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Black women’s lived experiences of informal street 
trading in East London, South Africa 

Thenjiwe Meyiwa1 , Madoda Cekiso2 , Thabisile Maphumulo3 , 
Mashudu Mashige4  

Abstract: The study sought to evaluate women’s lived experiences of informal street trading in East 
London with specific reference to the coping strategies they adopt and their challenges within the 
industry.   A qualitative method was used, adopting a case study design. Interviews were conducted with 
fourteen street trader women participants who were purposefully selected because of the artefacts they 
displayed for sale. Data collected through semi-structured interviews were thematically analysed. The 
results revealed that the harsh street-trading environment forced the women traders to adopt some 
coping strategies, for example, using the history behind the artefacts they were selling in order to 
encourage customers to buy, customer care, always displaying a smile to their customers, and bargaining 
with the customer. The study also emerged from the study that the women were experiencing challenges 
with their trade, including competition, bad weather, price drops, and high transport costs. The study 
contributes to an improved understanding of the life realities faced by black rural women informal street 
traders in East London. 
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1. Introduction 
Until 1994, the apartheid government in South Africa excluded most citizens from 
genuine and equal participation based on their racial affiliation and gender. Regarding 
the issue of gender inequality, the new South African government introduced several 
legislative procedures to protect women's rights. These legislative procedures include, 
but are not limited to, the Promotion of Equality and Prevention of Unfair 
Discrimination Act (2000); the Employment Equity Act (1998); the Domestic 
Violence Act (1998); South Africa’s National Policy Framework for Women’s 
Empowerment and Gender Equity (2002); and the Gender Policy Framework for 
Local Government (n.d.-a) . The focus of these policies is on women’s empowerment, 
which involves addressing gender inequality issues that exclude and disadvantage 
women. Despite the existence of these policies, women in South Africa are still 
discriminated against, especially in the job market. Omarjee (2018) and Sinden (2017) 
argue that certain positions, such as top and senior management posts, have been 
reserved for men, while women are only offered positions at the lower levels of the 
organization, such as secretarial or administrative jobs. To exacerbate this unfair labor 
practice, Obworcha (2006) states that women dominate the less profitable food and 
beverages subsector, whereas males have a near-monopoly in more profitable 
manufacturing enterprises such as the production of household metal goods and 
furniture. This is a clear indication that females are discriminated against based on 
their gender, and as such, men have more job opportunities than females in the formal 
sector. 

StatsSA (2018) reveals that the unemployment rate among women in South 
Africa was 29.5% in the second quarter of 2018, compared to 25.3% among men. It is 
against this background that the majority of women have no space in the formal sector, 
and they tend to swell the ranks of workers in the informal economy (Wills, 2009). 
Similarly, On Africa (2013) declares that a severe shortage of new job opportunities 
in South Africa has led women who have been unable to enter the formal job market 
to look at street trading to generate income. The informal sector has been characterized 
by unskilled labour, little job security, no fringe benefits, small-scale operations, easy 
accessibility, and the absence of access to institutional credit or other support and 
protection. All these characteristics have drawn the attention of researchers to 
establish how women survive in this hostile environment (Magidimisha & Gordon, 
2013; Moyo & Deen-Swarray, 2013; Shava, 2018; Sassen, Galvaan & Duncan, 2018) 
In this line of thought, Essop and Yu (2008) note that given the large size of the infor- 
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-mal sector in relation to the formal sector, it is imperative to understand the dynamics and trends within the former. 
The literature reveals that research has been conducted on the challenges women face in the informal sector and 
the strategies they adopt to cope with the challenges in that sector (Sassen et al., 2018; Mabilo, 2018). To the best 
of our knowledge, no studies have been conducted on the experiences of women street traders in East London. A 
recent study conducted by Wegerif (2024) focused on the contribution of street traders to food security, with a 
specific focus on the experiences of fresh produce traders. This study did not focus on the experiences of women 
but was general to both men and women. Therefore, a study focusing on women’s coping strategies to overcome 
the challenges they face in the informal industry is significant. Consequently, the purpose of this paper was to 
explore women’s lived experiences of informal street trading in East London. Specifically, the paper sought to 
provide answers to the following research questions: 
• What challenges do informal street traders face in East London?  
• What coping strategies do informal street traders in East London adopt? 
1.1. Theoretical Framework 
The study was grounded in Feminist theory, which, according to Crossman (2009), is one of the main 
contemporary sociological theories that examines how men and women are treated in society, with the goal of 
improving the lives of women. Villaverde (2008) states that feminist theory aims to comprehend women's lives in 
order to address their subjugated status in society and help transform the gender regimes that are currently in place. 
Feminist theory is primarily concerned with giving a voice to women and highlighting the various ways in which 
they have contributed to society. This theory was deemed relevant for the current study, as it sought to explore the 
lived experiences of informal women street traders. It is likely to shed light on the contribution of women to the 
national economy. Moreover, the theory allows informal women street traders to voice the challenges they face in 
their efforts to join the working class within a male-dominated society. Bulawka, Molek and Wozniak (2023) 
maintain that accommodating such forms of interaction is crucial to understanding culturally driven behaviours. 

2. Literature Review 
2.1. The Informal Sector In South Africa 
Tshuma and Jari (2013) indicate that the informal sector is characterized by income not recorded in the formal 
national economy. According to Dewar (2005, p. 5), informal trading is viewed by some as representing 
backwardness in the development of a nation, while others view it as presenting opportunities for all-inclusive 
urban development. However, according to Quantec Research (2011), the contribution of the informal sector to 
the economy is significant, as more than 2.2 million people were employed in the informal sector in 2010. 
Willemse (2011) points out that while the government and researchers' attitudes towards the informal sector in 
South Africa have changed positively over the last few years, the sector is still overwhelmed by a number of 
challenges. Hence, the rationale for this study was to investigate the lived experiences of women who trade in the 
informal sector to understand the benefits of street trading at the individual level. Although income may be limited, 
studies conducted by Kusakabe (2010) and Sagnia (2007) in central and west Africa indicate that cultural trade 
functions as a poverty reduction and survival strategy or even a coping strategy for the poor. Kusakabe (2010) 
points out that the income accrued is used for subsistence, to supplement other sources of family income, and to 
expand the business. Subsequently, Onyenechere (2009) lamented the fact that informal female traders are often 
excluded from maximally benefiting from their trade, as training opportunities and decision-making structures 
leave them in the cold. Similarly, Posel (2001) and Meyiwa (2012) have highlighted the issue of the 
marginalization of women within South Africa in the economic production of the country. 

South Africa faces key and urgent developmental challenges such as poverty, unemployment, and inequality, 
all mentioned in most of the literature cited in this study. These challenges, also known as deprivation elements, 
affect the lives of women more negatively in various and varied ways. Scholars who measure elements of 
deprivation affecting human development maintain that the reason why women's social inequality persists is due 
to their position in society, determined by their access to resources and opportunities (Stamarski & Son Hing, 
2015; Tabassum & Nayak, 2021). Willemse (2011) submits that this position of women in society is one of the 
main reasons behind informal street trading in South Africa. The informal sector, like many sectors in South 
African society, is characterized by a division of men and women's participation. Although women tend to 
dominate trading with smaller artefacts, men dominate trading with bigger items that carry more value (Blunch, 
Canagarajah, & Raju, 2001). Hippard (2012, p. 13) submits that divisions of labour according to gender and gender 
inequality, in general, determine the success or lack thereof of craft-oriented projects. Like domestic work, craft 
remains of little value (Hippard, 2012). According to Almamari (2015), the link between craft and gender 
(especially women) has received much coverage in both anthropology and social sciences literature. For example, 
Berns (1993) has evaluated the role of women in social and cultural meaning-making through craft. Alila and 
Pedersen (2001), cited in Almamari (2015), have also examined the link between gender and craft in South Africa, 
using Eldoret as a case study. On the matter of gender in craft enterprises, Hannan (2001) is of the view that gender 
mainstreaming is a determinant of effective development. She further argues that, in the same way, gender roles 
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and their unequal structures are socially constructed, they can be socially deconstructed. It is for this reason, 
amongst others, that the International Labour Organization (2008) points out the growing need to be gender-
sensitive in employment creation, directly related to local productivity and enhanced demand for goods and 
services. 

According to Tshuma and Jari (2013), the informal sector also has a ripple effect on reducing poverty in 
many households by creating multiple sources of income for the poor, who usually also have little to no education 
and therefore lack skills. To maximize these benefits, some studies say that it is crucial to promote these activities 
in the informal sector by eliminating restrictions and restricting restrictions to open avenues of income that poor 
urban households can use to escape poverty (Ndabeni, 2014); Tshuma & Jari, 2013 Tshuma and Jari (2013) further 
observe that the argument for the sector’s contribution to the gross domestic product (GDP) comes from the fact 
that informal street trading grows at a rapid rate and gives the unskilled and illiterate a chance to earn an income, 
without the red tape often experienced in the formal business sector. They further point out that what has led to 
the rapid growth of the informal sector everywhere is that the money required to start-up is relatively little and 
many people can afford it without seeking assistance from anyone, especially not formal institutions like banks. 
According to Kromberg (2005), small businesses in South Africa are estimated to contribute about 30% to the 
GDP, which might be much less than what they actually contribute. How much they actually contribute is not 
known due to the non-registration of these businesses, which has made it difficult for accurate projections. Tshuma 
and Jari (2013) add that any economy, developed and developing alike, needs the informal sector. According to 
Tshuma and Jari (2013), the informal sector contributes to regional and local development and is a key driver for 
value-added exports. Moreover, Ndabeni (2014) affirms that an improved understanding of the nature, workings, 
and potential contribution of the informal sector is critical to ensuring inclusivity in economic development. 
2.2. Women And Craft Industry In South Africa 
Economically, women's empowerment is central to achieving sustainable development (Government of India 
Planning Commission, 2006; National Development Plan, 2030; Meyiwa, 2012). Subsequently, there is an increase 
in programs that place women at the center of development, focusing on women’s projects like crafts (Liberata, 
2012). Consistent with the significance of this drive, Wills (2009) points out that the transformation of women’s 
economic, social, and political fortunes is heavily dependent on government support for craft businesses. Hutchens 
(2010) argues that men have more advantages than women in economic activities, especially those activities that 
require the businessperson to be away from home, as women tend to have other responsibilities at home. Drawing 
from a study entitled 'South Africa's informal economy', Wills (2009) posits that craft is a survival strategy for 
many poor women in the developing world. 

Pandey (n.d.-b) argues that women’s contribution to the national economy remains undervalued. 
Furthermore, he argues that a significant portion of the efforts of the informal sector remains unknown. The craft 
industry is one of the most accessible to most South Africans in informal economic activities. As with the 
investigations based on this study, research has shown that in South Africa, and many parts of the world, women 
dominate the crafts sector (Hippard, 2012; Ndabeni, 2014). According to Muller et al., (2011), with the flexibility 
of entry requirements, the informal sector has allowed women to dominate therein. They further argue that women 
entrepreneurs, especially Black women, have limited access to capital, technology, and resources. Therefore, craft 
activity often seems their only real opportunity for income generation. Furthermore, with poor education and only 
survival skills, there are few entry points into the economy for people to earn an income. 
2.3. Challenges Of Informal Street Trading In South Africa 
Despite the fact that women represent a critical component in alleviating poverty and promoting BEE, there are 
numerous challenges facing the female entrepreneur in South Africa. Tshuma and Jari (2013) identified some of 
the challenges facing informal street businesses. They assert that informal businesses are facing many constraints 
mainly because they do not have assistance from the government, Non-Governmental Organizations (NGOs), and 
the private sector. In their findings, Tshuma and Jari (2013) identified several internal and external barriers to the 
success of the informal sector. Specifically, amongst the internal factors, they identified financial, legal, and 
organizational constraints. Amongst the external factors, they highlighted trade restrictions, marketing, and 
distribution as being the most common denominators. In addition, Willemse (2011) identifies four common 
constraints faced by informal street traders as economic pressures, sociocultural challenges, adverse political 
conditions and policies, and operational challenges. Among the economic barriers identified, Willemse (2011) 
mentions the lack of access to formal credit from banks. With regard to sociocultural constraints, Willemse (2011) 
identifies gender-specific barriers experienced by women in informal street trading, and concerning political 
conditions and policies, mention is made of the absence of appropriate policies and vital infrastructure such as 
good access, efficient and affordable public transport, and accommodation. As far as operational challenges are 
concerned, Willemse (2011) points out that street traders are inundated with permit fees to operate in demarcated 
areas. He also mentions that suppliers have power over informal traders by not providing discounts because street 
traders purchase products in small quantities. 
Willemse (2011) further observes that street-trading depends heavily on the number of customers served per day 
and the amounts each customer spends per visit. Competition between informal traders is also considered a 
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problem. They serve a limited number of customers per day, thereby increasing the competition among themselves, 
thus decreasing the overall consumer demand, and forcing informal traders to lower prices in order to attract 
customers. Willemse (2011) also mentions the lack of storage facilities and climate change, especially when there 
is too much rain, as some of the major hurdles for the sector. 
3. Research Design 
3.1. Research Approach 
The study was qualitative in nature. According to Hammarberg, Kirkman, and Lacey (2016), qualitative methods 
are used to answer questions about experience, meaning, and perspective, most often from the standpoint of the 
participants. This method was deemed relevant for the current study since the focus is on the lived experiences of 
women who sell products on the streets. 
3.2. Research Strategy 
The study followed a case study design. According to Crabtree and Miller (1999), one of the advantages of a case 
study is the close collaboration between the researcher and the participant, enabling participants to tell their stories. 
Additionally, Lather (1992) states that through these stories, participants are able to describe their views of reality, 
which allows the researcher to better understand the actions of the participants. The case study was deemed 
relevant for the current study since it focused on the experiences of women who are street traders. The researchers 
relied on the stories narrated by these women about their daily experiences regarding their street-trading along the 
Eastern Beach in East London. 
3.3. Research Method 
Individual face-to-face interviews of 40-50 minutes each were conducted in isiXhosa, which is the mother tongue 
of the participants. The authors formulated questions based on the research questions already mentioned in the 
Introduction and posed them to the participants as a guide for interviews held between May and August 2018. To 
add to these data, in January-February 2024, the authors revisited the site for triangulation and sourcing current 
data. All women we spoke to in 2018 confirmed our previous findings. They emphasized the issue of heavy rains 
that the country received in 2023 as a barrier. This confirms the 2018 weather data on the barrier. The researchers 
interviewed the participants at their trade stands along the sea, where they normally exhibit their work to the locals 
and tourists. Participants allowed the researchers to record the interviews and to use excerpts from the transcripts 
to disseminate the study findings.  
3.4. Setting Of Research 
Based on the focus of the study, Eastern Beach in East London was used as a setting for data collection. This 
setting was relevant because it provided an interconnection between the investigated problem and the setting. 
Selling items on the beach is a common practice in a South African context, as sellers have the opportunity to 
expose their products to tourists who normally visit South African beaches. 
3.5. Establishing And Establishing Research Roles 
The researchers introduced themselves and explained the purpose of the study. Upon explanation, the female 
traders voluntarily agreed to participate in the study. The authors assured the participants that the data collected 
would be used only for the purposes of the study. Since two of the researchers were female, the interviewees were 
made to feel at ease and communicate openly without feeling intimidated. 
3.6. Research Participants And Sampling Methods 
As mentioned above, the study participants were black female traders who sell cultural artifacts along East 
Beach in East London. Fourteen (14) participants were selected purposefully because of the artifacts they 
displayed for sale. The number of respondents was determined by the number of black street traders who were 
available at that site daily. These women create and sell pieces of craft using their inherent creativity and 
traditional knowledge passed down from generation to generation. This handmade craft is unique to the African 
continent. 
3.7. Data Recording 
The general purpose of data recording is to set in writing and ensure the preservation of the data collected in the 
course of field or laboratory studies. In the study, the collected data were appropriate to the study objectives and 
were stored on password-protected computers accessible only to researchers. The recorded data were 
complemented with the field notes.  
3.8. Data Analysis 
The researchers read the data several times to get familiar with it. The interviews were transcribed, and labels were 
assigned to sections of data using words or short phrases taken from the section of data. This process generated 
inductive codes that were grouped together. Recurring themes were identified. 
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4. Results 
This section analyses the work of women and presents their perceptual voices and experiences.  
4.1. Coping Strategies Adopted By Street Traders. 
4.1.1. Knowledge Of The History Behind The Item 
The findings of this study revealed that women street traders had to know the history behind the items they were 
selling. To this end, the participants indicated that the items and artefacts they sold told the story of the people of 
their respective communities. The participants revealed that foreign buyers showed more interest in the stories 
behind the items. In other words, knowing the history or story behind an item was a strong motivation to sell the 
item. One participant, pointing to a wooden piece of an African woman carrying a pot, mentioned the following:  

'This piece of wood reflects how people lived in the past. In the past, women used to walk long distances to 
fetch water from wells and rivers for domestic use. During that period, it was imperative that the dress code of the 
women did not cover the whole body deliberately to avoid attire that would be too heavy for them, as they would 
travel long distances with a pot of water on their heads. Sadly, in contemporary times, women's clothing is used 
to accuse them of exposing themselves to sexual harassment”.  

Pointing to another piece of wood that represented an old warrior, the same participant mentioned that 
Africans in the past used to fight wars, whether local or with the colonialists.  She also mentioned that the warrior 
represented one of the people who fought for their freedom.  She went on to explain that the spear the warrior was 
carrying represented the technology of the time, and this was the only tool that was used then. The participant also 
pointed to another wooden product that she called ‘Fisherman’. She explained that the piece told a story about how 
people in African communities used to make a living. 

Another participant, on the same topic, claimed that some of the items sold reflected the African continent 
with its important trees and animals that are indigenous and held in high regard within the continent. She added 
that in order to reflect on the flora and fauna, producers used specific types of wood such as ebony and mahogany. 
Both types of wood have a very smooth finish when polished, making them valuable as ornamental wood. Pointing 
to the animal artwork, the participant said: 

'Animals reflect the African culture as they have different roles to play within respective communities. In the 
past, animals used to represent a connection with people since most of them served as totems for certain families'. 

Yet another participant, who is specialising in beadwork, mentioned that the material she sold reflected the 
different tribes and the traditional functions that African people participated in. She pointed out that the beadwork 
has different colors and that, in some cases, there were different colors for males and females. She said: 

 “In most cases, the colors are determined by the function or ceremony that one will attend. For example, if 
one attends a ceremony where young men are welcomed back from the mountain (traditional circumcision), one 
will need to wear colors different from when one is attending the initiation of traditional doctors (izangoma or 
amagqirha).  Also important is that customers play an important role in the final product, as they always add their 
voices in choosing the design and colours that they eventually prefer to purchase '.  

Consequently, this participant averred that the product should be relevant to the demands of the market. 
Besides the obvious reason for their trade, i.e., to sustain their families, many women indicated that they were able 
to withstand street-trade challenges due to the knowledge of values and beliefs attached to their craft.  

On the same question, another participant said: 
'When foreign people buy an item, a seller must explain to the buyer what the item means, including the 

history behind the item. Tourists are more interested in knowing which tribe uses particular items and for what 
purposes. Failure to provide an explanation behind the craft is likely to make one lose customers because 
foreigners expect the seller to provide the story '.  

The participant further explained that tourists informed the sellers that when they presented people with gifts 
back home, they also wanted to tell them what the items symbolize. To illustrate the point, the participant made 
an example of a shield. She said:  

'As sellers, we have to explain to the tourist how a shield is used by the Zulu people and how the white 
beadwork is used when people like amaXhosa perform certain rituals for their ancestors or any function that 
involves amagqirha (traditional healers). Sometimes, foreigners even take our pictures by collecting enough 
evidence about each artefact purchased”. 
4.1.2. Adjusting The Price 
The participants indicated that they increased the price for white and foreign customers. In contrast, they protected 
black customers by reducing the price they could afford. This was a coping strategy to increase sales. One 
participant mentioned: 
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 'Since I rely on these daily earnings, sometimes I have to reduce the price for black people to get them to buy 
trusting that they should afford.' On the other hand, I usually increase my price for white customers, especially 
those who seem like foreign tourists. ' 

She justified her action by stating that she wanted foreigners to value her culture. She further stated that she 
believed that her culture must be expensive for foreigners so that they do not look down on Africans. She argued 
that raising the price for foreigners was a strong message to them that Africans are talented and anyone from 
outside should pay a premium price for the products.  

Responding to the same question, another participant mentioned that when a customer did not have enough 
money, she always gave them time to go and withdraw money so that they could pay the full amount. She explained 
that the idea of giving them the item was to make sure that when the customer brought the money, it went straight 
to her. She argued that she used that strategy because there were many people who sold items similar to hers. 
Therefore, if she did not commit customers by giving them the items, when they return with the money, they would 
not spend time looking for her because they would be free to buy from anyone else. She claimed to have been 
using this strategy for a long time and had never experienced a situation where the customer did not return. 

Responding to the same question, a participant indicated: 'The strategy I use is to play with the mind of the 
customer. For example, if the item costs R50. 00, I would label R80.00. I know the behaviour of customers very 
well, especially the Chinese; they are always keen to negotiate the price down. Then, I will bring the price down 
to, say, R55.00, giving the customer a sense of getting the item at a perceived bargain price while, as a seller, I 
still know that I get more than the original price set for the item”. 
4.1.3. Customer Care 
The participants indicated that customer care was an important survival strategy that they adopted. They indicated 
that the important thing in business was not to neglect a customer.  A participant explained: 

 “When customers come to my stand, I always smile and offer to help them. A customer came to my stand 
three times without buying anything. When the customer came for the fourth time, she indicated that she had been 
shopping around and realized that I was the only one who cared about customers”.  

This excerpt reveals that customers buy from someone whose attitude is positive. It means that the availability 
of the item is not enough, but it should be accompanied by the manner in which the customer is treated. 
4.2. Challenges Encountered By Street Traders 
As far as challenges are concerned, many participants mentioned that the weather conditions posed a serious 
problem to them. Since they did not have formal infrastructure, they found it difficult to sell their products during 
rainy days. They also mentioned transportation of their items as a problem since they commuted with their items 
using public transport on a daily basis. Regarding this issue, one participant stated:  

'In the Eastern Cape, we have experienced a wet winter in 2018 when it would sometimes rain for a couple of 
days nonstop. If the weather is bad, we cannot display our products, since we do not have shelters to protect 
ourselves and our products”. 

On this very matter, another participant pointed out that there were many people in the same area who were 
selling similar items, and therefore competition was a challenge. To cope with the competition, the participant 
stated: 

'Sometimes I move around and check how much my competitors charge for a particular item. Having this 
information would help me reduce the price a bit so that customers buy from me. 

Another participant indicated that she once had to pay a lot of money to transport the goods she was selling. 
An additional challenge to which the participant pointed out is that sometimes customers submit orders and fail to 
return and pay. She narrated a story of one Chief from another village who brought many women to submit the 
colors they needed for beadwork for a special function they were going to have. The participant mentioned that 
she spent three nights working on the order, but the Chief and his entourage did not show up to collect. 

Responding to the same question, a participant argued that men sometimes were at an advantage because men 
themselves made the majority of items made of wood. Therefore, they make more profit than women on such 
items. Another participant mentioned: 

“In this business, men are more advantaged. The fact that as a self-employed woman, I cannot afford to pay 
a childminder. Therefore, I have to bring my baby to work, which brings attendant challenges such as crying baby 
resulting in customers going to stalls owned by men, considered less irritating”. In addition, she indicated that the 
previous month she had spent about two weeks without coming to her stand because her baby was sick. 

Responding to the same question, another participant argued that men were lucky naturally because at home 
they were not involved in daily domestic chores such as cooking. She mentioned that it was difficult to save money 
because every day she had to ensure that her children had eaten before they went to bed. She also noted that men 
do not spend money every day on household chores. Instead, men have the opportunity to save money. Another 
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reality she pointed out was that it has become socially naturalised that when the children are hungry, they look at 
their mother and not at their father. Consequently, she further thought that men had more control over their money 
than women did. 
5. Discussion Of Findings 
The purpose of this study was to explore the lived experiences of women in informal street trading in East London, 
with specific reference to the coping strategies they used and the challenges they faced within the industry. The 
results of the study revealed that women who trade informally on the streets of East London used a variety of 
survival strategies. It is important to note how these women intertwined their values and beliefs with their craft. In 
other words, the history of these women was embedded in the products they sold. As part of history, the products 
sold reflected the different tribes as well as the traditional functions in which African people engaged. In this 
regard, one may conclude that these women not only sold the products but also their culture and history. Women’s 
reliance on survival strategies has been acknowledged by Sassen, Galvaan, and Duncan (2018), who observed that 
women took the lead on ownership and control of their lives as street traders and used opportunities for survival, 
economic gain, and personal development provided by street trading. This finding is also in line with feminist 
theory, whereby the labor of women should be valued and acknowledged. 

It also emerged from the study that these women were experiencing challenges in relation to their trade. For 
example, participants had a problem with competition as they were selling similar products in the same place. This 
finding supports the results of a study conducted by Willemse (2011), which revealed that competition between 
informal traders was considered a problem. This was because street traders serve a limited number of customers 
per day, which increases competition among themselves and forces them to lower their prices to attract customers. 
Another strategy is that women decided to lower their prices for certain racial groups to make goods affordable to 
them. This 'half a loaf is better than no bread' approach was one of the coping strategies women adopted to survive. 
On the other hand, women increased prices for white customers, especially foreigners. While on the face of it, this 
might appear exploitative, it needs pointing out that the value of the rand versus foreign currencies has been such 
that even the Tourism industry has determined different prices for local and foreign tourists. Failure to recognize 
this difference would render local tourism dead due to unfavorable foreign exchange rates. Accordingly, it is 
interesting that, despite their limited education and knowledge of foreign exchange imperatives, informal street 
traders still find a way to factor in such differences. 

The challenges surrounding street traders in this study have been established by previous research. For 
example, Tshuma and Jari (2013) noted that all businesses engaged in informal trading in Alice, where their study 
was conducted, faced a number of constraints. These constraints included few customers, low profits, proximity 
to markets, too many competitors, storage problems, and delivery problems. These findings are also confirmed in 
a study conducted by Sassen, Galvaan, and Duncan (2018). Their findings revealed that street traders faced tough 
conditions, such as evading law enforcement and avoiding fines or having their goods confiscated. In another 
similar study, Mago (2018) observed that the main challenges facing street traders were competition, crime, 
inadequate infrastructure, and financial constraints. 

In terms of the position of being a woman in the industry, respondents felt that being a woman in the informal 
sector had more disadvantages than being a man. Having to raise children in a paternal community always gives 
more responsibility to women than to men. This finding is consistent with the study by Moyo and Deen-Swarray 
(2013), which revealed that women faced structural restrictions that limited the choices they made in the formal 
and informal sectors. This finding is in line with feminist theory as the gap between male and female is exposed. 
This gap should be used as a basis for understanding the lives of women to remedy gender imbalances and equal 
access to resources and opportunities. The fact that women street traders left the informal sector confirms the 
results of previous studies on gender studies. For example, Nakray (2024) observed that men’s work is remunerated 
by wages and work-related provisions, such as pensions, a provident fund, or paid sick leave. In contrast, women 
do not have the same entitlements, which is the root cause of income inequalities between women and men. 
6. Conclusions 
This article has focused on the lived experiences of women trading on Eastern Beach in East London. It has 
revealed that female street traders had to adopt survival strategies due to the harsh environment in which they 
operated. Survival strategies were necessary to sustain their businesses. Coping strategies include knowledge of 
the history of the products they sold, adjusting prices, and customer care. It also emerged from the study that these 
women were experiencing challenges such as competition, high transport costs, and adverse weather conditions. 

When considering the practical implications of this study, it is important to acknowledge some inherent 
limitations of the study design. The sample was limited to only fourteen female street traders who were trading 
along the Eastern Beach, and the participants were further limited to those women who sell craft productions. 
Future research should focus on the experiences of street traders, regardless of their gender. Additionally, it is 
important to conduct research on a larger sample of participants who could be available in different areas of East 
London, such as the CBD and Mdantsane Highway Taxi Rank. However, while this study provides a description 
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of a small sample size of respondents, it offers insight into the challenges and triumphs faced by the female street 
traders who participated in this study. 
7. Practical Implications 
The fact that these street traders occupy public space along the coast is a clear indication of their plight of poverty. 
Since they are not catered to by government and municipality policies, they have to fend for themselves in order 
to make a living for themselves and their families. The authors recommend that the government or municipality 
build formal structures along the beach for the street traders. This would save them the transportation costs they 
pay every day to transport their products. Having those formal structures would also mean that bad weather is no 
longer a barrier to their business. The researchers are aware of the program initiated by the Buffalo City 
Municipality to equip hawkers with business knowledge to build their capacity for street trading. Although this is 
a good initiative, the researchers recommend that it be rolled out faster so that it benefits all those who are street 
traders. 
Acknowledgement Statement: The authors would like to thank to all participants and the reviewers for providing 
comments in helping this manuscript to completion. 
Conflicts of interest: The authors declare that they have no known competing financial interests or personal 
relationships that could have appeared to influence the work reported in this paper. 
Authors' contribution statements: Author 1 contributed to the Conceptualization, Methodology, Formal 
Analysis, and Writing - Original Draft; Author 2 contributed to Software, Validation, and Data Curation; Author 3 
contributed to Validation, Investigation, and Resources; Author 4 contributed to Validation, Data Curation, 
Investigation; Author 5 contributed to Writing – Review & Editing, Supervision and Project Administration. 
Funding statements: As there was no external funding received for this research, the study was conducted without 
financial support from any funding agency or organization. 
Data availability statement: Data is available at request. Please contact the corresponding author for any 
additional information on data access or usage. 
Disclaimer: The views and opinions expressed in this article are those of the author(s) and contributor(s) and do 
not necessarily reflect JICC's or editors' official policy or position. All liability for harm done to individuals or 
property as a result of any ideas, methods, instructions, or products mentioned in the content is expressly 
disclaimed. 

References  
Alila, P. O., & Pedersen, P. O. (2001). Negotiating social space: East African Micro-Enterprises. Trenton, NJ: 

Africa World Press. 
Almamari, B. (2015). What happens when women dominate traditional craft industries: The Omani case. SAGE 

Open, 5(2), 1-8. https://doi.org/10.1177/2158244015587562 
Berns, M. C. (1993). Art, history, and gender: Women and clay in West Africa. African Archaeological Review, 

11(1), 129-148. https://doi.org/10.1007/BF01118145 
Blunch, N., Canagarajah, S., & Raju, D. (2001). The informal sector revisited: A synthesis across space and time. 

Social Protection Discussion Paper Series, No. 0119. 
Bulawka, H., Molek, J., & Wozniak, J. (2023). When East Meets West: Polish Business Communication from a 

Cross-Cultural Perspective. Journal of Intercultural Communication, 23(2), 97–108. 
https://doi.org/10.36923/jicc.v23i2.188 

Crabtree, B., & Miller, W. (1999). Doing qualitative research (2nd edition). London: Sage. 
Crossman, A. (2009). Feminist theory, an overview. Retrieved from http://sociology.about.com/od/Sociological-

Theory/Feminist-Theory.htm. 
Dewar, D. (2005). A conceptual framework for the formulation of an informal trader policy for South African 

towns and cities. Urban Forum, 16(1), 1-16. https://doi.org/10.1007/s12132-005-0013-0 
Domestic Violence Act 1998. National Gazette No. 19537. Cape Town. Retrieved from 

https://www.gov.za/sites/default/files/a116-98.pdf 
Essop, H., & Yu, D. (2008). The South African informal sector (1997-2006). Stellenbosch Economic Working 

Papers: 03/08, 1-18. Retrieved from 
https://www.researchgate.net/publication/23566020_Alternative_definitions_of_informal_sector_emplo
yment_in_South_Africa 

Gender Policy Framework for Local Government (n.d.-a). Retrieved from 
https://iknowpolitics.org/sites/default/files/09361_f13_gender_policy_framework_for_local_governmen
t1.pdf. 

Government, G., P., F., L. (2013). Retrieved from http://iknowpolitics.org/en/knowledge-library/report-white-
paper/south-africa-local-government 

https://immi.se/intercultural
https://doi.org/10.1177/2158244015587562
https://doi.org/10.1007/BF01118145
https://doi.org/10.36923/jicc.v23i2.188
http://sociology.about.com/od/Sociological-Theory/Feminist-Theory.htm
http://sociology.about.com/od/Sociological-Theory/Feminist-Theory.htm
https://doi.org/10.1007/s12132-005-0013-0
https://www.gov.za/sites/default/files/a116-98.pdf
https://www.researchgate.net/publication/23566020_Alternative_definitions_of_informal_sector_employment_in_South_Africa
https://www.researchgate.net/publication/23566020_Alternative_definitions_of_informal_sector_employment_in_South_Africa
https://iknowpolitics.org/sites/default/files/09361_f13_gender_policy_framework_for_local_government1.pdf
https://iknowpolitics.org/sites/default/files/09361_f13_gender_policy_framework_for_local_government1.pdf
http://iknowpolitics.org/en/knowledge-library/report-white-paper/south-africa-local-government
http://iknowpolitics.org/en/knowledge-library/report-white-paper/south-africa-local-government


 

Journal of Intercultural Communication                                                                                                                                             immi.se/intercultural 

170 

Government of India. Planning Commission. (2006). Towards Faster and More Inclusive Growth: An Approach to 
the 11th Five Year Plan. Retrieved from http://mhrd.gov.in/sites/upload_files/mhrd/files/document-
reports/apppap_11_1.pdf. 

Hammerberg, K., Kirkman, M., & de Lacey, S. (2016). Qualitative research methods: When to use them and how 
to judge them. Human Reproduction, 31(3), 498-501. https://doi.org/10.1093/humrep/dev334 

Hannan, C. (2001). Gender mainstreaming strategy for promoting gender equality women watch. Office of the 
Special Adviser on Gender Issues and Advancement of Women. Retrieved from http://www.un.org/women 
watch/osagi/pdf/factsheet. 

Hippard, S. K. (2012). Beads, sculptures and baskets: South African traditional craft as a means of economic 
empowerment. Independent Study Project (ISP) Collection, Paper 1346. 

Hutchens, A. (2010). Empowering women through fair trade? Lessons from Asia. Third World Quarterly, 31(3), 
449-467. https://doi.org/10.1080/01436597.2010.488477 

International Labour Organisation. (2008). Guidelines for gender-sensitive employment creation for district 
councils, Tanzania. Retrieved from https://webapps.ilo.org/wcmsp5/groups/public/---dgreports/---
gender/documents/publication/wcms_098174.pdf 

In On Africa. (2013, May 13). The informal sector in South Africa: Women street traders in Durban-Part 1. 
https://www.polity.org.za/searchadvanced_polity.php?submit=SEARCH&searchString=in+on+africa+i
nformal+sector+women+street+traders 

Kromberg, J. (2005). The 2005 SME survey-where are we at? Retrieved from 
http://www.bizassist.co.za/news.asp?Section=smenews&Ref=358517 

Kusakabe, K. (2010). Street vendors in Phnom Penh, Cambodia. In: Bhowmik, S.K. (ed.). Street vendors in the 
global urban economy. New Delhi: Routledge, pp. 120-143. 

Lather, P. (1992). Critical frames in educational research: Feminist and post-structural perspectives. Theory into 
Practice, 31(2), 87-99. https://doi.org/10.1080/00405849209543529 

Liberata, M. (2012). The contribution of women organizations to the economic empowerment of craftswomen: 
Case study of The National Association of Women Organizations in Uganda (Nawou). Rwanda Journal, 
26(5), 93-102. https://doi.org/10.4314/rj.v26i1.5 

Magidimisha, H. H., & Gordon, S. (2013). Profiling South African gender inequality in informal self-employment. 
Journal of Gender Studies, 24(3), 275-292. https://doi.org/10.1080/09589236.2013.841569 

Mago, W. (2018). Understanding sustainable livelihood strategies of informal traders: A case of Mount Frere, 
Eastern Cape. Master's dissertation, University of Free State, Bloemfontein. 

Meyiwa, T. (2012). Domestic workers' rights in global development indicators. Agenda, 26(1), 54-66. 
https://doi.org/10.1080/10130950.2012.674279 

Moyo, M., & Deen-Swarray, M. (2013). Gender and entrepreneurship in the informal sector: An African 
perspective. Research ICT Africa.net. 

Muller, K., Markworth, S., & Sondermann, S. (2011). The craft and trade sector in the culture and creative 
industries: Report on project commissioned by the Federal Ministry of Economics and Technology. 
Retrieved from http://www.kultur-kreativ-wirtschaft.de 

Nakray, K. (2024). Gender and social policy in middle-income countries: comparative welfare regime analysis of 
fiscal policies. Journal of Gender Studies, 33(2), 133-159. 
https://doi.org/10.1080/09589236.2022.2100750 

Ndabeni, L. L. (2014). "IIDE proceedings. The informal sector and local economic developments in South Africa: 
An evaluation of some critical factors." Retrieved from http://rozenbergquarterly.com. Rozenberg 
Quarterly. 

Obworcha, H. (2006). Small businesses and economic growth in Eastern Africa. A speech read by Minister for 
Planning and National Development, Republic of Kenya, to the IFC Credit Reporting Conference, 
Nairobi. 

Omarjee, L. (2018). Three ways to address gender inequality in organisations. Fin24. Retrieved from 
https://www.fin24.com/Economy/three-ways-to-address-gender-inequality-in-organisations 

Onyenechere, E. C. (2009). The constraints of rural women in informal economic activities in Imo State, Nigeria. 
Africa Development, 34(1), 83-101. https://doi.org/10.4314/ad.v34i1.57359 

Pandey, R. N. (2000). Women's contribution to the economy through their unpaid household work. National 
Institute for Public Finance and Policy Working Paper. Retrieved from 
https://www.nipfp.org.in/media/pdf/working_papers/WP_2001_182.pdf 

Posel, D. (2001). Who are the heads of household, what do they do, and is the concept of headship useful? An 
analysis of headship in South Africa. Development Southern Africa, 18(5), 651-6 

https://immi.se/intercultural
http://mhrd.gov.in/sites/upload_files/mhrd/files/document-reports/apppap_11_1.pdf
http://mhrd.gov.in/sites/upload_files/mhrd/files/document-reports/apppap_11_1.pdf
https://doi.org/10.1093/humrep/dev334
http://www.un.org/women
https://doi.org/10.1080/01436597.2010.488477
https://webapps.ilo.org/wcmsp5/groups/public/---dgreports/---gender/documents/publication/wcms_098174.pdf
https://webapps.ilo.org/wcmsp5/groups/public/---dgreports/---gender/documents/publication/wcms_098174.pdf
https://www.polity.org.za/searchadvanced_polity.php?submit=SEARCH&searchString=in+on+africa+informal+sector+women+street+traders
https://www.polity.org.za/searchadvanced_polity.php?submit=SEARCH&searchString=in+on+africa+informal+sector+women+street+traders
http://www.bizassist.co.za/news.asp?Section=smenews&Ref=358517
https://doi.org/10.1080/00405849209543529
https://doi.org/10.4314/rj.v26i1.5
https://doi.org/10.1080/09589236.2013.841569
https://doi.org/10.1080/10130950.2012.674279
http://www.kultur-kreativ-wirtschaft.de/
https://doi.org/10.1080/09589236.2022.2100750
http://rozenbergquarterly.com/
https://www.fin24.com/Economy/three-ways-to-address-gender-inequality-in-organisations
https://doi.org/10.4314/ad.v34i1.57359


 

Journal of Intercultural Communication                                                                                                                                             immi.se/intercultural 

171 

Sagnia, B. (2007). Culture and Poverty Alleviation in Africa: A review of the cultural effectiveness of poverty 
reduction strategy papers in West and Central Africa. Paper presented at the Arterial Conference on 
Vitalizing African Cultural Assets, Gorée Institute, Dakar, Senegal, 5-7 March 2007. 

Sassen, S., Galvaan, R., & Duncan, M. (2018). Women's experiences of informal street trading and well-being in 
Cape Town, South Africa. South African Journal of Occupational Therapy, 48(1), 28-33. 
https://doi.org/10.17159/2310-3833/2017/vol48n1a6 

Shava, H. (2018). Impact of gender on small and medium-sized entities' access to venture capital in South Africa. 
South African Journal of Economic and Management Sciences, 21(1), 1-8. 
https://doi.org/10.4102/sajems.v21i1.1738 

Sinden, E. (2017). Exploring the gap between male and female employment in the South African workforce. 
Mediterranean Journal of Social Sciences, 8(6), 37-51. https://doi.org/10.1515/mjss-2017-0040 

StatsSA (2018). Unemployment rate from Q1:2008 to Q4:2018. Retrieved from 
http://www.statssa.gov.za/publications/P0211/Presentation_QLFS%20Q4_2018.pdf 

Stamarski, C., & Son Hing, L. S. (2015). Gender inequalities in the workplace: the effects of organizational 
structures, processes, practices, and decision makers' sexism. Frontiers in Psychology, 6(1400), 1-20. 
https://doi.org/10.3389/fpsyg.2015.01400 

Tabassum, N., & Nayak, B. S. (2021). Gender stereotypes and their impact on women's career progression from a 
managerial perspective. IIM Kozhikode Society & Management Review, 10(2), 192-208. 
https://doi.org/10.1177/2277975220975513 

The Employment Equity Act [No. 55 of 1998] (1998, October 19). Government Gazette No. 19370. Retrieved 
from https://www.labour.gov.za/DocumentCenter/Acts/Employment%20Equity/Act%20-
%20Employment%20Equity%201998.pdf. 

Tshuma, M. C., & Jari, B. (2013). The informal sector as a source of household income: The case of Alice town in 
the Eastern Cape Province of South Africa. Journal of African Studies and Development, 5(8), 250-260. 

Villaverde, L. E. (2008). Feminist theories and education. New York: Peter Lang. 
Willemse, L. (2011). Opportunities and constraints facing informal street traders: Evidence from four South 

African cities. African Journal Online, 59, 7-15. 
Wills, G. (2009, April). South Africa's informal economy: A statistical profile. Women in Informal Employment 

Globalizing and Organizing (WIEGO) Urban Policies Research Report, No. 6. Retrieved from 
https://www.wiego.org/sites/default/files/publications/files/Wills_WIEGO_WP6.pdf 

About the Author 
Thenjiwe Meyiwa: Professor Meyiwa is the University of South Africa’s Vice Principal, overseeing the research, 
postgraduate studies, innovation, and commercialisation portfolio. Meyiwa’s research and mentorship record have 
a strong focus on social science research, with a specific focus on social justice, gender, and human rights pursuits.  
Madoda Cekiso: Madoda Cekiso is a Professor in the Department of Applied Languages at Tshwane University 
of Technology. His research interests include reading and writing in a second language, learning styles, and 
onomastic and Second Language teaching methods.  
Thabisile Maphumulo: Dr Thabisile Maphumulo is currently based at the University of South Africa as a lecturer 
in the College of Education. Her research interests include, but are not limited to, inclusive education, school 
management, and teaching methods. 
Mashudu C Mashige: Professor Mashige has almost three decades of experience in the Higher Education sector 
in South Africa. He is a Research Professor in the Faculty of Humanities at the University of Venda. His areas of 
research include South African Literature, Indigenous Knowledge Systems, and Folkloric Studies. Recently, he 
has diversified his interests into Higher Education Management and is currently reading for a DBA (HEM) degree 
through the University of Bath in the UK. 
 

https://immi.se/intercultural
https://doi.org/10.17159/2310-3833/2017/vol48n1a6
https://doi.org/10.4102/sajems.v21i1.1738
https://doi.org/10.1515/mjss-2017-0040
https://doi.org/10.3389/fpsyg.2015.01400
https://doi.org/10.1177/2277975220975513
https://www.wiego.org/sites/default/files/publications/files/Wills_WIEGO_WP6.pdf

