclusionary urban planning. The MM use 

specific upgrading strategies to combat changes in their macro environment. 

Upgrading is understood as the process through which the MM actively seek to 

improve their access to infrastructure and mimic SM atmospherics. 

Upgrading in the context of MM retail in Hillview estate is a strategy that involves 

understanding of how MM are creating their own narratives within their built 

environment by challenging the lack of infrastructure in their urban space. An analysis 

of MMs conceptualisations of upgrading focuses on the strategies employed by MM 

to try and compete with and tap into their urban marginality as well as their economic 

marginality as key food provisioners and benefactors of market participation (Kaganzi 

et al. 2009).  

Upgrading is a means to break into formal, high-value markets (Kaganzi et al. 2009). 

Smallholders and retailers alike, must upgrade and adjust to the new requirements set 

forth by the corporate food sector to evade being driven out of production altogether 

and more importantly to be able to reap the benefits of market participation (Vetter et 

al. 2019).  

Upgrading strategies in this way are a means of combatting the displacement narrative 

and counter their marginalisation in the urban environment through four typologies of 

retail, thereby creating makeshift urbanism and effectively replacing the role of the 

state in piecing together alternative urban life and challenging the conditions of 

informality (see Chapter Four). MM have expressed legitimate concern that SM will 

undercut MM and even, drive them out of business (Parduhn 2011; Dholakia et al. 

2012; Campbell 2015; Nair 2017; Sagaci Research 2017). Because of this, the 
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strategies are crucial to ensuring that MM customers are motivated to shop, 

repurchase, and recommend their businesses.  

Creating access to critical utilities: electricity, water and refuse disposal are often the 

end goals of the upgrading process. This is often done piecemeal, as a majority of the 

MM interviewed noted that they had owned a number of shops in the same area they 

currently operate in, with increasing access to utilities. Upgrading not only means the 

upgrading of the shop but also refers to the upgrading of access to utilities, which in 

turn improves the MM overall standing as a retailer among other MM. These spaces 

give the MM different options of utility access, all of which are dependent on the 

infrastructure of the shop and the allowances made by their landlord(s). Within the 

typology of MM, this research uncovered four MM ‘types’. Of the four types, the fourth 

is typically the least upgraded and typically represents the entry point for most MM. 

The first type is the most upgraded with better access to utilities, and critical to this is 

the mimicking of atmospherics24. Critically, these typologies make up hierarchies 

amongst MM businesses as a means to ensure their continuation in their 

neighbourhood via utility infrastructure and atmospherics. All four types resolve 

specific utility issues as well as atmospheric limitations25 (Marques et al. 2016). 

MM engage in diverse processes to ensure access to electricity, water, and waste 

disposal to ensure that they can provide a similar shopping experience that the SM 

provides. This approach is not dissimilar to SM; they too take great pride in their 

access to utilities and the beautification of their urban spaces. With MM only having a 

tiny fraction of the capital of SM, these upgrading typologies form part of the 

differentiated processes used to tap into the popular SM marketing atmospherics 

(Shankar et al. 2011; Marques et al. 2016).  

 
24 The MM typology: 

• Type 1: permanent shops built for the purpose of retail rental income fitted with electricity;   

• Type 2: semi-permanent refurbished structures like shipping containers offering token 
electricity meters;   

• Type 3:moveable structures made from tin and wood sharing electricity and space with 
another retailer like a supermarket, hair salon or butchery,  

• Type 4: simple structures made from wood that often form as the starting point for MM retail in 
the estate. 

25 Atmospherics refers to the variables which drive customers to perceive each retail differently, this 

includes the design of the retail environment, instore-merchandising and quality of products (Marques 
et al. 2016). In short, atmospherics refers to the sensory influences behind a customers purchasing 
decision.  
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This mimicry is very important as it is a key means of remaining relevant amongst the 

increasing influence of SMs, who this research previously showed to be driving a 

significant change in the expectations and demands of Nairobi’s consumers -  part of 

the attempted restructuring of the marketplace of food (Rao and Qaim 2011; Rao et 

al. 2012; Vetter et al. 2019). Evidenced in this finding is that upgrading involves 

adjusting to norms set by SM, these norms include a need to mimic or assimilate to 

the atmospherics and utilities that SM provide to ensure that the customers’ needs are 

met “you need to hold onto (Ku shikilia) your customer” Mama Biashara (MM, Nairobi, 

2017). 

Another factor influencing the hierarchy of upgrading strategies are the obvious 

breaches of power and distrust of regulatory authorities which overshadow the 

relationship between these enterprises and officials. MM is left to reconfigure her built 

environment in order to facilitate the necessary demand by customers that is key to 

ensuring the continuation of their business. It is within this environment of distrust 

between MM and NCC that the SM has managed to cultivate the physical appearance 

of having the safest produce in the marketplace of food and the cleanest spaces. 

It is at this intersection between the lack of service provisioning and a collective 

displacement by the state that is allowing for these collaborative upgrading 

relationships to develop between MM and residents, Maasai and property owners, 

ensuring that their businesses run smoothly. In response to the physical limitations, 

MM have shifted approach, utilising upgrading as a means to garner competitive 

advantage over other MM and SM. This involves taking control of their iterations of the  

typology of their shop as well as their access to necessary utilities. These two 

processes are interdependent, and it demonstrated that the upgrading within the 

typology is key to their access to services, representing advancements in the physical 

spaces and access to utilities in the neighbourhood. Unlike economic upgrading which 

involves moving to higher value-added activities, and the upgrading that MM is 

involved in is very much focused on securing better physical work standards and 

access to utilities in the urban space (Knorringa et al. 2015). The combination of these 

typologies make up the urban structure of retail within Hillview estate alongside 

supermarkets and other retailers.  
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These typologies and upgrading processes have hitherto been excluded from 

literature, yet are fundamental in underscoring the MM response to the threat of SM 

and SM biased urban policy. The use of typologies for upgrading utility access to 

emulate SM atmospherics is a very clear example of the shifts in the MM practices in 

response to macroenvironmental threats. This finding indicates that there are an 

awareness of SM imposition and a very active process of upgrading that reflects the 

differentiated responses by MM.  

And finally, it is a direct response to the threat of spatial displacement, promoted by 

an explicit anti-informality exclusionary approach in urban planning as well as all its 

forms (Watson and Agbola 2013). Nairobi’s urban built environment sits hand in hand 

with the colonial exclusion of traditional retail institutions in favour of capitalistic 

corporate interests as well as local government and state-wide political approach to 

MM. This macro environment has perpetuated a lack of infrastructure and services 

that are necessary for MM operations in Hillview estate, much like the imposition or 

threat of economic displacement, the broader planning policies in the built, political, 

and economic environments form a genuine macro-environmental threat for MM.   

Within this context, I found that the MM response to the threat of displacement has 

been to find opportunity in the changing marketplace, understood as the process 

through which the MM actively seek to improve their access to infrastructure and mimic 

supermarket atmospherics. Upgrading is, therefore, an active and conscious attempt 

by MM to transition their workspaces ”to achieve full integration in the productive 

capitalist system” (Daniels 2004b). The following presents the findings from the 

microenvironment.   

 

2) The different types of strategies pursued by MM in FFV value chains to 

maintain the viability of the business. 
 

According to MM, one of the most significant impediments to serving their clients is 

their quality of food; secured through procurement in a fragmented marketplace.  

A key finding here is the usefulness of the fragmented nature of the FFV procurement 

chain in Nairobi. This fragmentation allows MM to piece together a personalised 

procurement value chain. The fragmentation of the value chain of FFV in the 
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marketplace of food is characterised by multiple intermediaries before it reaches the 

market. Fragmentation poses a challenge for SM operating in Nairobi who is having 

to stick together a horizontal network of suppliers to meet their specific needs. For 

MM, however, the governance of their procurement, i.e. the application of a product, 

process, social and environmental standards is driven by their individual experiences: 

involving direct interaction of MM with rural farmers, sourcing produce from specific 

wholesale markets that are known for their imported products, and finally tapping into 

urban agriculture.  

Critically these processes of procurement are not related to the MM type; it is 

influenced by the degree to which the MM sees as the best channel of supply, allowing 

them to capture the added value of fresh, imported, indigenous produce. MM retailers 

go in search of specific goods that meet their consumers needs providing an effective, 

functional link between farmers and consumers which is responsive to SM food culture 

and consumer demand, largely shaped by a concern for quality. For MM, it is crucial 

to create personalised procurement processes that ensure that they can challenge 

and meet the SM slow but increasing governance of FFV value chains in Kenya. MM 

has noted that the SM provides a full product range, including FFV from the same 

wholesale markets that MM frequent offering different varieties with an emphasis on 

quality (Knorringa et al. 2015).   

Each MM has the freedom to identify and adapt their own unique set of procurement 

practices and contacts in response to the SM normalisation of specific food standards, 

which are shifting consumer values towards quality (Barrientos et al. 2003; Knorringa 

et al. 2015; Pickles et al. 2016; GRAIN 2018; Sassatelli 2019). As MM Mercy stated, 

“Today, you cannot just sell to sell … you see what the supermarkets are selling? That 

is what you do.” (Mercy, MM, 2017). There is a simultaneous move towards 

personalising their procurement, establishing increasingly horizontal coordination 

among retailers. Involving a more extensive range of institutional actors and initiatives 

based on private standards, and coordination within value chains that try to ensure 

they are adopted to reduce the transaction costs of managing product heterogeneity 

across the supply base (Gereffi et al. 2005; Pickles et al. 2016).  

Findings show that there are four main strategies used by MM; these are not fixed 

avenues, rather they represent the dominant paths used in Hillview estate:  
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Option one: Removing Intermediaries from the procurement process 

This method of procurement is dependent on access to transportation including 

personal vehicles, soliciting help from drivers of lorries - referred to as night runners 

who transport produce from all over Kenya to Nairobi every day - boda-bodas and 

public transportation. Assisting this process are MM contacts with producers or 

referrals. This approach is particularly popular with MM who want to control the quality 

of their produce throughout from farm to fork.  

Option two: The wholesale market and night runners 

In this procurement process, MM source FFV from specific wholesale markets that are 

known for their imported products which are generally of a higher quality ensuring 

disease-resilient fruit varieties that have better colour and higher export-quality yield 

(Viviers et al. 2014). Key to the viability of this procurement choice is the 

intermediaries, referred to as blockers. These brokers ensure that fresh produce is 

readily available in the wholesale markets for MM and SM to purchase in varying 

quantities. Wholesale markets offer MM an opportunity to tap into the regional and 

global marketplace of food though the access of imported produce. They are raising 

the MM ability to compete with the value-added that SM gives their customers. As MM 

Belinda noted, “It is the best place to go to get the imported goods that come from 

around Africa” (Belinda, MM, 2017). 

The imported produce provides an exciting avenue through which one can understand 

the similarities between the MMs procurement and that of supermarkets. The 

increasing interaction between the national and regional food systems caters to the 

demands of the urban consumer. However, this practice does have some adverse 

impacts on the rural smallholders who are not able to compete with the quality and 

quantity that the regional producers provide. 

 

 Option three: urban agriculture 

A final discovery of MM microenvironmental shifts is the movement towards urban 

agriculture involving urban farms located on the perimeter of the estate bordering Hill 

View estate and Clay City/Clay works estate. There are no less than five different 

farms of a minimum of 1 acre which produced leafy vegetables on a substantial scale. 

The size of these operations varies according to a variety of factors including but not 

limited to the capital, technology, and knowledge. The prevalence of nutrient-rich red 
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soil, an abundance of water, and a high concentration of UA knowledge (either taught 

or gained) have culminated to form a small UA community within the estate 

specialising in traditional leafy vegetables. 

 

What the findings indicate is that MM 10kms away made their way to these farms, 

specifically for traditional leafy vegetables. These Urban farms form part of a critical 

strategy of attaining kiyenyeji vegetables. More importantly, you will find that all 

typologies of MM frequent these spaces depending on what FFV they have chosen to 

specialise in. These fresh vegetables also form the ‘the starter kit’ for MM in Hillview 

estate, a core component of MM starting inventory. Interestingly, some MM have found 

that these products offer a niche in the marketplace of food selling produce that is not 

found readily in SM—marketing the products as nutritious and high-quality indigenous 

crops. A key component of this procurement system is an attempt to consolidate 

culture with quality by MM who have chosen to specialise in the sale of these leafy 

vegetables over those in the wholesale markets.  

 

For ten MM who choose to specialise in indigenous vegetables, it is a practice of 

resistance to SM culture that is slowly replacing traditional foods with imports. These 

MM are actively charting an alternative product to capture the consumers that are 

unable to find high quality African indigenous vegetables (AIVs) on supermarkets 

shelves. The following section presents the final findings of this study, looking at the 

dynamics of the internal MM environment.  

 

These strategies are evidence of the myriad ways in which MM are seeking to become 

more competitive as businesses. In operating in an arena which is not conducive to 

their business activities, they are the clearest evidence of MM retailers as savvy, 

commercially minded businesses who are rising to the challenge posed by SMs by 

using the fragmented marketplace of food to their advantage. This clearly stands in 

opposition to their conceptualisation as passive, homogenous subsistence entities. 

Through this, we know them to be resourceful and industrious micro-enterprises.  
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3) The competitive dynamics between MM and how they underpin their 

business strategies.  
 

The internal decision making of MM consists of a convolution of life experiences and 

a belief in the value of competition. Intra-business competition26 is key to MM 

operations; they have identified the need for competition as an attitude that is essential 

to the success of the business. MM of all typologies has leveraged finances, social 

relationships in favour of establishing a competitive edge. Crucially the internal 

environment shapes how MM relate to each other in the neighborhood. There is a real 

desire to establish a basis of having a competitive advantage over their neighbor.  

The analysis of qualitative data collected from sixty MM  identify the combination of 

entrepreneurial reasoning, intrahousehold gender dynamics, dissatisfaction with 

previous employment, a need for independence within a household, a desire for 

money, and the identification of a gap in the market of food within the estate, finance 

structure and competition through networks are strong themes when engaging with 

the internal environment of MM (Nkonoki 2010; Djalil et al. 2015; Indris and Primiana 

2015). This environment has an impact on the strategy and other decisions objectives 

of the organisation and practices of MM; it influences the vision, mission and objectives 

as well as the priorities, direction of development (Cherunilam 2010). 

This internal environment involves the financing of the entrepreneur’s pursuits through 

savings networks of friend, families and investors. These strategies are influenced by 

the broader realm of informal enterprise, described by Kate Meagher (2010) as an 

environment where advantages are tenuous and markets “plagued by uncertainty and 

instability” conducive to the weaving together of networks that are “used as much for 

keeping options open as for closing them off” (Meagher 2010a, p.130).  

The practice of establishing networks or cooperative relationships to facilitate 

makeshift urbanism and procurement process also extends into how MM establish 

competitive strategies by learning from other MM and trends in SM retail. For MM, 

collaborative efforts are a means of establishing themselves as commercially viable 

businesses. This finding adds an alternative to the findings by Wegerif (2017), 

Kinyanjui (2013) Mbiti (1969) who emphasise the prioritisation of collaborative efforts 

 
26 Referring to intratype competitive retailing where small traditional stores (STS) like MM compete with each 
other, also referred to as  STS vs. STS competitive retailing (Dholakia et al. 2012). 
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over productive competition fearing the sabotage of her operation or business. What 

MM show is that cooperative networking amongst MM does not dispel competitive 

behaviour; in fact, both practices manage to exist together and allow for MM to grow 

or maintain their existence in the space. 

For MM, the competition involves adopting a specific character “It is about your face 

and spirit” (Mama Ben, MM, 2017), as well as being about quality and price of produce.  

For MM in Hill View estate competition as an essential part of the enterprise's internal 

environment or management strategies used by the MM, which has direct and specific 

implications on the business.  

 

That utu-ubuntu solidarity and symbiotic relationships are not accurate descriptors for 

the internal working of these enterprises. Instead, it became clear that while these 

enterprise owners work side by side in Hillview and may have contact with one 

another, there is no deep sense of commitment to community values or solidarity. It 

was made very clear that each business is unique and separate to the other – this 

didn’t apply for those MM who owned one or two shops on the same road. 

 

For fifty-five out of sixty MM, competition is a method of business, a core value that 

shapes the MM interaction with customers and each other. This is not to say that 

symbiosis and ubuntu relations do not exist. Instead, they seem to be attributes of 

chosen behaviour, a way of respecting fellow peers but is not used as a sole strategy 

of the business. These changes within the MM enterprise are essential and point 

towards a shift in the culture associated with this type of traditional retail.  

The competition also comes in the form of the owner or employee behaviour. I found 

that there was an attempt to compete on the basis of the personality of individual MMs. 

This personality is a spirit ‘roho’. Competition is also about one’s commitment to the 

job, regardless of circumstance. MM is always looking for ways to learn from their 

neighbour (their competition) and give a better service. Competition is very much 

about product offering, learning how to sell like supermarkets. It became clear that MM 

are acutely aware of the impact that SM has on customer needs. Ensuring that their 

businesses tap into these needs and show familiarity with supermarket offerings is a 

key strategy to standing out from the crowd.  
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For MM, it is not about mimicking a neighbour; instead, it is about developing individual 

strategies to ensure that customers are always attracted to their shop. The focus of 

competition as being a critical component of the businesses in the estate involves the 

sale of FFV in innovative ways. It is about attracting the customer to their shop instead 

of them going to other shops.  

The internal environment that prioritises competition and competitive strategy 

alongside the social norms of corporation and community is not limited to the kind of 

MM type; instead, it is associated with changes in the broader marketplace of food. All 

retailers have to build a competitive advantage to ensure the continuation of their 

businesses. Competition for MM does not fray the social fabric that they work in. 

Instead, it assists the MM to upgrade their spaces and their produce, developing 

financial avenues and finally improving their business overall.  

 

In conclusion, MM does not sit outside contemporary capitalism. They have agency, 

and they are actively creating space for independence in some ways, but they are also 

driven by the same structural dynamics and pressures as other kinds of retail 

businesses. They are constrained by lack of capital, but they also seek to upgrade and 

compete and aspire to conventional forms of business success just like formal 

businesses.  Exploring the continuity of micro retailers of FFV in Nairobi has uncovered 

a diversity of strategies used by MM in response to and in expectation of SM impacts. 

 

The findings in this thesis make it clear that MM businesses are actively engaging with 

their macro, micro and internal environments in order to ensure their place within the 

marketplace of FFV. They are required to deal with the neoliberal built environment 

and a lack of land-use planning through upgrading, the utilisation of fragmented value 

chains to establish personalised procurement processes and to adopt a competitive 

mindset in running their businesses; this is the only way to gain competitive advantage 

and meet personal needs.  

 

These findings represent the diverse strategies used by MM in Hillview estate, offering 

new approaches to retail development theory that would otherwise fail to account for 

the historical and colonial legacies in FFV retail, which as this research has shown 

significantly determine the MM environment, and their subsequent behaviours. This 
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thesis has presented the complexities involved in MM continuation in the retail 

marketplace, highlighting the various strategies used to tap into a competitive, 

capitalist FFV market. It is not enough to understand MM through the lens of informality 

or market retail theories, without understanding the commercial motivations of MM. 

The findings presented here are essential in acknowledging the shifting practices 

within traditional retail in urban spaces. These retailers are essential to the local, 

regional, and global value chain of FFV.   

 

Further research pertaining to retail development in SSA needs to centre on the 

intentions and plans of formal institutions and governments to absorb or accommodate 

businesses like MM, who are very much a part of the wider system of food and are 

actively closing the gaps in the fragmented FFV chains. MM are one of thousands of 

small enterprises in the developing world who are both simultaneously a conduit for 

traditional practices, and a key provider of nourishment for millions of urban residents. 

It is very important to understand how these businesses are overcoming the lack of 

formal state support and recognition to provide invaluable services. It is my opinion 

that there has been too much of a focus on trying to generate an alternative retail 

system to that which the MM has created, instead of trying upgrade the processes that 

are actively working for MM.  

With the rate of urbanisation only set to increase, so will the need for reliable and 

effective supply chains to feed growing city populations. However, this paper has 

evidenced that the formal market infrastructure excludes informal retailers despite their 

integrity to the food provisioning system. Furthermore, infrastructure in many of the 

world’s major developing cities is insufficient, outdated and in its current state acts as 

a barrier to entry for MM, rather than a facilitator through poor utility and service 

provision.  

As such new and innovative infrastructures will be required in order to ensure the safe 

and consistent flow of food to Africa’s major cities. It was beyond the capacity of this 

research to explore what this will look like, but questions such as energy efficient 

transportation and storage are examples of two technologies which could substantially 

benefit MM practices and disrupt the current state of food procurement chains in the 

developing world.  
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One way of doing this on the level of procurement, for instance, would be to address 

the lack agglomeration points in rural areas, the lack of effective cold chain capacity 

in the FFV value chain to counteract the dearth in utility. Doing so would mitigate the 

difficulties these enterprises experience, and upgrade their macro, micro and internal 

environments to a point where they are elevated beyond their marginalisation.   
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Appendix 1: Consent forms, original interview matrix, and 

questionnaire. 

 

Consent forms 
English translation: communicated in text and verbally where appropriate 
 
Dear Respondent,  
 

My name is Wairimu Kariuki, a PhD candidate from the University of Edinburgh’s Centre of African 
Studies. 
I am conducting research on Mama Mboga, trying to collect knowledge on how they conduct their 
business.  
 

I would be grateful for your assistance in answering the following questions to the best of your 
knowledge. The responses that you will provide in this research will be treated with confidentiality and 
are only meant for academic purposes. Your anonymity is protected. By talking to me, you are: agreeing 
to take part in the above study and understand that your participation is voluntary and that you are free 
to withdraw at any time, without giving reason. 
 

You have probably noticed my recorder; I will be tape recording you because I do not want to miss out 
on any important coMMents made during our discussion.  
            
No answers are wrong answers, feel free to be as descriptive as you can. You can include dates or any 
information you want to help you answer the questions.  
      
          
Thank you.  

 

Example of Kikuyu translated consent form: communicated in text and verbally where 
appropriate 

Mutumia mwendia wa mboga: Muhuri biacara utongoretio ni kwenda kwimenyera na mweke wa utwiria: 
Utwiria wa Nairobi  

Kuri mutumirwo, 

Njitagwo Wairimu wa Kariuki na ndi Muthomi wa PhD kuuma University ya Edinburgh’s centre ya 
African Studies. Ndireka utuiria ukonii mutumia mwendia wa mboga ngienda kumenya uria marutaga 
biacara: uria mebangaga hau marutagira biacara; ona urumwe uria utumaga mahote guthii nambere 
na biacara, matua maria matuaga, unyitaniri wa uhuri wa biacara ona kiria gitumaga andu magure irio 
kuuma kurio. 

No ngene muno niundu wa uteithio waku hari gucokia ciuria ici kuringana na umenyo waku. Maundu 
maria uguteithia utuiria-ini uyu matingiumio nja na makuhuthirwo o guteithia githomo-ini. Hitho yaku ni-
ikugitirwo. Guitikira kunjariria gukuonania ati ni witikirete gukorwo ukiruta mawoni githomoini giki na ati 
wirutiri waku ni wakwiyendera na wina wiyathi wa gutiga gwika uguo ihinda o riothe ona utekuheana 
gitumi. 

Hihi no ukorwo ni wonete macini yakwa ya kwoya migambo na ni ndikoragwo ngioya migambo yaku 
tondu ndingienda gutigirira kaundu o gothe kena bata ungiuga hindi ya miario iitu. 

Gutiri macokio makoragwo me mahitia na kwoguo gia na wiyathi wa gutaariria muno o uria ungihota. 

No uhuthire ni mweri cigana ona kana uhoro ungi o wothe ungiguteithiriria gucokia ciuria. 
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Ni wega.  

 

Interview Matrix guide: 
  

Overarching issues Key sub-themes 

 

Specific research questions 

 

Data sources 
and method 
of data 
collection for 
addressing 
each 
question 

1. How do Mama 
Mbogas position and 
represent 
themselves? 

2. What kind of 
relationships  sustain 
Mama Mboga as 
entrepreneurs? 

3. Whose Choices are 
being reflected in the 
act of 
entrepreneurship? 

4. What are the 
existing trading 
relations? Why do 
eaters buy from 
them? 

A1: 
This includes the 
collection of 
background 
information of 
the Mama 
Mboga’s 
business- the 
stage of the 
business and 
that of the 
founders, 
The educational 
qualification, if 
business is 
registered, 
unregistered, An 
idea of how they 
keep record of 
their trading 
activities 
why the 
respondents 
operate in the 
informal 
economy 
their motivation 
for setting up 
business, 
their perception 
of cost and 
source of capital. 
 

A1:  
Possible questions: 
 
Do you know the history of the name MM? 
 
Background information 
1.      Male () Female () 
2.      What is your highest level of Formal Education? 
3.    Marital status Marital status of the owner 
4.    Number of children 
5. For how long has the business been 
  operational? 
6.     For how long have you worked or owned this 
  business organization? 
7.      What was your initial capital/asset for 
  the business? 
8.      What is your current capital/asset base? 
9.   How many persons have you retained on the average, 
  each year as employees in the last five years? 
10.   Which generation of owner(s) is managing the 
business? 
   
11. Where is your business located? please explain why 
  you chose these areas? 
12.  Apart from this location, do you conduct this business 
elsewhere? 
13.   If yes, which other location? 
14.   Explain why you operate the enterprise in different 
locations ( ask if has more than one business location) 
15.   what time of the day do you sell your produce? 
16. why these times? 
17.   On average what is your weekly earnings in this 
enterprise? 
18.   Where do you buy your stock? 
19.   Why do you chose these businesses, factories, 
  markets, urban farmers farms as sources of your stock? 
20.   How much money do you spend a month on: Stock, 
rent of stall/shop, City Council taxes? 
 21.   What help do you get from the county? 
22. Has your organisation had any problems relating to 
infrastructure or 
  government management? 
23.   If so, please explain these problems 
24.   How did you get over this problem? 
25.   How do you finance your business? 
26.  Are there any significant differences between your 
organisation and other 
  comparable organisations/ groups? 
27.  If yes, please explain the difference 
28. Are there any significant differences between your 
organisation and those in 
  other urban areas? 
29.  If yes, please explain the difference 
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30.  Why do you chose to operate as a jua kali/as a 
registered business? 
31.  Arc there any significant differences between male only 
and women only 
  organisations? 
32.  If yes. please explain the difference 
33.  Are there any significant differences between mixed 
organisations and/or male 
  and women only organisations? 
34.  If yes, please explain the difference 
35. What is the  nature of the enterprise premise? 
1. Makeshift stall (mabati or 
  wood)                     
2. Permanent stall 
  (stone)                                              
3. Open air 
  market                                                         
4. Spill over from open air 
  market         
43.  How did you learn about this business? 
44.  How did you learn about being an entrepreneur? 

 B1: Socio 
Cultural and 
Normative 
  Environment 
B2: The 
economic 
environment 
 

 
B1: 
1. What significance does this community have to you? 
2. How long have you worked here for? 
3. Do you have a relationship with your clients?  Why? 
4. Is this a new relationship? What are the oldest 
relationships you have? 
5. How do you develop relationships with them? 
6. What language do you speak? 
7. Are you from a similar background? 
8. How would you describe the relationship with your fellow 
Mama’s? 
9. Do you interact or collaborate with other Mamas? 
10.  If yes,what kind of knowledge do you exchange? 
11.  How do you resolve conflict ? 
  
B2: 
1. How do you keep the relationships with your eaters? 
2. What services do you offer the eaters that make you 
different? 
3.  Are there any NGO’s, businesses, county policy that can 
help you with business skills? 
4.  How do you compete with the supermarkets for Mboga? 
5. What are your sources of working capital? Why this 
source: enterprise earnings, Banks, space/relatives, 
friends, merry-go-rounds?                                                
6. Have you changed the process of selling the product?  
7. If “yes,” Why did you change?  
8. If “no,” why have you not changed? 
9. Where did you learn about the new process? 

 

 C: gender 
  politics 

1. What has inspired you to work? 
2.As a woman/man, what difference has this made for you? 
3. Are there any male/female SACCOs you are a part of? 
4. Briefly describe why you prefer to operate in the informal 
economy rather than formal economy that is open to 
government regulation? 
5. Has your gender made it easier, or difficult, for your 
trading activities, for example, raising of capital, social 
security, and labour? 
6. If you have a husband, is he involved in the business? 
How? Is it common? If not, why? 
 
D1: 
 
1. What do you think about the registered businesses? 
2. Are they involved in your merry-go rounds? 

informal 
conversations 
facilitated by 
open-ended 
non-leading 
questions 
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3. Do you have relationships with them? 
4. Would you be interested in being registered? Why? 
  
D2: 
1.  Trying to uncover why they buy from the Mama?  
2.   What they buy from the Mama 
3.  What decisions influence buying from Mama instead of 
the supermarket?  
  
D3:  
1. What are these relationships? 
2. What is the Mama Mboga doing to keep these eaters? 
3. Use of community currency? quality of produce? 
Knowledgeability? 

 D1: between 
Mama and other 
  entrepreneurs? 
D2: between the 
eaters and 
mama 
  Mboga? 
  
D3: between the 
mama Mboga 
and 
  eaters? 
 

D1: 
1. What do you think about the registered businesses? 
2.   Are they involved in your merry-go rounds? 
3. Do you have relationships with them? 
4. Would you be interested in being registered? Why? 
  
D2: 
 
1. Trying to uncover why they buy from the Mama?  
2. What they buy from the Mama 
3. What decisions influence buying from Mama instead of 
the supermarket?  
  
D3:  
1. What are these relationships? 
2.  What is the Mama Mboga doing to keep these eaters? 
3. Use of Community currency? quality of produce? 
knowledgeability? 

informal 
conversations 
  facilitated by 
open-ended 
non-leading 
questions. 
 

  Mapping points 
of interest to 
understand 
backward-
forward linkages 
 

Why does the Mama Mboga sell these foods?  
  
What is the history of the food? 
  
What are the sources of this food?    
 
Trying to understand how this FFV got to the Mama Mboga 
and why.            
 
Possible questions of interest: 
  
i.What has been the major cause of the shift in the 
channels targeted?                                  
ii. Who do the farmers consider to be your main buyer?  
e.g. Broker, Exporter, Retail market, Direct 
market, Processor etc.  
     
iii.  Are you satisfied with your current main channel?  
 
iv. If no, which channel would you rather sell to?          
        
v. What is the main constraint to targeting the preferred 
channel? E.g. cost, quantity, quality, low price, unreliable 
market, something else? like Lack of information  
     
  vi. What facilitation do you need to target the preferred 
channel? 
  
vii. What services/incentives do you receive from your 
buyer?   

Follow the 
chosen 
produce back 
from the 
Mama Mboga 
to the source 

 Accompaniment Life histories 
  
Also to uncover: looking at how Trust manifest between the 
Mama and her eaters – is this trust rooted on the expertise 
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that the Mama Mboga has expertise in the FFV due to 
her background?  
What is  the foundation of this trust beyond the monetary?  
  
What tensions does the changing FFV environs create 
between price, trust, and culture? 
 
If they  cannot sustain the prices of these goods, will culture 
be strong enough to sustain these women and men? This 
is dependant on the source of their produce. 
  
Understanding how these men and women see 
themselves, is their identity the same as that of the 
government? 
  
I hope to uncover the hierarchies in Mama Mboga and what 
constitutes these hierarchies: is it the registration of the 
business (which reflects a symbolic interest)? 
 

  

 

Phase one questionnaire 

10/12/2016 Questionnaire Mama Mboga: understanding the urban food provisioning 
systems in Kenya 

Questionnaire Mama Mboga: understanding the urban food provisioning 
systems in Kenya 

The information provided will not be available to anyone except the researcher and 

will be kept confidential. This Data will be used only to crosscheck my literature survey. 

None of your answers or experiences will be made public. Your anonymity is 

protected. By completing the questionnaire, you are: agreeing to take part in the above 

study and understand that your participation is voluntary and that you are free to 

withdraw at any time, without giving reason. 

• The intention of this short questionnaire is to gain an understanding of your 
experience with accessing food (specifically vegetables) when you were 
growing up and currently. 

• No answers are wrong answers, feel free to be as descriptive as you can. You 
can include dates or any information you want to help you answer the 
questions. 

• There are three sections in this questionnaire: A, B & C 

• Use the 'other' spaces to add any coMMents. Should you feel there is 
something important you would like me to know please do share! 

 

Double click on table below to see results of questionnaire 
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Timestamp

1. What category 

best describes 

the residential 

area do you live 

in?

1.1 If you chose 

'other' please 

describe where

1.Where did and 

do you buy your 

vegetables from 

during the year?                                                                                                                               

1.1 If you grow some/or all 

of your own vegetables. 

Please explain why you 

chose to do so

2.What types of vegetables do 

you buy/or grow on a monthly 

basis?-	                                          

Please may you list these 

vegetables and give an estimate 

of their prices?

3. What types of 

vegetables do you buy/or 

grow on a monthly basis?                                                                

	Please may you list 

these vegetables and give 

an estimate of their 

prices?

4.Do the prices 

or quality of the 

produce 

change?            

5.What influences changes in 

your buying/growing of 

vegetables?

6. Why do you buy your vegetables 

from these places/or people?

7.What in your experience has 

changed how and where you get your 

vegetables from over time?

8.Within your area, do people use the 

same sources for their vegetables? 

How does it differ?

1.Do you know of any formal or informal 

vegetable suppliers near you, please 

describe how they make these vegetables 

accessible to you

2. Are they mobile (door to 

door) , stationary, full-time, part-

time 

3. Are these 

vegetable 

providers

4.Do you know how much these small 

vegetable enterprises earn daily, 

weekly or monthly?

5.What are the positives and 

difficulties of these informal 

vendors in your experience?

Thank you for 

participating in 

this short 

questionnaire  - 

feel free to add 

any notes below

##############
############## Urban Nairobi Formal market Brocolli,  terere, plantain, butternut, Yes Freshness Secure and convenient Security Yes Karen design and Ndungu Wednesday Stationary entrepreneurs No Produce not always fresh
############## Sub-urban. It's Informal market Onions @80/= per kg They change Maintaining a balanced diet, They are most affordable and are Prices and quality of the vegetables. No. Some people opt to buy in formal Yes. The is a mama mboga kiosk by the road Stationary, Full time. The profit they No I don't. Positives:
############## Urban Nairobi     Its a cheaper Green vegetables approximately    Depending on Change in seasons i.e availability Trust that is of good quality Prices Not really-different people have own Yes-Persons with green houses where they Mobile and full time entrepreneurs Approximately KES 15,000 to 20,000 per Positives-convenience in 
############## Urban Nairobi Informal market Supply in a month: Green leafy Supply in a month: Green Yes Seasons and pricing. it is affordable and fresh. Availability and pricing. No, most prefer to buy in supermarkets Mama Mboga (informal) Formal All the above Customers No depends with commodities sold but Mostly challenges are 
############## Urban Nairobi Formal market Tomatoes 10\-, potatoes 5\-, Tomatoes 10\-, potatoes 5\- Yes Harvest season, infrastructure Convenience Price, formal markets are a bit costly. I Yes Supermarkets for formal and hawkers for Stationary Not sure Not sure They are affordable problem is 
############## KIKUYU Informal market CABBAGE, KALES, SPINACH KSH 30, KSH 10, KSH 5 Yes THE SEASONAL CHANGES I CANNOT GROW THEM MYSELF AS I HAVE NOT EXPERIENCED CHANGES MOST PEOPLE ACTUALLY PLANT, THEY BUY FROM LARGE FARMS AND STATIONARY, PART-TIME entrepreneurs I THINK THEY MAKE AROUND KSH 200 THEY HAVE TO WALK FOR 
############## Eldoret,Nakuru Informal market Kale (sukuma wiki), Kale,spinach,peas,beans,p Seasonal Money,if the vegetable is more Freshness,informal markets always With knowledge of hygiene,I opt not to Yes My local kiosk, is at our door step,they lay or Stationary,full time. entrepreneurs No Reliable sources of Door to door 
############## Gatundu Both informal and Am able to grow mine with Spinach  Cabbage , tomatoes,  kale, Some are What's in season To support them and to feed my family I try buy in bulk , it's cheaper Different  shops,  Different  prices Yes- they  bring them to the market Full time entrepreneurs No idea They have an open air market 
############## Urban Nairobi Informal market Sukuma wiki (10 Bob-20times a Yes Price and availability Price and accessibility Prices , quality and quantity Yes Yes , I suppose they buy them from other Stationary full-time entrepreneurs No Sell on credit, prepare them to 
############## Urban Nairobi Both informal and I grow some of my vegetables Spinach, Kale, carrots, cabbage, Spinach and Kale. Yes Where I buy and the weather Convinience, accessibility, how the 1. Accessibility to the market. I shop If you mean if they buy from the same To get their vegetables to their stalls, they use Yes there care. Most are small No I don't know The positives 
############## I grow some of my vegetables Spinach, Kale, carrots, cabbage, Spinach and Kale. Where I buy and the weather Convinience, accessibility, how the 1. Accessibility to the market. I shop If you mean if they buy from the same To get their vegetables to their stalls, they use Yes there care. No I don't know The positives 
############## Urban Nairobi Both informal and Cabbage when its dry no Seasonality Its the only available source in urban Alot of groceries have come up so they Different groceries within town they outsource from rural areas and then sell full time in my former residence we entrepreneurs No but those that are busy earn well They make it available to us Welcome
############## Informal market Nil Kaless n spincach Yes Seasons Convenience Quantity Yes. Not much difference Stall displays Stationary entrepreneurs No Bad weather ( too hot - wilt, too Kindly enlighten 
############## Urban Nairobi Informal market Kales (from 10bob)  Answered above Yes Weather patterns Convinience Cleanliness standards Yes...unless those who grow vegetables We go to their kibanda Stationary entrepreneurs No Positives...They make a good 
############## Urban Nairobi Both informal and availability of land upcountry cabbage Ksh25 cabbage Ksh30 Yes price of the vegetables in the favourable prices and quality of their price and quality(freshness) of the yes by use of kiosks and street vendors who get full time and stationery kiosks entrepreneurs no positive- easy access to 
############## Urban Nairobi Both informal and Yes Price and quality of the They are much more price friendly as Some vendors hike their prices or have They do not use the same source of Yes. They are conveniently located on the Stationary entrepreneurs No idea about their earnings. Worries about hygiene 
############## Urban Nairobi Informal market The currency is in Kenya shillings The price of tomato changes with Easy accessibility; cheap; customer The cleanliness and character of the Most of the people buy from the same Yes. She is stationed close to where I stay full time and stationary entrepreneurs Not sure but I could estimate mine to be Lack of proper structures
############## Urban Nairobi Informal market I buy kales, commonly reffered in  Sukumawiki- 5KES/4 Better looking The prices and taste and Proximity as I buy them on need basis The vendors are giving extra services to Most of people buy from the vendors They bring the vegetables from vegetables Stationary, full time entrepreneurs No. Positives: They make a living 
############## Urban Nairobi Both informal and Onions Kshs 30, Tomatoes Kshs Sometimes, What I need and what's in season From markets because of freshness and Price, definitely! Consciousness about Yes, on the whole Some formal and informal suppliers come All entrepreneurs Not sure Not sure
############## Urban Nairobi Both informal and Yes entrepreneurs
############## Urban Nairobi  informal, fornal 

markets and also 

grow some in the 

garden.

It's fresher, easy access, 

reduces on costs and also 

good for the environment.

Spinach

Onions

Kale

Pumpkin

Tomatoes

Potatoes

Garlic

Bell peppers

Chilli's

Cabbage

Maybe Seasons Give back to the community instead of 

feeding money hungry organizations 

who import their vegetables.

Access and finances They do They are closer to me and also cheaper. I believe they are full time. entrepreneurs Not really Positives: accessibility is easier, 

they are cheaper, you know 

where your money is going, you 

help promote a family, the 

veggies are usually fresher.

Negatives: they are usually not 

licensed making them illegal

############## Urban Nairobi Informal market 

places

We grow some vegetables to 

save on the  cost of buying 

them for meals daily.

Kale 500/-,spinach 500/-,tomatoes 

300/-

Yes What is available in the season Convenience and affordability More market traders and wider range of 

products.

About the same They buy from wholesalers early in the 

morning then bring to their market stalls

All of the above entrepreneurs Maybe 10000Kshs They earn an honest 

living.however face slot of 

competition

############## Both informal and 

formal markets

sukuma wiki and spinch cabbage,sukuma wiki and 

spinch

Yes wealther they are the only avaliblew change of wealther we buy from same source  no stationary entrepreneurs  nolull luck of enough sources

############## Urban Nairobi Both informal and 

formal markets

Kales,spinach,indeginous 

vegetables, cabbages, tomatoes, 

carrots

Yes Weather and cost Availability, cost effective Climate change Either growing naturally or irrigation Fulltime entrepreneurs No Variation of cost and season

############## Urban Nairobi Both informal and 

formal markets

To  be sure of quality, to 

reduce costs

Kales, cabbages, traditional 

Vegas, carrots, onions( approx 100 

sh. Per day

Grow - kales, spinach, 

kienyeji

Yes Seasons, time, money Cheaper closer to home Nothing Same Kiosks, closer to the road Stationary , full-time No The kiosks are not permanent, 

############## Urban Nairobi Informal market 

places

Because I want to cut cost of 

buying vegetables

Kales 800 ksh, Onions 750 kshs, 

Tomatoes 1,200 ksh, Cabages 

200ksh

The prices 

fractuate 

depending on the 

seasons

The fractuation of prices in the 

market

Because they are cheaper there Quantity and price No they dont, depends with ones 

income

Mama mboga Stationary entrepreneurs No Prices are good , vegetables are 

fresh , health wise you cant 

control how they are handled

############## Urban Nairobi Both informal and 

formal markets

Onions200/=cabbage100/= , 

potatoes300/= tomatoes400/=, 

capsicum50/= 

peas200/=beans200/=,maize300/=

,dhania100/=,kale200/=spinach20

0/= carrots150/= 

As above Yes The season, politics,infrastructure I don't have enough land,or money to 

buy land

There are many kiosks in the proximity of 

my home that sell what I need as 

opposing going to the market which is far 

away

Yes Yes.Some buy their ware direct from the 

shambas whilst others buy from the market 

then divide out the merchandise into smaller 

portions which they sell

Stationary and full time entrepreneurs Between 700/= and 2000/= Most don't have license to 

operate their business, so they 

are harassed by the County 

council officers 

############## Onions200/=cabbage100/= , 

potatoes300/= tomatoes400/=, 

capsicum50/= 

peas200/=beans200/=,maize300/=

,dhania100/=,kale200/=spinach20

0/= carrots150/= 

As above The season, politics,infrastructure I don't have enough land,or money to 

buy land

There are many kiosks in the proximity of 

my home that sell what I need as 

opposing going to the market which is far 

away

Yes Yes.Some buy their ware direct from the 

shambas whilst others buy from the market 

then divide out the merchandise into smaller 

portions which they sell

Stationary and full time Between 700/= and 2000/= Most don't have license to 

operate their business, so they 

are harassed by the County 

council officers 

############## Urban Nairobi Kibera Informal market 

places

N/A Kales - 15 shillings a bunch

Spinach - 15 shillings a bunch

Kales - 15 shillings a bunch

Spinach - 15 shillings a 

bunch

Yes Price and quality change Convenience - Close to my house Moving houses Same They display them in their kiosk Stationary and full time entrepreneurs N/A N/A

############## Urban Nairobi Formal market 

places ( 

supermarkets 

etc.)

Spinach

Cabbages 

Carrots 

Cauliflower 

Broccoli 

Snow peas 

Yes Availability 

Quality 

Price

Convenience Proximity 

Convenience 

No

Preferences differ

Yes

They source them from the market 

From their farms 

Stationary

Full-time or

Part-time, depends 

entrepreneurs No They earn a living from the 

products

High price,

Weather 

############## Urban Nairobi Both informal and 

formal markets

It's economical and sure 

they're fresh

Onions,kales, spinach, tomatoes 

and traditional vegetables in a 

month should go for around two 

thousand though can harvest for 

two_three months

Yes Sometimes I have no option since I 

don't have my own 

Because I assume they are clean

The cleanliness of the seller and also the 

price

They ferry from the shamba to our 

neighborhood

Stationary, full-time entrepreneurs Not sure They get good profits and have 

a flow of customers, their 

vegetables go waste due to the 

poor means of transportation

############## New Runda Informal market 

places

Spinach, carrots, cabbages, onion, 

green beans, baby marrow, 

tomatoes, potatoes,green 

onion,garlic,peas,lettuce,cucumber

,maize,beans,aubergine,butternut,

pumpkin,celery,

Yes The season The prices were better, and the 

products seemed more fresh.biggest 

reason was to support those 

entrepreneurs.

Nothing has changed. Yes Yes, they had created a daily market. entrepreneurs No Transport(bringing their 

vegetables to the markets)

I can't remember 

the exact prices of 

the foods as It 

would be 17years 

ago now.

############## Urban Nairobi Informal market 

places

Sukuma(kales)-5ksh a 

bunch,cabbage30-

kshto50ksh,carrots-

25kshs,tomatoes-5kshs one 

tomato,Dhania(corriander)-

10kshs,onions-3 for 

20kshs,potatoes-a pack 

40kshs,Green pepper-10kshs for 

one,Spinach-5kshs a bunch

Yes It depends on how the mama 

mboga bought from the market 

and if the price was high for the 

day then my prices as a 

consumer changes to more 

higher prices.

Its cheaper than the supermarkets and 

they bring fresh products daily.

For now am not kenya so i buy from 

supermarket but if am in kenya i would 

still go to the informal market.

No,it depends on different choices on 

where to buy the vegetables some prefer 

mama mboga while others go to 

supermarkets.

I have to walk to the market to see what i 

need or call my supplier to see if they have 

what i need.

Stationary entrepreneurs No You can bargain for the 

prices,They might not have all 

you need depending on what 

was available on the market for 

them.

############## Urban Nairobi Formal market 

places ( 

supermarkets 

etc.)

Kales, spinach, cabbages, hoho, 

Dania, tomatoes, garlic, ginger

Yes Season Convenience Proximity to my house and convenience More or less. They have an outdoork kiosk Stationary entrepreneurs No I have no idea

############## Komarock Komarock Formal market 

places ( 

supermarkets 

etc.)

############## Urban Nairobi Informal market 

places

Sikuma wiki Yes Stall Full time entrepreneurs No

############## Urban Nairobi Both informal and 

formal markets

l all buy from the market Cabbages  @  50 to 60/=

Tomatoes  @  30 to 50/= per kilo

Kale            @  20 to 25/= per 

bunch

Spinach.     @  20 to 25/= per 

bunch 

Green paper@ 50/= 3 pieces

Carrots.        @ 25/= per kilo 

Yes Weather The prices are fair and also my 

convenience (not very far from my 

home)

Nowadays , every after two week the 

prices either  go up or come down.

No, they are those who shop all their 

vegetables in the supermarket and there 

are those who buy them in the kiosks .

Everyday they have to go to the market early  

in the morning and by 10.00 am they have 

displayed  the Vegetables.  

Stationary entrepreneurs Have no idea Positive, they feed their family 

(earn their leaving)

Negative,  Chased  by the City 

Councils  Police (askari). 

Need to pay something small to 

the City police so that you can 

be aloud to go on with your 

business. 

############## Urban Nairobi Both informal and 

formal markets

It's economical

Satisfied hygiene wise

Spinanch, lakes and amaranth Yes Supply

Distance

The product type

Readily available

Fair prices

Quality

Research going on products

Sources

No

Some grow them

Others buy depending on what they 

want.

Others supplied from upcountry

They are supplied from upcountry market and 

I receive them from a designated point.

Part-time entrepreneurs May 30-40% of the product costing but 

also depending on the season

Having no proper structure or 

permanent points.

############## Urban Nairobi Both informal and 

formal markets

Spinach 25/=

Cabbages 80/=

Carrots 50/=

French beans 60/=

Cucumber 60/=

Tomatoes 80/=

Pumpkin leaves 50/=

Leeks 60/=

Onions 80/=

Celery sticks 80/=

Spinach 25/=

Cabbages 80/=

Carrots 50/=

French beans 60/=

Cucumber 60/=

Tomatoes 80/=

Pumpkin leaves 50/=

Leeks 60/=

Onions 80/=

Celery sticks 80/=

Yes Season/ Climate Convenience Location Yes Mobile and stationary entrepreneurs No

############## Urban Nairobi Both informal and 

formal markets

I buy alway. Spinach@400,tomatoes@400,pot

atoes@500,onions@300dhania@

100,cabbages@100.

They vary with 

whether changes

Whether changes They are the nearest places Convinience The same They cut them for me,they can even drop to 

my doorstep

Yes. paid a wage Daily they earn like 300.weekly 2100.. Climate change and the 

distance they walk to get the 

vegetables..

Sometimes the 

vendors get no 

customers so 

there vegetables 

go bad...thank 

you for the 

questionnares 

and welcome

############## because when its 

rainy season it 

there in 

plenty.when its 

dry its few

wheather its cheaper and fresh its become more expensive due to 

economy

most of them yes...some sell in their pick up or open cars stationary i dont know no i dont know they simplify our going to the 

market or super markets to buy 

veges.the difficulty they go 

through is when customer take 

their veges on credit and never 

pay or when it rains

############## Mombasa Both informal and 

formal markets

supply prices yes door to door owner ksh300 daily They are convenient. prices are 

fair

############## yes door to door owner ksh300 daily They are convenient. prices are 

fair

############## Urban Nairobi Informal market 

places

Spinach, kale, cabbage, onions, 

tomatoes, potatoes, green pepper, 

peas, carrots, sweet potatoes, 

arrow roots

Butternut, onions, beetroot, 

tomatoes, carrots, ginger, 

garlic, lettuce, chillles, 

mushrooms, baby marrow, 

peas, brocolli, cauliflower, 

aubergines, green pepper, 

potatoes. 

Inflation affects 

food prices. 

Seasons affect 

supply and 

pricing. During 

the rainy season 

vegetables are 

cheaper and more 

readily available.

Prices, meals that I want to 

prepare 

Cheaper than supermarkets Convenience. In the past we bought 

vegetables mainly from informal markets 

and mama mbogas. Nowadays informal 

markets and traders are not easily 

accessible so we end up buying from 

supermarkets even though prices are 

higher and quality is lower e g frozen 

instead of fresh

Yes mostly from informal sources. Yes. They go to homes door to door 

"hawking" the vegetables

All of the above entrepreneurs No Beibg harassed by City Council 

for selling vegetables on 

pavements in the City centre 

which contravenes the local 

government laws.

############## Urban Nairobi Informal market 

places

Kale mostly Kale, carrots, tomatoes, 

cabbage 

Maybe I always buy because of health 

benefits and affordable costs 

Affordability and quality is good 

compared to formal retailers 

Nothing really changed. I no longer leave in those precincts Not anymore Not at the tie I used to buy from 

them around 1995 

entrepreneurs No Competition from similar 

vendors 

Kindly make s 

distinction 

between those 

currently engaged 

and those in 

diaspora who no 

longer do. Great 

comparative 

insights one may 

get as a result of 

the separation. 

############## They  do door to door  delivery. Door to door. paid a wage No At least they  have a job to do.  

Difficult,   they  learn very little to 

sustain themselves. 

Thank u too.

############## Semi  urban

############## Semi  urban
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