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Abstract 
The phenomenon of sex-segregation in the labour market continues to exist in 
a growing economy such as Ghana. The sex-based traditional occupational 
system of the economic sector is deeply rooted in the beliefs systems of the 
people. And so, the gender division of labour continues to define gender rela-
tionship among people in the society. Consequently, gender division of labour 
finds meaning and interpretation within the labour market in Ghana. Howev-
er, for some reasons, people do overcome this occupational segregation by 
engaging in jobs that are by custom not meant for their sexuality. This state-
ment reveals an inherent assumption about gender and the labour market; 
which needs further reflection and critical analysis. This paper focuses on 
gender and the labour market in Kumasi (a commercial town in Ghana); fo-
cusing on the gender identities, ideologies as well as symbols that affect the 
whole gamut of the labour market as a gendered institution in Ghana. Simi-
larly, how the labour market interacts in the context of the family and the 
state respectively, will also be given a fair attention. The argument is catego-
rised into ten steps: first; introduction of the subject matter, second; the re-
gion of Kumasi; the unit of analysis, third; methodology, fourth; an overview 
of the labour market in Ghana, fifth; the mode of entering/gaining access into 
food vending industry by men, sixth; challenges men face in the food vending 
industry in Kumasi, seventh; gender in food vending business verses so-
cio-cultural practices, eighth; gender-labour market nexus; implication on the 
family and the state and finally, what the State, civil society organisations as 
well as the individuals or groups, need to do to improve this sector are rec-
ommended. 
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1. Introduction 

The phenomenon of sex-segregation in the labour market continues to exist in a 
growing economy such as Ghana. Forkuor (2016: p. 94) argues that the sex-based 
traditional occupations in the sector of the economy in many parts of Africa are 
deeply rooted in the beliefs systems of the people. Therefore, the gender division 
of labour, in terms of task allocation to some people continues to define gender 
relationship among people in the society. Also, gender division of labour finds 
interpretation within the labour market in Africa. For instance, in Ghana, trad-
ing in vegetables, cooking utensils and other household items as well as food 
vending are traditionally meant for women. On the other hand, people will ex-
pect men in business to engage in jobs such as banking, engineering, yam busi-
ness, law and the like. “Nonetheless, some men and women do overcome the 
occupational segregation by working in occupations that are not traditional to 
their sex” (Forkuor, 2016: p. 94). They do so by either using it as an economic 
survival strategy or by choice Aggleton et al. (2016). This statement reveals an 
inherent assumption about gender and the labour market that certain jobs (the 
less/unskilled) are meant for women and the highly skilled ones are for men. 
This perception needs further reflection and critical analysis.  

This discussion centres on gender and the labour market in Kumasi (a com-
mercial town in Ghana); focusing on the gender identities, ideologies as well as 
symbols that affect the whole gamut of the labour market as a gendered institu-
tion in Ghana. Similarly, how the labour market interacts within the context of 
the family and the state will also be given a fair attention. The argument is cate-
gorised into ten steps: first; introduction of the subject matter, second; the region 
of Kumasi; the unit of analysis, third; methodology, fourth; an overview of the 
labour market in Ghana, fifth; the mode of entering/gaining access into food 
vending industry by men, sixth; challenges men face in the food vending indus-
try in Kumasi, seventh; gender in food vending business verses socio-cultural 
practices, eighth; gender-labour market nexus; implication on the family and the 
state and also what the state, civil society organisations as well as the individuals 
or groups, need to do to improve this sector are recommended and finally, the 
way forward. This structure gives the reader a broader perspective for in-depth 
reflection and critical analysis on the labour market as a gendered institution 
and how its conventional practices resonate with other gendered institution such 
as the family and the state. 

2. The Region of Kumasi: The Unit of Analysis 

Kumasi is a multi-cultural society with different religious beliefs and practices. 
Even though Christianity is the predominant religion practiced by most people, 
the traditional beliefs system is still invoked to give interpretation to certain so-
cial practices. In terms of formal education, the illiteracy rate (35.0%) is relative-
ly high and that people are driven and interpret issues based on their inherent 
cultural inclinations (Asenso-Okyere, Twum-Baah, Kasanga, Anum, & Pörtner, 
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2000). What makes Kumasi unique is its commercialised status that attracts 
many from other regions of the country to engage in all forms of businesses. 
Consequently, Kumasi was chosen because this will help me to launch my analy-
sis on the subject matter of the discourse. 

3. Methodology 

This paper is a critical reflection on theorization of gendered institutions where 
closed attentions are paid on the impact of collective and individual actions and 
interventions in the fields of economic exclusion, sexuality and culture, from an 
intersectional perspective. This paper reviews some of the diverse relevant lite-
rature that touches gender and the labour market, with specific focus on gender 
identities, ideologies, and symbols that affect the whole scope of the labour mar-
ket as a gendered institution. The strategy in the paper is to consider the evi-
dence, data, issues and analysis in the literature covering gender and the labour 
market. There is a wide range of differences both in men and women’s trade 
with its implication on the family across Ghana. Similarly, there is a slight range 
of differences considering the working environment of both males and females 
in the labour market. In reviewing the literature, attention is paid to locate the 
mode of how men gain access into trade and also considered gender in food 
vending business against some cultural practices. Both empirical and theoretical 
research touching these issues has been done in several areas of economics such 
as labour economics, family economics and studies on growth. In this regard, 
this paper demonstrates intersectionality in relation to the gendered institutions:  
family, market and the state in terms of sexuality, occupation and culture in the 
context of the food vending industry in the commercial city of Kumasi in Ghana 
as a case study. 

4. An Overview of the Ghanaian Economy; the Composition  
of the Labour Market 

The sector of the economy of Ghana is basically made up of both formal (service 
providing entities—both public and private) and informal (nonskilled labour) 
sector. The formal sector provides most of the managerial services; banking and 
finance, transport and communication services and the bureaucratic managerial 
services. The informal sector which employs the majority of the population in-
clude the subsistence agriculture, migrants work services, traditional trade; 
blacksmith work, butchering (the art of selling meat), petty trading and food 
vending among others. Haug (2014: p. 1), finds out that about 90.9% work force 
in Ghana represent women in the informal sector of the economy. Most often 
than not, many of them work in the informal way of catering by engaging in 
food vending business for their livelihood. 

Ghana has a dual labour market split between a pre-industrialised agricultural 
sector and a modern sector. The sector also has a slightly higher employment of 
men than women, which is unusual for the agricultural sector in Sub-Saharan 
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Africa. Females find employment in several other sectors, but predominantly in 
trade, restaurants and hotels as well as manufacturing (Ghana Statistical Service, 
2013). By law, the maximum working week is 45 hours, but collective bargaining 
has established a 40-hour week for most unionized workers in the formal econ-
omy across all sectors. 

According to the national survey report, the working hours for different oc-
cupations: low/non-skilled sectors such as agriculture tend to work less than 40 
hours per week, whereas higher skilled occupations such legislators/managers or 
clerks work for more than 40 hours per week. Close to 58% of security personal, 
53% Plant & machine operators, and 38% of service/sales workers worked more 
than 60 hours a week. To the contrary, 18% of the employed worked less than 20 
hours in their main job. A little more than (55%) of those employed had no 
written contract (Asenso-Okyere et al., 2000). These statistics provide enough 
grounds on why some sector is considered more important than others.  

Ghana in the pre-recession era allows for men to enjoy various jobs than 
women; which means that there was prominent gender-based labour market 
segmentation that characterised the economy. Nonetheless, the overwhelming 
economic downturn culminating into rigid constraints of the formal market, 
compels most men to use food vending business as economic-survival-strategy 
by negotiating and competing with their female counterparts in the trade. Stu-
dies have shown that, this gender competition in food vending industry in Gha-
na has been a recent phenomenon, and consequently has not captured the atten-
tion of people (Shambos, 1999). Forkuor (2016: p. 94) alludes to the fact that lots 
of scholarly research have been done on the subject, but then, attention is fo-
cused on the condition under which bar (local restaurant) operators operate. 
Emphasis is placed on healthy environment so that these chop bars and food 
vending shops would not pose health risk to consumers. But the cultural ideals 
which are intertwined and implicated in the trade have not received much ap-
plause. Thus, “the focus of research has been predominantly on health issues and 
safety without much attention to the socio-cultural aspects of street vending” 
(Forkuor, 2016: p. 94). This paper, as part of its aims would unearth how so-
cio-cultural tenets are played within the context food vending business in rela-
tion gender roles in Kumasi. 

5. Mode of Entering/Gaining Access into the Trade by Men 

Simpson (2004: p. 355) examines three (3) basic mode of entrance into food 
vending business by men. He describes the first as seekers; those who voluntarily 
choose this trade as source of livelihood. Men in this case see food vending as a 
normal job that ensures their livelihood. The second category he calls finders; 
those who accidentally find this trade in their search for a decent job. And final-
ly, the settlers; denote those who forcefully take up this work as a result of hard 
economic depression. Whatever the drive may be, the trade is used as a safety 
valve to cope with the formal market constraints. What is revealing here is that 
the absence of welfare services or State generated jobs, means that the State is 
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clearly aware of food vending as informal normative activity.  
But what does it mean to a man to break through conventional barriers to en-

gage in female-dominated business setting such as Kumasi? Empirical data es-
tablishes the fact that the male food vendor stand to gain upper hand in terms of 
earnings over their female counterparts Levin et al. (1999). For instance, Williams 
(1992: p. 263) calls these privileges “glass escalator” or the “glass escalator ef-
fect”, and that the subculture formed by male food vendors in female-dominated 
trade springboard them to certain level of advantages over female vendors. Si-
milarly, Floge & Merrill (1986: p. 926) call this “heighten visibility”, describing 
the tendency that their minority status makes them attractive to customers. They 
succinctly re-echo this conceptual framework in Forkuor’s (2016: p. 95, empha-
sis added) study that; “the advantages that the [men as] minority groups might 
enjoy in [the female dominated food vending business] result from the fact that 
as a minority group, their actions are easily noticed or highly visible, creating the 
impression that they are working hard than others, which in reality may not be 
so”. Conversely, they equally face social scorn and community indignity. This is 
because cooking which is seen as a symbol of femininity should not be engaged 
in by men as this reduces their masculine status.  

Nonetheless, Maume (1999: pp. 489-490) finds out in his empirical studies 
into how race and gender could affect one’s occupation, concludes that these 
privileges men enjoy in female dominated business, such as food vending are 
likely to be affected by ethnicity, race, religion and even geographical location of 
the vendor. This finds explanation in the type of food a vendor prepares; a cus-
tomer may choose to buy a favourite local dish from a seller regardless of sex. 
Also, an ethnic and religious inclined customer will prefer buying food from 
vendor if he/she shares similar beliefs and practices with. 

6. Challenges Men Face in the Food Vending Industry in  
Kumasi 

According to Forkuor (2016: p. 95, emphasis mine), men also “suffer from what 
they called identity crises, a challenge to their masculinity and questioning of 
their sexuality… and also suffer from ‘role strain’ as they try to balance patriar-
chal values with the famine tricks of the trade”. In the words of Zanden (1990), 
the individual may also suffer what he calls “role conflict”, as in discharging du-
ties as food vendor would undoubtedly violate his masculine ideals; providing 
for the family, security and role model. This is because this trade diffuses the 
male agenda as a father-figure who establishes discipline and seen as a role mod-
el in the family as most of his time is virtually spent outside the home. Again, the 
male food vendors in the eye of a patriarchal society like Kumasi face social 
stigma, emasculation and ridicule in the society. And this is confirmed by For-
kuor (2016) that these men are scorned and mocked by society for engaging in a 
business purported to be women’s. These societal reactions stem from the fact 
that cooking, traditionally, is meant for women, and so it is not only an insult to 
masculinity, but it is also an indictment to the patriarchal values. 
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But as argued before, men in patriarchal society will choose to sacrifice any-
thing to protect the values attached to masculinity when it is challenged. They do 
so by providing mechanisms to justify any action that seem to digress from the 
conventional practices. Therefore, men with the drive to maintain the status quo 
try to fulfil their patriarchal normative expectations at the same time doing their 
job (Cha & Thébaud, 2009). They do so by making sure they provide for the 
family, ensure discipline and care for the family (Forkuor, 2016: p. 99).  

It is important to add that men in this situation have developed defensive 
mechanisms to help normalise their involvement in the trade. They do so first; 
by reconsidering their statuses and roles in the business. For instance, most men 
who operate traditional catering system now assume positions as managers and 
supervisor, and hire women especially, migrants as workers. Another justifica-
tion stems from the fact that the trade has constitutional approval as a socially 
acceptable source of livelihood in Ghana. 

7. Gender in Food Vending Business Verses Socio-Cultural  
Practices 

The belief systems of those who patronise food from food vendors have an inhe-
rent influence on their behavioural patterns in terms food consumption in the 
industry. For instance, Rheinländer et al. (2008: p. 959) study attests to the fact 
that, customers consider food hygiene practices of the vendor before a decision 
to patronise food; the physical surrounding and outfit of a vendor inform a cus-
tomer’s choice of menu from vendors. On the basis of this, female food vendors, 
especially the mothers, are likely to lose these aesthetic considerations because of 
postnatal child care related issues. Consequently, most customers in food vend-
ing business choose to buy food from male food vendors because men are con-
sidered to be clean and neat as opposed to female food vendors. This gendered 
interpretation of hygiene allows Scott (1986, p. 1068) to question customers’ 
subjective explanation of cleanliness and neatness, by raising issues of subjectiv-
ity and ideology. What does it mean to be clean and neat? Who defines these 
terms? She finds the answers in the conventional practices and norms which 
perpetuate social-asymmetries between men and women in the society. Forkuor 
(2016, p. 98) study remarkable confirms that, in terms of cleanliness there is no 
difference between the working environment of most female food vendors and 
their male counterparts, but the subjective meaning attached to the various sexes 
vis-à-vis neatness, gives most male food vendors an upper hand. What the au-
thors find ironic and hypocritical about this behavioural pattern of most cus-
tomers is that most men in food vending business have female employees who 
virtually do the cooking and they (men) do the selling.  

Another contributory factor that influences the choice of food vendor by a 
customer is the issue of trust. Rheinla ̈nder et al. (2008: p. 961) find two basic cri-
teria that characterize a customers’ faith in a vendor. First, is reputation and 
second; the relationship one develop with a food vendor. The former is won by 
vendor through respect, truthfulness and integrity either by direct or indirect 
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experience of a customer. The latter, is through an individual’s relationship with 
a vendor. The general perception that women are not trustworthy resonates in 
the customer relationship with female vendors. Most people will choose to satis-
fy their hunger in male catering services for personal safety and the trust they 
have in men over women (Rheinla ̈nder et al., 2008: p. 961). 

Moreover, another ideological obstacle female food venders face, and that give 
their male counterparts advantage over them is their menstrual cycle. “Menstru-
ation, which is an aspect of womanhood is… used to enhance the distinction 
between men and women and to increase the idea that women ‘naturally are un-
clean’ and therefore should allow men to take charge of the food vending business” 
(Forkuor, 2016: p. 98, emphasis added). In most traditional homes in Ghana, for 
example, traditional healers and medicine men alike will practically ban women 
from cooking during menstrual period. The belief is that she is ritually consi-
dered as an “unclean being”, and therefore, likely to attract the wrath of the spi-
rits behind the healing powers which detest “uncleanliness”. Consequently, 
“these religiously found ideas about menstruation, added to the general percep-
tion of ‘women as unclean’ forcefully allow female food vendors to forcefully re-
linquish their traditional ‘birth rights’ as cooks to male food vendors” (Forkuor, 
2016: p. 98, emphasis mine). The justification of this belief relies heavily on the 
gendered assumptions and religious norms that seek to give interpretation to 
masculinity and femininity in order to justify structural and symbolic inequali-
ties (Scott, 1986: p. 1067). Kofi Agekum argues also that, customers who often 
use menstruation as a justification for shunning away from female food vendors 
fail to understand the fundamental importance of the phenomenon, and that this 
perceived assumption is only “used in male-dominated gender-asymmetrical so-
ciety like the Akan—the people of Kumasi” (Agyekum, 2002: p. 384, emphasis is 
added). 

8. Gender-Labour Market Nexus; Implication on the Family  
and the State 

1) The Family.  
In Ghana, the symbol of food/food vending is associated with female activity, 

the sole preserve for women. Therefore, men in the food vending business are 
seen as violation, at the same time a transgression of the conventional norm 
about the division of labour between men and women. Nonetheless, these 
changes within the labour market resonate with the fact that men are now ready 
to negotiate the long-standing tradition that the kitchen is the preserved of the 
woman. It implies also that gender roles are now changing and occupational se-
gregation will become more blur. This according to Kornblum (as cited in For-
kuor, 2016: p. 100) posits that; “the fact that these men are negotiating gender 
roles lends more evidence to the argument that gendered division of labour has 
never been fixed, [and that] gender roles have historically been adapted to suit 
new and emerging conditions”. 

Further, one could equally argue that more respect is now accorded to jobs 
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which hitherto were considered as menial. It is also very important to assert that 
the position of the man as the primary breadwinner in this changing phase of 
events will become obsolete. Cynthia Enloe, in her contention on this gen-
dered-asymmetric notion of men as breadwinners of the house, and therefore, a 
justification of the unequal power relations among actors in the labour market 
records that in most rural settings; fathers sometimes depend solely on the in-
come their female migrants send home. And there come instances also where 
single parenting as a result of divorce, death and economic depression allow 
some women to assume the position as primary breadwinners in their respective 
families (Enloe, 2014: pp. 279-281). Therefore, this notion is baseless, and noth-
ing more than a traditional patriarchal norm to discredit women in order to 
maintain male-domination.  

2) The State.  
The growing interest of men to break the conventional barriers to go into task 

which supposedly labelled as women should be considered as socio-cultural no-
velty in the art of food preparation and services in the nation Ghana. Therefore, 
credit facilities and loans should be made available to individuals who want to go 
into business that promote gender friendliness and balance in the country. State, 
in the context of neo-liberalism allows supply and demand forces to determine 
the success of food vendors, of both sexes. This reinforces gender stereotyping. 
Also, the State apparatus; the constitution, statutes and conventions which reso-
nate with post-1957 independence ideas and practices connote Western way of 
life which may in way relatively embrace equality within the labour market. But 
in the pre-1957 independence era, the customs and traditions of the people ruled 
them. It is therefore not surprising that people pattern of behaviour is based on 
customs and traditions which inherently reflect their life within the labour mar-
ket. 

9. Recommendations 

In Ghana, and for that matter sub-Saharan Africa, the belief that food and for 
that matter cooking is culturally recognised as a symbol of womanhood. There-
fore, the society expects that food vending is women occupation. But the fact 
that economic implications and formal market constrains compel men to digress 
from in this conventional practice is an indication that men are now ready to 
negotiate and to question some of these long-standing traditions that downgrade 
other groups. From the argument, it is undoubtedly clear that the informal sec-
tor of the economy is a source livelihood to many and could possibly be a sector 
that promotes gender egalitarian ideology within the labour market in Ghana. 
However, the lack of pragmatic measures to ensure the protection of workers in 
the informal sector of the economy allows some unscrupulous state officials and 
individuals alike to exploit workers. Consequently, the trade union policies by 
the Ghana government to safeguard the interest of actors in the sector should be 
strengthened to guarantee the rights and liberties of individuals in the sector.  

Again, the rigid bureaucratic processes of state apparatuses that make it un-
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easy for individuals to air their plight should be made flexible so that workers in 
the sector would be able to freely channel their grievances to the appropriate 
authorities for redress. Further, the State Ministries such as Trade and Industry 
and Employment and Labour Relations should intensify their efforts to respond 
appropriately to the needs of this sector of the economy so that sole proprietors 
in this business should register with the state to make their activities formal. This 
will guarantee their contribution towards the future, which will ease the state in 
welfare provision for people in the future. We concur with Haug (2014: p. 11) 
that, “the state should make accessible the services such as social security, 
healthcare, as well as credit and financial schemes” to workers in this sector. 
Thus, it behoves the state to provide friendly policies and interventions to make 
the sector accommodating for all. By doing so, it will go a long way to boosting 
the contribution of the informal sector of the economy for national develop-
ment. Finally, we suggest that the State should put in place measures to confront 
the gender specific challenges within the labour market in Ghana. 

10. Conclusion 

In summary, this paper examines the clash of gender roles; masculinity verses 
femininity through food vending business in Kumasi, Ghana. It is established 
that, though culture could be hindrance in the choice of one’s career, the indi-
vidual stands to gain sometimes in gender role reversal. Also, the impact of cul-
ture in the food vending business which informed the behavioural patterns in 
customers’ food consumption was dealt with succinctly. The constraints male 
vendors encounter, the implication of men engagement in food vending busi-
ness in Kumasi vis-à-vis the family and the state were also given a fair attention. 
Finally, what the individuals or groups, civil society organisations need to do to 
improve this sector is recommended for the individual actors in the economy. 
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