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Abstract
In West Africa, studies on migration and livelihoods are mostly limited to internal
migrants. This study analyzed the livelihood activities of itinerant West African
migrant traders in the Accra Metropolitan Area, using mixed methods approach. The
study which was guided by the framework for migration and itinerant migrant trade
surveyed 779 itinerant immigrant traders and interviewed 12 key informants.
Descriptive statistics and binary logistic regression were the main analytical
techniques used. The results showed that most of the immigrant traders were
young, unmarried males with no formal education and their main trading activity
was itinerant retailing of foot wears/leather belts/bags and herbal medicines. As
regards their livelihood status, female immigrant traders and those who were
younger (< 20 years) were less likely to have improved livelihood status. Moreover,
while immigrant traders of food products were more likely to have a deteriorated
livelihood status, those engaged in the sale of durable products (electronics and
accessories) were most likely to achieve improved livelihood status. The study
recommends that itinerant West African migrant traders should invest more of their
resources in the sale of electronics and accessories as it has the highest potential of
guaranteeing secured and improved livelihoods. Any form of business support aim
at improving the livelihood status of itinerant immigrant traders should be focused
on young and female itinerant traders and those engaged in the sale of food-related
items because they were less likely to maintain improved livelihood status.
Keywords: Accra metropolitan area, Livelihood activity, West African migrants

Introduction
In spite of advances in modern retailing, a greater number of people throughout
the world still earn their livelihood partly or exclusively through itinerant trading
of goods on the streets (Skinner, 2008; Ghana Statistical Service [GSS], 2012;
Koroma et al., 2017). In stressing this view, Little (1999) and Turner and Oswin
(2015) stated that itinerant trading of wares is a common livelihood activity, particularly in the global south and that it is widely undertaken in urban settings with
a significant customer base. The term itinerant trade is defined as a livelihood activity that takes place outside the shop environment or formal norms of economic
transactions established by the state and formal business practice (American
Association of Pharmaceutical Scientists [AAPS], n.d.; Hart, 1973; Skinner, 2008;
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Ghana Statistical Service [GSS], 2012). This covers costermongers selling food
products on the streets of major cities; hawkers and peddlers with trays or barrows
of wares selling along the streets or selling door to door (Thorsen, 2012). In this
study, itinerant traders have been conceptualized as mobile retailers who sell wares
using different instruments to aid mobility (e.g. bicycles, hand cart, trolley-pushers,
barrows) or who moved from one place to another by foot.
According to Skinner (2008) and Peberdy (2016), a major factor that swells the number of itinerant street traders in sub-Saharan Africa is international migration. As Landau (2007) points out, international migration is an inexorable response to regional
economic inequalities. Itinerant trading is thus what many foreign immigrants opt to
do at their destinations. Lonreco-Lindell (2004) for example cites the case of the
Dyulas-itinerant traders who have been active in West Africa for centuries, moving
goods across borders. For many villages, itinerant migrant traders are the primary
source of supplies (Skinner, 2008). Peberdy’s (2016) study, one of the few surveys
on cross border traders in Southern Africa, suggested that itinerant migrant traders either supply domestic street traders or sell their wares directly.
Adepoju (2005), Olsen (2011) and International Organization for Migration [IOM]
(2013) observed that migrants in West Africa have historically considered the
sub-region as one big economic unit within which trade in goods and services typically
flow, and that itinerant trade had been an important feature of the phenomenon. Rouch
(1956), one of the pioneers who highlighted the significance of itinerant migrant trading in the twentieth-century West Africa, noted that most of the immigrants to Ghana
were self-employed itinerant retailers from Nigeria, Burkina Faso, Mali, Niger and Togo
rather than wage labourers. The pervasiveness of itinerant trading of migrants has also
been corroborated by Peil (1974), Eades (1994), Anarfi et al. (1997), Aniegye (2012) and
GSS (2014), who indicated that itinerant migrant traders have played significant roles
in the economy of Ghana by guaranteeing access to essential commodities and services.
GSS (2013) and Ajavon (2014) argued that the recent increases in informal trading activities in Ghana is largely attributed to the influx of undocumented immigrants from
neighbouring West African countries and immigrant entrepreneurs from outside the
African continent namely Lebanon and China.
While acknowledging that a number of studies have documented the presence and
trading activities of immigrants in Ghana (Akyeampong, 2006; Debrah, 2007; Obeng,
2015; Antwi-Bosiakoh, 2009; Aniegye, 2012; Ajavon, 2014; Fadayomi et al., 2014;
Ohene-Marfo, 2014), studies concerning the characteristics and livelihood activities of
itinerant West African migrant traders have not attracted much research attention in
contemporary times (Ghana Statistical Service [GSS], 2012; GSS, 2013; Bello-Bravo,
2015; Antwi-Bosiakoh 2016). Meanwhile, Ghana as one of the main economic hubs of
West Africa hosts a significant number of these immigrants who predominantly subsist
in itinerant petty trading across the country (Bakewell & Jόnsson, 2011; GSS 2013).
Many of these itinerant immigrant traders have become somewhat integrated into the
country and have taken advantage of the Economic Community of West African States
[ECOWAS] protocol on free movement and establishment to create their own itinerant
retail businesses and commutes between Ghana and their home countries (Awumbila
et al., 2009; Aniegye, 2012; GSS, 2013). Based on the above gap in research, the study
advances the following research questions: who are these itinerant immigrant traders?
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What specific livelihood activities do they undertake? And has their livelihood status
improved or otherwise?
According to Cerase (1974), Gmelch (1980), Tanle (2010), Yendaw (2013) and the
United Nations [UN] (2017), the livelihood status of migrants can be measured by
assessing their social and economic conditions in terms of employment and housing,
social status (such as social networks), access to basic necessities of life (e.g. food,
health care), income earnings and savings, and ownership of consumer durable goods
and other capital assets. Similarly, the migrants’ own perceptions could also be measured
based on their degree of satisfaction or dissatisfaction with their migration experiences.
With this background, this study assesses the livelihood status of the immigrant traders in
the Accra Metropolis. Assessing the livelihood status of migrants is important because improvement or deterioration of their livelihood status at destination has serious policy implications for both places of origin and destination. The paper is divided into six main
sections: introduction, theoretical and conceptual perspectives, study context, data and
methods, results and discussions and conclusions and implications.

Theoretical and conceptual perspectives

The term ‘livelihood’ is derived from the ‘sustainable livelihood’ approach which has
been generally defined as a means of living, which is resilient to shocks and stresses,
and also does not adversely affect the environment (McDowell & de Haan, 1997; De
Haas, 2006; Petersen & Pedersen, 2010; Rigg et al., 2014). Drawing on the works of
Chambers and Conway (1992) and Carney (1998), livelihood is defined as the capabilities
and assets (including both material and social resources) that an individual possesses and
the activities he/she undertakes to earn a living. A livelihood strategy can then be defined
as a strategic or deliberate choice of a combination of activities by households and their
individual members to maintain and improve their livelihood (Department for International Development [DFID], 1999; Tanle, 2010, 2014). This choice of livelihood activities is often based on access to assets, perceptions of opportunities, as well as aspirations
of actors involved (Meikle, 2001; Waddington, 2003; Moreda, 2012).
Understanding people’s livelihoods particularly migrants (whether sustainable or not),
has become an important focus within the international development literature and
policy debates (Meikle, 2001; United Nations Development Programme [UNDP], 2009;
Songsore, 2011; UN, 2017). However, Cahn (2002), Duffield (2010) and Tanle (2015)
have lamented that the relationship between migration and livelihood has not been sufficiently established. This makes the connections between migration and livelihood indistinct (Tanle, 2010). Migration has been recognized as one of the many strategies
households and individuals employ to diversify their livelihoods (Hunters & Skinner,
2001; Awumbila, 2017). This according to Bebbington (1999), Ellis (2000) and Daskon
and Binns (2009) is often combined with other livelihood strategies such as agricultural
intensification and local non-farm activities. Tanle (2010) and Rigg et al. (2014) observed that migration is often more than just a short-term survival strategy by rural
populations, who are uprooted by global capitalist forces and more or less forced to
join the ranks of a new international proletariat. Rather, it is a deliberate decision to
improve livelihoods, enable investments and help to reduce fluctuations in the family
income (De Haas, 2009b; Awumbila, 2017).
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Migration is seen as a means to acquire a wider range of assets which insure households and individuals against future shocks and stresses (McDowell & de Haan,
1997; de Haan et al., 2000; De Haas, 2009a, b; World Bank, 2017). In supporting this
claim, a study by Chowdhury et al. (2012) and Rigg et al. (2014) revealed how migration
positively contributed to the development of poor people where their social and economic conditions such as household income and savings, land possession, expenditure,
non-productive assets, housing status and social participation among others improved
in comparison to the same factors before migration. Although this ‘diversification-through-migration’ argument has been mainly applied to rural-urban internal migration
in poor countries, it could be applied to international migration, in particular, the migration of some West African immigrants who reside and work in Ghana as itinerant
petty traders.
The framework for migration and livelihood studies developed by Tanle (2015) was
adapted to provide conceptual guidance for this study which sought to assess the livelihood status of itinerant West African immigrant traders in the Accra Metropolis. Its
main advantage over other livelihood frameworks (e.g. DFID and the Pacific Islands’ SL
frameworks) is that it has direct links to issues of migration and livelihoods and has included in its analysis the personal characteristics of migrants and background characteristics of both places of origin and destination. These personal and background
characteristics in the view of Tanle (2015) are critical components in migration and
livelihood analysis particularly on issues relating to the types of livelihood strategies migrants can undertake and the outcomes of their livelihood strategies (Fig. 1).
The conceptual framework for the study comprises three main elements: background
characteristics, livelihood strategy and livelihood outcome or status. Background characteristics in the study consist of six components namely personal characteristics of the immigrants (e.g. country of origin, sex, age, education, duration in business etc.),
socio-cultural factors (e.g. gender power relations, access to essential facilities/services),
economic factors (e.g. income generating opportunities), political factors (e.g. insecurity),
historical factors (e.g. shared colonial and migration experiences) and environmental factors (e.g. physical characteristics). The personal and background characteristics influence
the desire to migrate, the livelihood strategy or activity to undertake, the level of vulnerability and livelihood outcomes (status) at both the origin and destination as well as the

Fig. 1 Framework for Migration and Itinerant Migrant Trade
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institutional structures and processes that surround their livelihood activities. For example, the immigrants’ livelihood status (as to whether it has improved or deteriorated) is
likely to be impacted positively or negatively by their personal characteristics (e.g. sex,
education, household size, type of trading activity, duration in trade among others) and
the socio-economic circumstances of their areas of origin and destination.
In the framework, livelihood strategy consists of various livelihood activities undertaken by individuals and households to make a living. In this study, the main livelihood
strategy adopted among the immigrants is migration for itinerant retail trade. According to the framework for migration and livelihood studies (Tanle, 2015), the types of
livelihood strategies migrants undertake are a function of their background characteristics (e.g. sex, age, education, place of origin). In line with this view, Tanle (2014) and
Awumbila (2017) maintained that migrants tend to engage in livelihood activities which
in their view afford them the greatest or optimal livelihood status (measured by their
earnings and savings, access to essential goods and services and general
socio-economic wellbeing). Based on the above observations in the conceptual framework (Fig. 1), it was hypothesised in the study that the socio-demographic characteristics of the immigrant traders and the types of trading activities they undertake at the
destination had significant influence on their livelihood status (i.e. whether it has improved or deteriorated).
The ultimate component of the conceptual framework is livelihood outcome which is
a function of the types of livelihood activities the immigrants undertake and their personal characteristics (Fig. 1). Theoretically, a livelihood can either be positive [improve],
negative [deteriorate] or neutral [remain the same] (GSS, 2013; Tanle, 2010, 2015).
Positive outcomes denote improved livelihood status measured by improved food security, security of employment, increased incomes, improved human and social capitals,
and increased assets (including access to land or land ownership and other consumer
durable goods), reduction in vulnerability, and ultimately improvement in general wellbeing (Rigg et al., 2014). Negative livelihood outcome according to UNDP (2009) is denoted by increased vulnerability, and decline in livelihood status and well-being.
Neutral outcomes on the other hand signify neither positive nor negative changes in
the lives of the immigrants. Nevertheless, the livelihood status of the immigrants in this
study was subjectively measured as either positive or negative due to the fact that the
livelihood status of people cannot remain unchanged.

Study context

The study was carried out in the Accra Metropolitan Area [AMA], the regional capital
of the Greater Accra Region and the administrative capital of the Republic of Ghana
(Ghana Statistical Service [GSS], 2012). This is because the 2010 Population and Housing Census [PHC] reports revealed that over 21.0% of ECOWAS nationals dwelled in
the Greater Accra region [which is the highest compared to other regions in Ghana] and
AMA hosted the largest proportion of these immigrants (GSS, 2013, 2014). The AMA is
one of the 216 Metropolitan, Municipal and District Assemblies [MMDAs] in Ghana and
also among the 16 MMDAs in the Greater Accra Region (GSS, 2014). According to the
2010 PHC reports, the population of AMA stood at 1,665,086 representing 42.0% of the region’s total population (GSS, 2014). Males constitute.
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48.1% and females represent 51.9%. The AMA (Fig. 2) is entirely urban and the age
structure of the area shows a youthful population which is typical of most developing
countries. The age distribution shows that people in the age group of 20–24 years form
the highest proportion followed by those in the age cohort of 25–29 years (Ghana Statistical Service [GSS], 2012). The current age structure according to GSS (2013, 2014) is
attributed to the influx of both internal and international migrants into the Metropolis
for various purposes including trading.
The 2010 PHC revealed that of the total population of 1,665,086 inhabitants in the
AMA, about 47.0% (778,267) are migrants (born elsewhere in the Greater Accra Region
or other regions in Ghana or outside Ghana). The 2010 PHC figures also showed that
of the total migrant population in the Metropolis (778,267), about 409,910 are immigrants from within the ECOWAS representing about 53.0% of the total migrant populations (GSS, 2014). There are more male ECOWAS nationals (1.6%) than females
(1.3%) (GSS, 2013). In terms of duration of residence in the AMA, the highest proportion of migrants outside Ghana (36.2%) reside in the Metropolis between 1 and 4 years
(GSS, 2014). As regards the main economic activities of the AMA, the 2010 PHC reports indicate that the majority of residents are engaged in commerce and service related occupations (Ghana Statistical Service [GSS], 2012, 2014). The AMA (Fig.
2) hosts a large number of manufacturing industries, oil companies, financial institutions, telecommunication, tourism, education, health institutions and other important
establishments. The presence of these infrastructure and opportunities continue to attract both indigenes and foreigners to transact various businesses (GSS, 2013).

Fig. 2 Map of Accra Metropolis Showing the Study Sites. Source: GIS Unit of the Department of Geography
and Regional Planning (2017)
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Data and methods

The study was cross-sectional in nature and used the quantitative dominant concurrent
nested (QUANT+qual) design for this study. Accordingly, in terms of status and integration, the study was largely quantitative dominant both at the data collection and the analysis stages with the qualitative dimension playing a supportive role. Data for the study
were mainly derived from a survey and in-depth interviews from a much wider study conducted in 2017 in the Accra Metropolis. The data covered the socio-demographic characteristics of the immigrants, their main trading activities, and issues on their overall
livelihood status. The target population comprised West African migrants who were engaged in any form of itinerant petty trading in the AMA. The inclusion and exclusion criteria for the study involved two issues 1) the immigrant must have engaged in itinerant
trading for at least one year and 2) must not be a dual national, naturalized or a national
by marriage. The one-year benchmark was adopted in selecting the immigrants because
the UN classifies people who reside in countries of destinations for 1 year or more as permanent migrants and describes those who stay below 1 year as temporary migrants or visitors. The 2010 PHC reports also reveal that the longest duration of stay of most foreign
migrants in the AMA is between 1 and 4 years (GSS, 2014). The unit of analysis was the
individual itinerant immigrant trader and the data obtained from the field were analysed
at the individual immigrant level.
Due to the urbanized and congested nature of the AMA, nine communities with the
highest concentration of itinerant traders were purposively sampled for the study. These
communities were Abeka, Ablekuma, Abossey Okai, Agbogbloshie, New Fadama, Lartebiokorshie, Sukura, Nima and Mamobi. (Antwi-Bosiakoh, 2009; GSS 2014; Serbeh et al.,
2015). The snowballing technique was employed to generate a sample frame of 842 itinerant traders in the nine communities. The sample frame of 842 itinerant traders was used
as the sample size because quantitative approaches demand large sample sizes for rigorous
statistical analysis (Fawcett & Arnold, 1987). One major flaw, however, for using the snowball technique was that sampling bias could not be ruled out.
As regards the qualitative dimension of the study, 12 key informants who had
in-depth knowledge about the immigrants’ trading activities were purposively selected
and interviewed. These comprised one interviewee each of Ghana Immigration Service
[GIS], Ghana Union of Traders Association [GUTA], and Ghana Investment Promotion
Centre [GIPC]. The other interviewees were nine leaders of the immigrant traders (one
from each study community) who were responsible for the coordination of their itinerant trading activities in the study sites. Interview schedule (researcher-administered
questionnaire) and in-depth interview guide [IDI] were used to collect the data for the
study. The interview schedule helped because the questions were worded in the English
Language as most West African immigrants in itinerant petty trading in Ghana are
either illiterates or not well educated enough to read and understand the English
Language (GSS, 2013), particularly those who originated from Francophone countries.
The instruments were administered by the researcher and four trained field assistants
in the local languages (Asante Twi and Ga), English, French and Hausa which are the
dominant languages spoken among the immigrant traders. The instrument comprised
both open-ended and closed ended questions.
The interview schedule and the IDI guide were structured in three main parts.
The first part elicited responses on the socio-demographic characteristics of the
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immigrants (e.g. sex, country of origin, age, education, marital status, duration in
trade, previous occupation at origin, religious affiliation & household size) while
the second part covered their main itinerant trading activities at the destination.
The last aspect of the instruments assessed their livelihood status using seven main
livelihood indicators namely: permanency of their occupation [improved job security], ability to afford adequate food for themselves and their families [improved
food security], ability to afford their health care needs, ability to withstand occasional price shocks on basic necessities of life [improved vulnerability], acquisition
of household assets and formation of relevant social capital to depend on during
difficult times (improved social networks).
The instruments were pre-tested in the Kumasi Metropolis to evaluate their face
and content validity. The actual data collection began on January 20th 2017
through to 20th March 2017. All protocols involving community entry were conscientiously observed with opinion leaders (assembly members and the immigrant
leaders) who then served as focal persons throughout the study and helped the research team contact the selected respondents for the survey. Data from the interview schedule and interview guide were first cross-checked to ensure they were
completed and accurate. Afterwards, it was noticed that out of the 842 interview
schedule administered, 779 of them were found suitable for processing and analysis
representing a response rate of 92.5%. The interview schedule was then numbered
serially and keyed into SPSS (version 21) for further processing and analysis. The
Cronbach’s Alpha value was calculated to ascertain the data quality/reliability prior
to the analysis. Descriptive and inferential statistical tools were used to analyse and
present the data. As regards the descriptive analyses, frequency distributions, percentages, cross-tabulations were the main method of data reporting. Further, binary
logistic regression model was used to test the hypotheses stated because the
dependent variables were categorical. The rationale was to test models to predict
categorical outcomes with two or more categories. Data from the IDI guides were
transcribed verbatim and manually analysed. The direct quotations from the patterns that emerged from the analysis was adopted in the presentation of the findings. The ‘member check’ approach was used to validate the results from the
in-depth interviews. Ethical clearance with protocol identification number
(UCCIRB/CHLS/2016/23) was obtained from the Institutional Review Board of the
University of Cape Coast before the study commenced.

Results and discussion
Socio-demographic characteristics

Table 1 presents the socio-demographic characteristics of the immigrant traders captured in the survey. The results indicate that a higher proportion of the immigrants
were itinerant traders from Niger (42.2%) and Mali (22.6%) which underpin the observation made by IOM (2015) and Yaro (2008) that intra-regional mobility in West Africa
is generally dominated by North-South movement from landlocked countries of Sahel
West Africa such as Niger and Mali to the more prosperous cities of coastal West
Africa predominantly Côte d’Ivoire, Ghana, and Nigeria. With respect to sex composition of the immigrants, the results showed that about nine out of ten were males. In
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terms of age distribution, over six out of ten (61.5%) were aged between 20 and 29 years
while a few (7.1%) were in the age category of 40–49 years. Table 1 further suggests that
nearly 60.0% were never married (single) and over a sixth.
(66.7%) of them were without formal education. The analysis also indicates that the
majority (97.0%) of the immigrant traders were Muslims and about half of them had
household sizes of one to four members. These revelations from the study confirm
what Konseiga (2005), Olsen (2011) and ECOWAS Commission (2014) had observed
that the main feature of migratory movements in West Africa is male-dominated who
are more likely to be young and unmarried.
The current findings (Table 1) also support what Stenou (2004), Adepoju (2005)
and GSS (2013) indicated that most migrants within the region generally lack basic
skills to compete for formal sector jobs at the new destination. The youthful age
composition of the immigrant traders (Table 1) suggests that they are capable of
improving upon their human capital and ultimately their livelihood status. Table 1
further revealed that about 65.0% of the immigrants were farmers prior to migration and more than two-thirds (81.3%) were engaged in their current trading activities for 1–4 years which lends credence to what has been stated by GSS (2013,
2014) that most West African immigrants in Ghana are predominantly rural
farmers prior to migration and that the majority of them dwell in the Accra
Metropolis for between 1 and 4 years.
Type of trading activities

Table 2 shows that the immigrants were largely engaged in the sale of leather belts/foot
wears/bags (18.0%) and traditional herbal medicines (17.0%) while itinerant vending of
food products (7.3%) emerged as the least trading activity. Evidence from qualitative interviews with leaders of the immigrant traders added further context to the quantitative
findings. During the interviews, one interviewee from Niger chronicled the types of
products mostly retailed among them. He indicated that most itinerant traders from
West Africa do not usually sell one item and that the types of goods sold among the
immigrants generally vary from time to time and that it depended on what was trending in the market area at any given period. The excerpt below presents the types of
wares he was involved in at the time of the interview:
The items I sell vary from time to time depending on how the market is moving.
Sometimes I roam with shoes, bags, lamps and perfumes. Another time I go into
clothing. For example, these electronics gadgets I am selling right now last year I was
not selling them, I was selling DVDs/CDs recorder/players and mobile phone
accessories you see [45-year old interviewee from Niger].
A contrary view regarding the immigrants’ trading activities was, however, held by an
interviewee from GIPC (the institution that coordinates the trading activities of foreigners in Ghana). During the interview, this was what was said about their main trading activities:
Most of itinerant West African immigrants in the Accra Metropolis are generally
engaged in the retail of textiles, electrical appliances and books [59-year old
interviewee from GIPC].
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Table 1 Socio-demographic characteristics
Socio-demographic characteristics

Number

Percent

Benin

39

5.0

Burkina Faso

32

4.1

Mali

176

22.6

Niger

329

42.2

Nigeria

146

18.7

Togo

49

6.3

Other

8

1.1

Male

694

89.1

Female

85

10.9

< 20

89

11.4

20–29

479

61.5

30–39

164

20.0

40–49

55

7.1

Never married

462

59.3

Married

294

37.7

Widowed

13

1.7

Divorced/Separated

10

1.3

No formal education

520

66.7

Basic education

188

31.1

Secondary/tertiary

16

2.2

Christianity

23

3.0

Islam

756

97.0

1–4

335

42.5

5–8

250

32.1

>8

194

24.9

Artisan

9

1.2

Trading

150

19.3

Services

50

6.4

Farming

505

64.8

Unemployed

58

7.4

Other

7

0.9

633

81.3

Country of origin

Sex

Age in completed years

Marital status

Educational attainment

Religious affiliation

Household size

Occupation before migration

Duration in trade (in years)
1–4
5–8

129

16.6

≥9

17

2.1

Source: Field survey, 2017

99

419

162

34

15

Mali

Niger

Nigeria

Togo

Other

8.6

18.1

10.7

1.0

14.2

12.9

6.7

11.8

16.2

3.2

Electronics/ accessories (%)

19.5

2.9

30.2

16.5

15.3

16.2

4.8

32.3

15.2

17.0

Herbal medicines (%)

DVDs Digital Video/Versatile Discs, LCDs Liquid Crystal Displays
Source: Field survey, (2017)

37

242

B Faso

63

Benin

Country of origin

873

Female

972

N

Types of wares/services sold

Male

Sex

Items sold

Variables

Table 2 Types of trading activities by sex and country of origin

13.3

32.4

13.6

6.4

2.9

2.7

6.3

16.2

6.4

7.3

Food products (%)

0.0

2.9

2.5

6.7

13.2

5.4

6.3

6.1

7.7

7.5

Garments/ fabrics (%)

13.3

8.8

6.2

8.8

20.2

16.2

19.0

17.2

11.7

12.2

Clothing (%)

26.7

14.7

16.7

17.2

16.1

10.8

28.6

14.1

18.3

17.8

Belts/foot wears/bags (%)

2.0

14.7

9.9

8.6

5.8

10.8

15.9

10.1

8.9

9.1

Ornaments (%)

18.5

11.8

12.3

17.7

15.7

21.6

15.9

3.0

17.6

16.2

DVDs/CDs (%)
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Given that most of the immigrants were engaged in the sale of foot wears/leather belts/
bags (17.8%) and traditional herbal medicines (17.0%) contradict similar findings by
Hunters and Skinner (2001) among itinerant foreign retailers in Durban South Africa
where nearly about half of their study sample (47.0%) was involved in the provision of
haircut and shoe shining or repair services.
Although men and women across the various countries of origin were involved in the
sale of all the wares outlined in Table 2, there appears to be gender and country specific
differences in the types of wares sold. In the study, whereas men were generally engaged in the retail of foot wears/leather belts/bags, DVDs/LCDs players/recorders and
electronics/accessories, their women counterparts dealt in a broader range of wares
namely: herbal medicines, food items, clothes and valuable ornaments (Table 2). This
finding as shown in Table 2 was anticipated because trading activities involving the retail of foot wears/leather belts/bags, electronics/accessories and DVDs/LCDs players/recorders are generally perceived as masculine related occupations in most societies in
West Africa (Aniegye, 2012; Gough & Langevang, 2016). The current evidence presented in Table 2 also confirms findings by Hunters and Skinner (2001) and Awumbila
et al. (2009) where the type of goods traded among transnational migrant traders were
diverse across gender.
Similar patterns in the immigrants’ trading activities were observed across their countries of origin with some nationals specialising in specific business activities (Table 2).
For instance, while immigrants from Benin (28.6%) were largely specialised in the sale
of foot wears/leader belts/bags, their counterparts from Nigeria (30.2%) were generally
engaged in the sale of traditional herbal medicines (Table 2). These differences in the
type of wares sold across countries and sex (Table 2) go to support the observations
made in the conceptual framework for the study (Fig. 1) that immigrants’ personal
characteristics such as sex and country of origin have the proclivity to influence their
livelihood activities at their destinations. One major observation made from both the
quantitative and qualitative studies was that the types of wares sold among the immigrants were at variance with wares which were hitherto transacted among commercial
migrant traders in the pre-colonial and colonial epochs (Akinjogbin, 1980). For instance, Peil (1974) and Aniegye (2012) recounted that the trading activities of commercial migrants in West Africa during the pre-colonial and colonial era were centred on
commodities like kola-nuts, salt, cloths, gold, ivory, and tobacco among others. These
differences could be largely attributed to the pervasiveness of foreign manufactured
merchandise from the Asian markets (e.g. China) and the proliferation of modern
manufacturing industries across the West Africa sub-region (Debrah, 2007; GSS, 2013;
Ajavon, 2014).

Livelihood status

Seven different binary logistic regression models were used to estimate the livelihood
status of the immigrant retailers (Table 3). The focus of the analysis was to ascertain
whether their socio-demographic characteristics (sex, age, country of origin, main trading activity and duration in trade) had any influence on their livelihood status. In each
of the models, improved livelihood status was designated as one representing increasing
odds in favour of positive livelihood status while deteriorated livelihood status was
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6.131

1.260

*0.733

2.902

1.222

2.194

Burkina Faso

Mali

Niger

Nigeria

Togo

*1.360

0.509

*0.276

0.652

1.192

0.886

Electronics/ Accessories

Herbal medicines

Food products

Fabrics

Clothing

Belts/bags/foot wear

Main trading activity

Other (RC)

1.526

Benin

Country of origin

40–49 (RC)

*0.564

*0.455

1.093

0.999

0.475

1.179

5.951

*8.083

0.689

0.643

0.494

0.531

0.951

*6.592

30–39

2.100

1.735

20–29

*2.543

0.199

Odds

*2.518

Food security
Odds

Job security

< 20

Age (in years)

Female (RC)

Male

Sex

Predictors

0.914

0.851

0.832

*0.279

0.560

*1.634

1.296

0.716

0.390

1.290

2.342

0.342

2.345

6.490

*0.478

1.965

Odds

Price shocks

Table 3 Estimate of binary logistic regression models of livelihood status
Afford healthcare

0.455

0.768

0.930

0.730

*1.138

0.950

0.235

0.251

0.610

2.023

0.333

0.211

0.000

0.000

0.231

1.451

Odds

Acquisition of assets

0.677

0.588

0.609

*0.337

0.693

1.077

11.896

3.587

2.589

10.548

1.236

2.461

4.410

*0.541

*0.342

*2.458

Odds

Social networks

1.217

0.807

0.868

0.567

0.670

0.630

1.034

2.240

0.578

1.934

0.905

0.578

0.849

0.627

0.391

*3.675

Odds

0.661

0.682

0.690

*0.420

0.638

*1.765

2.418

2.030

*0.350

*0.335

1.906

2.250

6.186

2.732

*0.217

*3.588

Overall livelihood status
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2

2

(χ = 8.029; df = 8; P >
0.431)

2

48.0%

*0.593

0.205

1.042

*Significant at P < 0.050
RC Reference category
Source: Field survey (2017)

(χ2 = 121.720 df = 8; (χ2 = 98.364; df = 8; (χ2 = 212.752; df = 24; (χ2 = 72.126; df = 24; (χ2 = 163.978; df = 24; P >
P > 0.040)
P > 0.000
P > 0.000)
P > 0.000)
0.000)

(χ = 5.747; df = 8;
P > 0.676)

2

37.8

1.545

0.858

0.467

Acquisition of assets
Odds

Omnibus Tests of Model
Coefficients

2

75.4%

0.482

0.428

(χ = 11.877; df = 8; (χ = 10.255; df = 8;
P > 0.157)
P > 0.248)

74.2%

53.7%

1.199

*0.485

*1.334

Afford healthcare
Odds

(χ = 10.432; df = 8;
P > 0.236)

≥9 (RC)

1.967

Price shocks
Odds

Hosmer and Lomeshow Test

R2

*0.670

5–8

1.233

Odds

1.049

Food security
Odds

Job security

1–4

Duration in trade

DVDs/CDs (RC)

Ornaments

Predictors

Table 3 Estimate of binary logistic regression models of livelihood status (Continued)
Social networks

(χ2 = 99.994; df = 24; P >
0.000)

(χ = 7.319; df = 24; P >
0.503)

2

47.3%

0.840

0.622

2.671

Odds

(model = 59.843; df = 24;
p < 0.050)

(χ2 = 13.380; df = 8;
P > 0.099)

63.8%

0.453

*0.197

0.828

Overall livelihood status
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captured as zero signifying decreasing odds in favour of negative livelihood status. The
analyses (Table 3) showed that all the five independent variables demonstrated to be
good predictors of the various indicators of their livelihood status. According to Pallant
(2005), a model is considered as a good predictor, when the alpha value of the Hosmer
and Lemeshow Test is greater than 0.05 and in the case of the output of these data
(Table 3), all the alpha values were greater than 0.05, and thus signified a strong reliability of the models.
Results from the binary logistic regression models (Table 3) showed that background characteristics of the immigrant traders (sex, age, country of origin, duration in business, type of wares traded) were significant predictors of their
livelihood status which accentuate the basic assumptions of the conceptual framework for the study (framework for migration and itinerant migrant trade) and the
framework for migration and livelihood studies by Tanle (2015) that personal characteristics of migrants have significant influence on the livelihood outcome of their
trading activities such as their income earnings and general livelihood status. The
current revelations as typified in Table 3 similarly corroborate earlier studies by
Waddington (2003), International Labour Organization [ILO] (2002) and Rigg et al.
(2014) that the socio-demographic characteristics of migrants have the tendency to
affect their livelihood strategies and overall livelihood status. Specifically, male itinerant traders were about three times more likely to have improved job security as
compared to their female counterparts due to their migration (Table 3). This finding as shown in Table 3 supports the observation made by Ghana Statistical Service [GSS], (2012) that female entrepreneurs are generally vulnerable in the market
environment and thus most likely to have insecure livelihoods due to excessive and
unfair competition from their male counterparts.
With respect to acquisition of household assets (Table 3), it was again found that
males were about 2.458 times more likely to accumulate sufficient assets as compared to their female compatriots. This was anticipated because in many social settings in Africa, males are generally regarded as the breadwinners and material
providers of their families or households and are, therefore, mandated to provide
the needed household assets and facilities for the comfort of their household members (Anarfi et al., 2003; Tanle, 2010; GSS, 2013). Also, male immigrants were
about four times more likely to have sufficient social networks to depend on during difficult moments as compared to the reference category (Table 3) which was
expected because females by the nature of their upbringing are taught to be mindful in relating with people in society, especially the opposite sex. Moreover, the
cultural and conjugal obligations imposed on females particularly those who are
married are such that they are usually not expected to mingle freely with others as
men do or depend on others especially the opposite sex for any form of assistance
except their spouses. This for sure might have affected their social connections. In
terms of the overall livelihood status of the immigrant traders, it was found that
males were about four times more likely to better their lots as compared to their
female folks (Table 3).
Again, age had significant impact on the livelihood status of the immigrant
traders (Table 3). Immigrants who were aged between 20 and 29 years were about
seven times more likely to have improved job security as compared to those who
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were older (40–49 years). This finding was not surprising because given the strenuous nature of itinerant trading (which largely involves moving from one location to
the other), it is only natural that migrants who are youthful are more likely to be
energetic and agile enough to undertake this form of business transactions with
ease and make sufficient profits to guarantee the security of their businesses. As
indicated by the human capital model proposed by Sjaastad (1962), Tanle (2010)
and Ghana Statistical Service [GSS] (2012), the quality of human capital of a migrant would, to a greater extent, influence his/her livelihood status. The study as
well revealed that immigrant traders who were younger (< 20 years) were about
three times more likely to achieve improved food security as compared to those
who were older (40–49 years). This could be based on the fact that migrants who
are relatively younger are more likely to be unmarried and thus has no responsibility of providing the food needs of their households or families.
Contrarily, it was noticed that immigrant traders who were less than 20 years were
about 0.478 times less likely to reduce vulnerabilities to occasional price shocks on
basic necessities as compared to those who were older (40–49 years) (Table 3). The
current finding could be attributed to the fact that these group of immigrants (those
aged < 20) might have been inexperienced in the business as compared to those who
were older to overcome occasional prices shocks. As regards assets acquisition, Table 3
revealed that immigrants who were young (< 20–29 years) were less likely to have improved asset-holding status as compared to those who were older (40–49 years). This
revelation again could be due to the fact that those immigrant traders who were elderly might have been involved in their itinerant trading activities for longer periods and
are, therefore, more likely to accumulate sufficient assets. In general, age indicated a
statistically significant effect on the overall livelihood status of the immigrant
traders and those who were much younger (< 20 years) were less likely to better their
lots as compared to those who were older (40–45 years) (Table 3).
In addition, country of origin indicated a statistically significant effect on the livelihood status of the immigrant traders (Table 3). While immigrant retailers from Mali
were about 0.733 less likely to have improved job security, it was found that immigrants
who originated from Togo were about twelve times more likely to achieve improved
job security as compared to the reference category. The analysis (Table 3) further
showed that whereas Burkinabes were 0.494 times less likely to achieve improved food
security as compared to those from other countries, it was discovered that immigrants
who were of Nigerian origin were eight times more likely to have improved food security. In general, the immigrants’ countries of origin were significantly associated with
their general livelihood status and immigrants from Mali (0.335) and those from Niger
(0.350) were less likely to achieve improvement in their overall livelihood status (Table
3) which authenticates what has been observed in the conceptual framework for the
study (Fig. 1) that socio-economic disparities between migrants’ areas of origin has the
proclivity to impact positively or negatively on their livelihood status.
A statistically significant relationship was also found between types of wares sold
among the immigrants and their livelihood status (Table 3). For instance, while itinerant traders of electronics and accessories were 1.360 times more likely to have improved job security, those engaged in the sale of food-related items were 0.276 times
less likely to attain improved job security (Table 3). Equally, immigrants who were
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involved in the retail of foot wears/leather belts/bags (0.564) and clothing (0.455) were
less likely to better their lots in the area of food security as compared to the reference
category (Table 3). With respect to vulnerabilities to occasional price shocks (Table 3),
it was again found that itinerant retailers of electronics and accessories were about two
times more likely to reduce vulnerabilities to occasional price shocks on basic necessities which confirms the claim by Roever and Linares (2008) that sellers of durable
products like electronics and accessories are less exposed to asset loss and price fluctuations compared to other types of goods traded. In general, itinerant traders of garments/fabrics (0.279) had the least likelihood of reducing vulnerabilities to occasional
price shocks as compared to the reference category.
With regard to access to healthcare services (Table 3), it was found that itinerant
traders of traditional herbal medicines were 1.138 times more likely to have improved
healthcare access as compared to reference category which could be explained by their
involvement in the sale of various traditional herbal medicines which perhaps may have
made them believe that they have the wherewithal to afford their healthcare needs. As
regards the acquisition of household assets, the analysis indicated that itinerant traders
of food items (0.337) were less likely to have improved asset-holding status as compared to the reference category (Table 3). An assessment of the overall livelihood status
of the immigrant traders revealed that while immigrants who were engaged in the retail
of food items were 0.276 times more likely to record a deteriorated livelihood status,
those involved in the sale of electronics and accessories were 1.360 times more likely to
achieve improved livelihood status (Table 3).
The current evidence from the survey (Table 3) was equally confirmed in the qualitative study. Two of the interviewees who were dealers in electronics and accessories and
food products respectively made the following revelations concerning their livelihood
status:
My living condition has improved because I earn good money now from my business
which was hitherto impossible in my country. I have got a permanent job now as
compared to the time I was farming back home. I have improved in terms of my
assets too. Aside the assets I possess, I have also made some savings as well and now I
think I can feed myself and the family. Will you believe that I have been able to
marry through this business? What I will say is that although I do not earn as others,
I feel my wellbeing is better now than before and I thank God for that [38-year old
dealer in electronics and accessories from Togo].
The second interviewee who dealt in food items made these remarks:
Trading in food items is relatively risky and less profitable unlike those engaged in the
sale of durable goods. I record a lot of food rots especially anytime my food items are
kept for long. Two other challenges facing my business is that while some of the items are
seasonal I also encounter storage-related problems. I really do not make enough money
from my business and that has actually affected my living conditions. I don’t have the financial capital otherwise I would have changed my line of business. My colleagues who
have the money and sell other products like plastic bowls better their lots than those of
us who retail perishable items. [45-year old interviewee from Niger].
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These variations in the livelihood status of the immigrant traders in relation to the
types of wares sold underpin the fundamental assumptions of the conceptual framework for the study (Fig. 1) that the type of livelihood activities immigrants undertake at
destination have the proclivity to influence their livelihood status. Moreover, these exposés from both the qualitative and quantitative study where itinerant traders of electronics and accessories attained the highest livelihood status further buttressed the
evidence put forward by Rogerson (1999) and Agergaard and Thao Thi (2010) that itinerant traders of durable products like hardware, electronics and accessories generally
earn higher and have relatively secured and improved livelihoods standards as compared to vendors of other products such as food-related items.
The immigrants’ duration in their business had significant influence on the indicators
of their livelihood status (Table 3). Immigrants who were involved in their itinerant retail businesses for shorter periods (1–4 years) were 0.670 and 0.485 times less likely to
achieve improved job security and food security respectively as compared to those who
were engaged in their trading activities for long (> = 9 years). It was again realized that
immigrant traders who were involved in their itinerant retail businesses for 5–8 years
were 0.593 times less likely to accumulate sufficient household assets as compared to
the reference category. In general, the length of time the immigrants spent in their
business operations had a statistically significant effect on their overall livelihood status
(Table 3). This evidence reinforces findings by Hunters and Skinner (2001) in Durban,
South Africa where over half of immigrant retailers who were engaged in their business
transactions for a considerable period reported an improvement in their economic and
social lives. This suggests that in assessing the livelihood status of migrants the time
spent in their work is key when assessing their livelihood status. The improvement in
the livelihood status of some immigrant traders across the key indicators of their livelihood status (Table 3) conform to findings by Waddington (2003) and Rigg et al. (2014)
that most migrants used migration as a strategy to accumulate sufficient income for
productive investment, moderate vulnerabilities to shocks and also enhanced their social status.

Conclusions and implications
The study analysed the livelihood activities of itinerant West African migrant traders
who were permanent residents in the AMA of Ghana. Based on the major findings, the
following conclusions and implications are drawn. The immigrants were generally
young unmarried males from Niger and the majority of them were without formal education (Table 1). The dominant trading activity undertaken among the immigrants was
itinerant vending of foot wears/leather belts/bags. Significant variations were found between the immigrants’ background characteristics and their livelihood status (Table 3).
Nevertheless, male itinerant immigrant traders and those who were older including
those involved in the sale of electronics and accessories were more likely to have improved livelihood status. The study concludes that although itinerant trading in the
AMA offered an opportunity for many itinerant immigrant traders to earn a living and
reduce their socio-economic vulnerabilities, it was found that young females and those
who were engaged in the sale of food-related items were less likely to achieve improved
livelihood status (Table 3) perhaps due to excessive and unfair competition from their
male counterparts and the risk usually associated with the marketing of food items.
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In accordance with the key findings, it is recommended itinerant West African immigrant traders should consider investing more of their resources in the sale of electronics
and accessories. This is because that line of business as revealed in Table 3 has the
highest potential of guaranteeing secured and improved livelihood. Meanwhile, any
form of business support aim at improving the living conditions of itinerant West African migrant traders in the AMA should be focussed on young female itinerant traders
and those involved in the sale of food items. It is, however, imperative to state that the
improvement in the livelihood status of some of the immigrant traders exemplified in
Table 3 has implications for future outmigration of other West Africans into the
country.
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