
Full Terms & Conditions of access and use can be found at
https://www.tandfonline.com/action/journalInformation?journalCode=ctwq20

Third World Quarterly

ISSN: (Print) (Online) Journal homepage: https://www.tandfonline.com/loi/ctwq20

Ugandan women’s approaches to doing business
and becoming entrepreneurs

Soledad Vieitez-Cerdeño, Roser Manzanera-Ruiz & Olga Margret M. M.
Namasembe

To cite this article: Soledad Vieitez-Cerdeño, Roser Manzanera-Ruiz & Olga Margret M.
M. Namasembe (2023): Ugandan women’s approaches to doing business and becoming
entrepreneurs, Third World Quarterly, DOI: 10.1080/01436597.2023.2189580

To link to this article:  https://doi.org/10.1080/01436597.2023.2189580

© 2023 The Author(s). Published by Informa
UK Limited, trading as Taylor & Francis
Group

Published online: 30 Mar 2023.

Submit your article to this journal 

Article views: 204

View related articles 

View Crossmark data

https://www.tandfonline.com/action/journalInformation?journalCode=ctwq20
https://www.tandfonline.com/loi/ctwq20
https://www.tandfonline.com/action/showCitFormats?doi=10.1080/01436597.2023.2189580
https://doi.org/10.1080/01436597.2023.2189580
https://www.tandfonline.com/action/authorSubmission?journalCode=ctwq20&show=instructions
https://www.tandfonline.com/action/authorSubmission?journalCode=ctwq20&show=instructions
https://www.tandfonline.com/doi/mlt/10.1080/01436597.2023.2189580
https://www.tandfonline.com/doi/mlt/10.1080/01436597.2023.2189580
http://crossmark.crossref.org/dialog/?doi=10.1080/01436597.2023.2189580&domain=pdf&date_stamp=2023-03-30
http://crossmark.crossref.org/dialog/?doi=10.1080/01436597.2023.2189580&domain=pdf&date_stamp=2023-03-30


 

Third World QuarTerly

Ugandan women’s approaches to doing business and 
becoming entrepreneurs

Soledad Vieitez-Cerdeñoa , Roser Manzanera-Ruizb  and Olga Margret M. 
M. Namasembec 
adepartment of Social anthropology, university of Granada, Granada, Spain; bdepartment of Sociology, 
university of Granada, Granada, Spain; cinstitute of Gender, and Women’s Studies, university of Granada, 
Granada, Spain

ABSTRACT
Uganda ranks first in female entrepreneurship in Africa, and Kampala 
is one of the country’s most important urban/commercial hubs. The 
markets of Kalerwe, Mulagoo-Nsooba, Nakasero, Ntinda and Seguku 
constitute the research setting. Important trading centres, these mar-
kets are also relevant social spaces for locals to interact with each other. 
This research addresses Ugandan women’s approaches to doing busi-
ness and being entrepreneurs, offering a typology: business owner, 
survival entrepreneur, opportunity entrepreneur and transitional entre-
preneur. Based on a qualitative methodology, 16 female entrepreneurs 
were interviewed during fieldwork (2019–2021). Data were collected 
through open-ended interviews, and a thematic analysis followed. By 
addressing female businesses from a postcolonial African perspective, 
the connections between culture and entrepreneurship are made 
explicit in understanding women’s entrepreneurship, thus filling a gap 
in the existing literature which has mostly focussed on the informal/
popular economies (as safe haven for victims of neoliberalism) or the 
African economic creativity (as panacea for development). Whether 
driven by necessity or opportunity, the results show that Ugandan 
women’s entrepreneurial initiatives are grounded in cultural and social 
values that overcome the structural constraints they face.

Introduction

Uganda ranks first in female entrepreneurship in Africa, followed by Ghana, Botswana, Malawi 
and Angola (MCIWE 2019). However, there is a shortage of research on African female entre-
preneurs except for a few relatively recent studies (Anyansi-Archibong 2021; Moreno-Gavara 
and Jiménez-Zarco 2019; Boateng 2018). In this paper we analyse Ugandan women’s entre-
preneurship by using a qualitative approach, and ‘interrogating entrepreneurship from the 
unique perspective of women’s lived experiences’ (Boateng 2018,  26). Based on a selection 
of 16 women, interviewed during fieldwork (2019–2021), we show a typology of female 
entrepreneurs operating in the markets of Kampala.

ARTICLE HISTORY
Received 21 June 2021
Accepted 7 March 2023

KEYWORDS
Women 
gender 
entrepreneurship 
informality 
creativity 
Uganda

© 2023 The author(s). Published by informa uK limited, trading as Taylor & Francis Group
CONTACT roser Manzanera-ruiz  roser@ugr.es

https://doi.org/10.1080/01436597.2023.2189580

This is an open access article distributed under the terms of the Creative Commons attribution-NonCommercial-Noderivatives license 
(http://creativecommons.org/licenses/by-nc-nd/4.0/), which permits non-commercial re-use, distribution, and reproduction in any medium, 
provided the original work is properly cited, and is not altered, transformed, or built upon in any way. The terms on which this article has been 
published allow the posting of the accepted Manuscript in a repository by the author(s) or with their consent.

http://orcid.org/0000-0002-4801-7552
http://orcid.org/0000-0001-9020-8371
http://orcid.org/0000-0002-4084-7770
mailto:roser@ugr.es
https://doi.org/10.1080/01436597.2023.2189580
http://www.tandfonline.com
http://crossmark.crossref.org/dialog/?doi=
http://creativecommons.org/licenses/by-nc-nd/4.0/


2 S. VIEITEZ-CERDEÑO ET AL.

In sub-Saharan Africa, up to 42% of the non-agricultural labour force is estimated to be 
self-employed; this is the highest rate in the world, and women are more likely to become 
entrepreneurs than men. Approximately 52% of working Ugandans are self-employed 
according to one source (Copley, Gokalp, and Kirkwood 2021), although other sources point 
to 76% of working nationals (UNHCR 2021). Even though the rate of female self-employed 
is 82.3% (WB 2019), not much research has been done to characterise women’s entrepre-
neurship, and this studies contributes to filling that gap. Female entrepreneurship contrib-
utes enormously to socioeconomic development in Africa, but measures designed to 
promote women entrepreneurs have been widely criticised, and the research continues to 
be limited (Anyansi-Archibong 2021; Moreno-Gavara and Jiménez-Zarco; Boateng 2018; 
Brush and Cooper 2012). The main criticism focusses on structural conditions that hinder 
entrepreneurial sustainability, as well as on contradictory situations that arise when the same 
models and institutions are used in different contexts (McQuaid, Vanderbeck, and Mbabazi 
2020; Iwu and Etim 2019).

The markets of Kampala: Kalerwe, Mulagoo-Nsooba, Nakasero, Ntinda  
and Seguku

This research was conducted in the central Ugandan city of Kampala, a business capital with 
a projected population of over 1.6 million (UBOS 2021). Due to the substantial number of 
migrants from other countries, there is a significant influx of people and goods to Kampala, 
the largest city of the country. During the last two decades, although still classified as a 
low-income country (Anyansi-Archibong 2021), Uganda has been rapidly growing (3%) (WB 
2019), although this has not translated directly into a better standard of living for many 
Ugandans (Nyombi 2016). Businesses are booming in Kampala, particularly in marketplaces, 
along roadsides and in neighbourhoods. However, most enterprises are informal, and most 
of the urban population live in low-income or poor settlements with minimal infrastructure 
and services (Anyansi-Archibong 2021).

Public markets in Kampala are important for the livelihood of small local retail businesses. 
For centuries local public markets have played a significant role in communities in Africa. 
These markets are important trading centres where people can earn a living, but they also 
create social spaces in neighbourhoods for locals to meet and interact with each other, as 
well as linking rural and urban communities (APS 2020). The interviewees operate in the 
markets of Kalerwe, Mulagoo-Nsooba, Nakasero, Ntinda and Seguku. These markets do not 
have nearby bus stops, meaning that customers must walk long distances. Kalerwe market, 
like others in the area, has undesignated bus stops 5–10 minutes apart (APS 2020). Kalerwe 
is a highly populated, low-income neighbourhood, north of Kampala’s central business dis-
trict, with a busy roadside marketplace. Mulago-Nsooba refers to an area located on two hills 
in the central district of Kampala, also a low-income area where the increase of commercial 
property and industrial expansion on marshland has greatly disadvantaged the poor because 
of persisting flooding. Nakasero is in central Kampala, and government offices, including 
the Parliament of Uganda, as well as the most luxurious hotels and restaurants, and banking 
institutions, are located on top of the Nakasero hill. Commercial activity is booming in the 
regions west and south of Nakasero. Ntinda, in north-eastern Kampala, is another high-in-
come area, a new urban marketplace, very busy and lively. Ntinda started as a small trading 
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centre in the 1960s, with a farmers’ market and a few shops; by the mid-1980s, Ntinda had 
become a trendy neighbourhood for upscale residents. Finally, Seguku is located in 
south-western Kampala,  a 15-minute drive from the city centre, and is a high-income neigh-
bourhood, full of hotels for tourists.

Female entrepreneurship in postcolonial African perspective: popular 
economies and creativity

The embedding of economic activity in society/culture allows the joint analysis of economic 
and socio-cultural aspects to explain economic behaviour (Alenda-Demoutiez 2022; Anyansi-
Archibong 2021). The African principle of reciprocity as linked to entrepreneurship shows 
in features such as buyer–seller interaction, collaborative partnerships and the fostering of 
long-term relationships (Darley, Luethge, and Blankson 2013). Undoubtedly, the connections 
between culture and entrepreneurship are revealing for understanding female entrepre-
neurship in Uganda. Studies have pointed to women’s reasons for starting a business as 
necessary to maintain themselves and their children, meeting the most immediate family 
needs (Anyansi-Archibong 2021; Boateng 2018). The interconnection between social and 
familial relationships for women entrepreneurs is crucial (Monteith and Camfield 2019), with 
collateral social relationships, where group, extended family and/or lineage goals and 
well-being prevail (Mupedziswa, Rankopo, and Lengwe-Katembula 2019); as well as respect 
for elders and a sense of community (Darley and Blankson 2008). Thus, the most prevalent 
reasons for female entrepreneurship include the following: social and kinship ties; group, 
extended family and/or lineage welfare; respect for elders (generation); and sense of com-
munity (Monteith and Camfield 2019; Mupedziswa, Rankopo, and Lengwe-Katembula 2019).

We approach postcolonialism here not as a single theory, but as a problematisation of 
female entrepreneurship in contemporary development theory of particular relevance to 
Africa (Moore 2020), because it puts into value women’s economic significance and achieve-
ments (Hirsch and Lopes 2020). A postcolonial lens is relevant, since Eurocentric miscon-
ceptions resulting from colonial and development history have prioritised material wealth 
and individualism in research on African entrepreneurship (Allen and Amadi 2022; Nkomo 
2011). Research on the characterisation of women entrepreneurs in Africa has been limited 
(Boateng 2018; Bullini Orlandi 2017; Tshabalala and Ezeuduji 2016; Langevang, Namatovu, 
and Dawa 2012). When looking at cultural features, studies either show culture as an obsta-
cle to development (Kansheba 2020) or closely scrutinise socialisation and cultural values 
of entrepreneurs as juxtaposed (Mamadou 2020). In both instances the local knowledge 
and experiences of African women entrepreneurs are not considered in the analysis, nor is 
there any categorisation of the different ways of doing business and being an entrepreneur 
in Uganda (Anyansi-Archibong 2021). Thus, a specific focus on women’s knowledge, expe-
riences or perceptions is required to then explain their business practices inductively in 
context, even if they remain marginalised in the so-called informal or popular sectors of 
the economy. Clarifying the links between culture and entrepreneurship is important for 
understanding Ugandan women’s economic activities, usually classified either as popular/
informal economies or, more recently, creative economies, both linked to increasing neo-
liberalism in Africa.
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Markedly female African popular economies: self-employment and business 
ownership

Many of the female entrepreneurial activities are framed in the informal economy (Chen and 
Carre 2020), a sector that has been much contested since  Hart (1973) studied the case of 
the Frafras migrants in Accra (Ghana). At the time, the author stressed the importance of this 
sector as an indigenous enterprise (Hart 1973, 89). In fact, this type of enterprise is informal 
in terms of production and employment, not only for the Ugandan national economy, but 
for the global economy (Amofah 2021; Chen and Carre 2020).

Overall, perspectives on informality have been considered linked to poverty and margin-
alisation in urban spaces (Danquah, Schotte, and Sen 2021). The issue of the legality of 
enterprises is very complex in Africa and has been connected to colonisation and moderni-
sation in terms of the control of African labour (Anyansi-Archibong 2021; Kinyanjui 2014). 
These popular economies tend to be depicted as a ‘refuge or safe haven for the victims of 
neoliberalism’ (Kinyanjui 2014, 12). However, informal economies preceded the austerity 
measures imposed by structural adjustment programmes in the mid/late 1980s (Forster et al. 
2019). African popular economies are markedly female, particularly in the food and the 
clothing markets. Informality as linked to the economy has been defined in multiple ways 
over time, but we are particularly interested in popular economies. Popular and solidarity 
economies also focus on savings schemes such as chilemba, kiremba, upato or kwegatta 
(Uganda) – that is, rotating savings and credit associations (roscas), such as xitique 
(Mozambique), a non-market economic tool with socioeconomic objectives that reaffirms 
personal or community identities and reinforces group cohesion (Cunha 2015, 2016). From 
a decolonial point of view, popular economies are also considered alternative economies 
(with distinctive ways of producing, distributing and consuming). Thus, Ugandan female 
entrepreneurship is treated here as a sociocultural institution embedded in the global market 
system (Amofah 2021).

In Africa, the differentiation between formal and informal businesses stems from a dual-
istic view of the economy that dismisses a multitude of cultural and social elements 
(Anyansi-Archibong 2021). Formality or informality of businesses in Uganda is based on 
whether they are registered with the authorities, pay taxes and have social protection (Chen 
and Carre 2020; Mugoda et al. 2020). In regions such as sub-Saharan Africa, where formal 
institutions are often weak or dysfunctional (AEO, 2017), women entrepreneurs are more 
likely to turn to their relatives for support than elsewhere. Examples of formal institutional 
voids are poorly developed infrastructure, insufficient capital and labour markets, or inef-
ficient laws and regulations. In these contexts, family constitutes a valuable alternative 
since it offers the trust, solidarity and resources that formal institutions fail to provide (Wolf 
and Frese 2018).

African creativity: socioeconomic dynamism and diversifying means of living

African popular economies are also a revolutionary and heroic enterprise, as they imply a 
socioeconomic dynamism for a large section of the population who struggle to earn a living, 
to upgrade their position, to define their identities, and to find a place in the cities (Kinyanjui 
2014). African economic creativity, far from disappearing from the urban landscape, as 
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predicted in the 1970s and 1980s, has tended to grow and become a hallmark of identity 
(Hracs, Comunian, and England 2022). Indeed, Robinson (2002) proposes a focus on the 
ordinary aspects of cities in terms of creativity, diversity, modernity and distinctiveness. 
Kinyanjui (2014), in the same vein, proposes an analysis of the diversity and creativity of the 
African city in relation to indigenous African markets and solidarity entrepreneurship, con-
sidering collective organisation as a key form of business in the city centre (cf. Anyansi-
Archibong 2021).

African economic creativity has often been seen as a panacea for development, even 
claiming that it would place African countries on the international map (as if they had never 
counted before) (Hracs, Comunian, and England 2022). In the last two decades it has been 
linked to the way African people redefine themselves and project a different image and 
cultural impact (Comunian, Brian, and England 2021). For their part, the United Nation (UN) 
and United Nations Conference on Trade and Development (UNCTAD) recognise that eco-
nomic creativity lies at

the interface among creativity, culture, economics and technology, as expressed in the ability 
to create and circulate intellectual capital, has the potential to generate income, jobs and 
export earnings while at the same time promoting social inclusion, cultural diversity and 
human development. (2008, iiii)

From this viewpoint, creative economies could be a great catch-all – that is, a broad 
spectrum of business models in which activities can range from commercial to public and 
community-based. Here we argue for the dynamism and creativity of African economies, as 
well as the agency of Ugandan women entrepreneurs, in terms of subsistence and resistance 
to the globalising neoliberal economy (Michaeli 2021; Kinyanjui 2013). These African entre-
preneurs manage to free themselves from other obligations arising from male (or other 
unwanted community) relationships and achieve economic and social independence. Most 
of these women are mothers with several children, single or divorced/separated. They run 
various associations and businesses such as street food stalls and textile or tobacco market-
ing, as well as savings schemes (Hogdson and McCurdy 2001). Such a creative economy as 
that of Ugandan entrepreneurs generates not only economic value but also often cultural, 
social, educational and psychological value through personal fulfilment and satisfaction 
(Anyansi-Archibong 2021; Comunian, Brian, and England 2021).

Female entrepreneurship is associated with self-employment and business ownership; 
women hold the majority share and manage the decision-making process (Carter and Shaw 
2006). Such businesses are generally small and part of the informal or popular sector of the 
economy (Anyansi-Archibong 2021; Vossenberg 2013). A woman entrepreneur is someone 
who starts a business on her own or with one or more partners; takes on financial, admin-
istrative and social risks and responsibilities; and manages day-to-day operations (UNDP 
2004). These women face widespread gender bias and stereotyping that classifies them as 
unskilled ‘passive victims’ of (or intruders in) a male-dominated sector (Iwu and Etim 2019). 
As Boateng (2018) recalls, historically, African female entrepreneurs have played a key role 
in economic development, whether out of survival/necessity or opportunity (Anyansi-
Archibong 2021; Moreno-Gavara and Jiménez-Zarco 2019). African female survival entre-
preneurs generate revenues for their households based on their skills and charisma, while 
opportunity entrepreneurs have become leaders of relevant sectors (textile, banking and 
finance, entertainment, oil or gas) (Boateng 2018).
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Methodology

To analyse women’s entrepreneurship in Uganda, fieldwork was carried out between 
2019 and 2021, using a qualitative approach. The city of Kampala was selected, given its 
importance as a business hub, and its history and accessibility. The main tool was the 
field journal for collecting data on observations of occurrences, theoretical notes, and 
methodological problems; semi-structured and open interviews were also used. 
Instruments such as observation (experiencing), interviewing (enquiring), and secondary 
materials (examining) (Wolcott 1994) allowed us to collect rich data, consisting of ‘a wide 
and diverse range of information collected over a relatively prolonged period of time’ 
(Lofland and Lofland 1995, 16). The entrepreneurial process is a dynamic process; it occurs 
over time and involves multiple stakeholders as well as various dimensions of the imme-
diate environment. Thus, wherever possible, triangulation of the various data sources 
was used to check the validity of statements obtained in the interviews, and to safeguard 
the credibility of the findings.

Purposive sampling served to select the informants (Creswell 2012). A total of 16 cases 
were analysed in depth to characterise a wide array of businesses. The entrepreneurial activ-
ities of the interviewees were very diverse: market and street businesses, retail shops, restau-
rants, vegetable farmers, greenhouse farmers, seed vendors, and mobile money providers. 
In Kampala, market businesses are conducted in large public markets where the women sell 
fresh food and produce such as fruit, vegetables, and matooke (green bananas). Street busi-
nesses are located on the main streets or along the roadside where they sell fresh fruit and 
food. Retail shops can also be found in and around markets selling dry goods; greenhouse 
farmers sell their crops in markets, as well as vendors who sell seeds to farmers. Finally, mobile 
money businesses facilitate financial transactions in the markets and along the main roads, 
providing services such as sending and receiving money through buyers’ and sellers’ smart-
phones to initiate and conclude transactions.

Interviewees were selected based on their willingness to participate in the interviews, 
and the locations of their businesses in the study area. In order to be sensitive to women’s 
entrepreneurs’ hectic daily life, and avoid interfering with their business activities, the inter-
view schedule was decided by the entrepreneurs themselves. Snowball sampling was used, 
since the first interviewees often helped to recruit more informants through word of mouth. 
The contact strategy consisted in approaching female entrepreneurs in markets, retail shops 
and streets, and explaining to them the study aims and interest in having them participate. 
The third author presented herself as a graduate student at Makerere University and obtained 
informants’ consent for them to take part in the research. The interviewees were informed 
that their confidentiality and anonymity were always ensured during the presentation of 
the research in every interview being conducted. Thus, trust was established between the 
female entrepreneurs and the interviewer, her presence was accepted, and it was understood 
that the study would not only be a long-term commitment but would also make their voices 
heard and their experiences highlighted.

Interviews were conducted in the Luganda language, and a research assistant with expe-
rience in qualitative research was also recruited and trained. Data analysis was structured 
as follows: first, interview transcripts were read several times to collect recurrent themes and 
identify emerging patterns; secondly, data were organised, coded and analysed. A first round 
of coding produced a set of organisational and theoretical codes (primary coding) (Maxwell 
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2012). This round of coding allowed us to link business and culture more closely – that is, to 
assess whether the type of business is influenced by the socioeconomic environment, social 
networks and family ties. These codes were supplemented with new ones that emerged 
from the data (secondary coding) to identify key sub-themes and related dimensions (Gioia, 
Corley, and Hamilton 2013). Emerging codes in the second round were the following: rela-
tionships between entrepreneurs (ie partnerships), customer loyalty (care, agreements, etc.), 
generational issues and children’s education. All of these, in turn, informed the subsequent 
reformulation of the existing theory (Fletcher 2017).

The literature review was primarily performed in the archives/libraries of Makerere 
University (Uganda) and Universidad de Granada (Spain). The data were processed to identify 
the most significant aspects of the women’s entrepreneurial initiatives, expectations and 
constraints, with special attention given to key and recurring ideas. The links between social 
relations and entrepreneurship proved important for understanding women’s entrepreneur-
ship in Uganda.

Culture and entrepreneurship

A characterisation of female entrepreneurship: from small business owner to 
transitional entrepreneur

The informal or popular economy in Uganda accounts for 97% of all enterprises in the country 
(Nangoli et al. 2013). Since it does not require a large capital outlay to launch businesses, 
business survival is favoured overall. Popular economy does not require high academic qual-
ifications and businesses do not have to be formally registered (Rugasira 2016), making them 
a safe haven for women entrepreneurs. In Uganda, 51.5% of women ages 18 to 65 are active 
in this economy and pursue an informal education as an alternative to abandoning formal 
education altogether (Guloba, Sewanyana, and Birabwa 2017). Families unable to educate 
their daughters through the formal system thus turn to informal education to equip them 
with the necessary entrepreneurial skills (Kayongo, Kawooya, and Mijumbi-Deve 2019;) and 
is subject to fewer regulations than are businesses in the formal sector.

The 2015 Uganda Women Entrepreneurship Programme (UWEP) sought to improve 
access to financial services and boost entrepreneurial economic growth (Ministry of Gender, 
Labour, and and Social Development 2019). However, there have been few long-lasting 
initiatives with a specific mandate to promote women’s entrepreneurship, and the number 
of women who have benefitted from them annually appears to be relatively modest. In 
addition, there are few organisations that offer support to women entrepreneurs (Mugabi 
2014; Amofah 2021). Furthermore, local entrepreneurial efforts are sidelined in favour of 
large multinational corporations, thus undermining initiatives aimed at promoting local 
entrepreneurial development. Under these conditions, even women who have received an 
education find it difficult to access paid employment or to obtain credit (Atekyereza 2001).

Social issues tend to motivate women to begin businesses, and female entrepreneurs 
often measure success by the extent to which they help others (Boateng 2018), and many 
started their businesses in the popular economy out of the necessity to feed their children 
and families. Still, data from the Global Entrepreneurship Monitor 2016/2017 Women’s 
Report show that 61.8% of African women entrepreneurs stated that they started a busi-
ness driven by opportunity, rather than by survival or necessity (GEM 2017), and our 
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research data in Uganda show that only 31.25% of Ugandan entrepreneurs are driven by 
necessity.

This research addresses how female entrepreneurs’ lives and experiences help them to 
achieve their aspirations and goals. Inspired by Boateng’s approach (2018, 36) on ‘interro-
gating entrepreneurship from the unique perspective of women’s lived experiences’, we 
discuss the results based on the following types of Ugandan entrepreneurs: small business 
owner, survival entrepreneur, opportunity entrepreneur and transitional entrepreneur. These 
are operating businesses, run by Ugandan women, within the city of Kampala in and around 
markets such as Kalerwe or Ntinda, and along main streets or roadsides where they sell their 
products (see Table 1). In this context, female entrepreneurship is a form of self-employment, 
business ownership and decision-making management. These businesses tend to be regis-
tered with authorities (for example, a market or a street vendor will have previously applied 
for and been granted the market stall site). Overall, female entrepreneurs pay minimal taxes 
and avoid paying them as much as possible. Interviewees repeatedly complained about tax 
payment because if they pay taxes, no real profit is made. No social protection is derived 
from business registration or tax payment.

Small business owners run a retail shop or a restaurant, and/or have their own means of 
transportation (eg a truck) to develop their business further. Ugandan female entrepreneurs 
of this type often have partners or develop a savings scheme. For instance, Interviewee 29 
runs a fast food restaurant in the high-income area of Ntinda market (four years in business). 
A catering graduate and a married woman, she sees her business as a legacy for her children. 
She recently managed to buy a plot of land and has been supplementing her husband’s 
earnings to provide for the family and keep their children in school. Also, Interviewee 27, a 
matooke vendor in Kalerwe market, has been in business for two years in this low-income 
area; she owns a truck to sell matooke and seeks expansion through her daughter’s education 
to keep investing in the business. Interviewee 27, despite her primary level of education, 
has bodaboda partners, but also heads a savings scheme and thus has become quite pros-
perous. Interviewee 88, a single mother with a university education, runs a retail shop in the 
Ntinda new market area, and has seven years of business experience. Located in a 

Table 1. Types of entrepreneurships, characterisation and interviewees.
Type definition interviewee

Small business owner (25%) ownership of a small business (eg a retail 
shop or a restaurant) or of means of 
transportation (eg a truck) to develop 
business further. Partnership with 
other entrepreneurs.

27
29
88
94

Survival entrepreneur (31.25%) Sale of products that they produce 
themselves as surplus or those to 
which they have easy access and 
distribution (eg a sack of potatoes).

17
21
22
46
54

opportunity entrepreneur (25%) ambition for their business in the medium 
to long term.

6
7

34
44

Transitional entrepreneur (18.75%) Started their business driven by survival, 
but eventually get capital and/ or 
partnership to seek further 
opportunities.

2
8

39
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high-income area, this female entrepreneur plans to take her business as far as possible, 
even internationally. Finally, Interviewee 94, a widow with primary education, owns a retail 
shop in Seguku, a high-income area, and has two years of business experience. Her daughter 
started the business, and Interviewee 94 took over after her daughter, a single mother, 
went abroad.

Survival entrepreneurs sell the surplus fresh products they produce or those to which they 
have easy access and distribution, such as potatoes. Among these entrepreneurs we have 
selected the cases of Interviewees 17, 21, 22, 46, and 54. Interviewee 17 is a single woman 
who sells fresh food in the low-income area of Kalerwe market and who has seven years of 
business experience. With a primary level of education, she hardly makes enough to take 
care of her children. Interviewee 21 is a street vendor selling fruit and vegetables in the area 
of Kalerwe market with 14 years’ experience in business. Her husband left her, and she 
became an entrepreneur driven by necessity. In fact, she often faces problems with rotting 
tomatoes and shortage of money. Interviewee 22 is a street vendor in Kalerwe selling veg-
etables mainly to the community. She has been in business for two years and also faces 
problems with rotting products. Interviewee 46, a potato vendor in the Kalerwe market, with 
15 years of experience in her business, has a very low level of education, and often complains 
about her lack of accounting knowledge (thus, she chose potatoes because she can count 
them easily). Interviewee 54 is a single mother and a fresh food vendor in Kalerwe market. 
She is an entrepreneur driven by necessity with four years of experience. With a very low 
level of education, Interviewee 54 started her business selling small matooke (okulenga) to 
be able to feed her children and pay for their school fees.

Opportunity entrepreneurs have ambition for their business in the medium to the long 
term and create value through harnessing available business opportunities. For example, 
Interviewee 6, a married woman with a diploma in catering, has sold fresh juice in the high-in-
come area of Ntinda new market for the last 10 years. Just recently, she started a money 
lending business with her husband’s support. Even though she is not willing to expand 
further, she already owns two different businesses, and has become quite prosperous. 
Interviewee 7, a matooke vendor in the Nakasero market, a high-income area, has 26 years 
of experience in business. With a secondary level of education, she is married and started 
the business as she grew tired of being an informal labourer hired by others. She has been 
able to buy a plot of land and build a house, pay for her own car, and become independent 
of her husband. Interviewee 34 is a fresh food vendor in Kalerwe market, a low-income area, 
and has run the business for 8 months. This single woman was inspired by her own mother, 
a market woman in the city of Nansana where they live. In fact, she has made enough money 
to pay for her own schooling and thus was able to finish secondary school. Initially driven 
by necessity, as was her mother, she has earned her own capital and has plans to switch next 
to a more profitable textile business. Interviewee 44 is a fresh food vendor in the low-income 
area of Kalerwe market who has established a network of customers among hotel owners, 
thus selling retail to others. With a secondary education, she has been in business for 18 years. 
Driven by opportunity, she intends to prepare her children for a good future in business 
through education.

Transitional entrepreneurs started their business initially driven by necessity but obtained 
capital and/or partners to become opportunity entrepreneurs. For instance, Interviewee 2, 
a single woman with primary education, is a fresh food vendor in the Ntinda new market, 
located in a trendy neighbourhood for well-to-do residents, and has eight years of business 
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experience. She started the business with her own capital, and chicken rearing is her new 
venture in entrepreneurship. Interviewee 8, a single woman and a matooke vendor in 
Nakasero market, a high-income area, has 15 years of business experience. She started her 
business driven by necessity and to cover health expenses. So far, she has been able to buy 
land and plans to expand her business there. Thus, she is trying to get more capital and is 
developing strategies to take on the competition. Interviewee 39 is a fresh food vendor in 
the low-income area of Mulago-Nsooba who has been in business for six years. Primarily 
educated, the food business is convenient for her to avoid hunger (in her own words). 
Although challenges abound (eg overripe vegetables ripe and fluctuation in prices), driven 
initially by necessity to become an entrepreneur, she has managed to seek opportunities, 
and to employ people to branch out or to get them started in business (mentoring).

Social relations in doing business: ‘We market people do the same thing, really, the 
only thing that differentiates us is our customer care’

In this study, we contextualise female entrepreneurship in Uganda as influenced by the 
socioeconomic environment, social networks and family ties. There is a consensus that 
culture has a fundamental influence on business practices, thus implying that understand-
ing and appreciating African culture is not an option but an imperative (Anyansi-Archibong 
2021; Amponsah, Omoregie, and Ansah 2018; Kakonge 2017).

In Uganda, the principle of reciprocity (Darley, Luethge, and Blankson 2013) is closely 
linked to business activity. Economics is based on social relationships and community inter-
actions. For instance, in buyer–seller interactions, collaborative partnerships are preferred, 
and long-term relationships encouraged. Pursuant to this, the following features have been 
identified in research results: (1) the lack of competition or the female collaboration among 
entrepreneurs; (2) the importance of social relations in doing business; (3) the prevalence 
of agreements between customers and entrepreneurs based on long-term relations and 
preference; (4) the formal/informal continuities in business daily activity; and (5) the rele-
vance of generation as part of the Ugandan gender mandate to motivate women to start 
businesses.

The lack of perceived competitiveness and female collaboration are key elements that 
define the ways of doing business for women. Thus, the interviews show that, regardless 
of their level of education, there is no competition with other women entrepreneurs. 
For instance, Interviewee 34, a fresh food vendor in Kalerwe market and an opportunity 
entrepreneur, and Interviewee 21, a street vendor selling fruit and vegetables in the area 
of Kalerwe market, a survival entrepreneur, when asked about what they did differently 
from their competitors, they responded with the following: ‘I am not doing anything 
different from other vendors here. We all depend on luck’ (Interviewee 34); ‘We do not 
compete. We work together to provide more products to the customers’ (Interviewee 
21). In our field notes we recorded specific cases of female collaboration while working 
in the same business. This is the case with street vendors, such as Interviewees 6 and 7, 
both opportunity entrepreneurs, and Interviewee 17, a survival entrepreneur. They all 
conduct their business in groups and sell the same products at identical prices which 
they have previously agreed on. In addition, these women entrepreneurs also morally 
and financially support each other, for example when Ugandan authorities disrupt their 
businesses. In fact, Ugandan female entrepreneurs also work through networks of people 
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that provide both social benefits and a platform for business exchanges (Boateng 2018). 
This is what makes it possible for some of these women to turn from survival to oppor-
tunity entrepreneurs.

Social relations are also central to any economic activity beyond individual interest or 
profit, and this is discussed by women in terms of loyalty. For instance, entrepreneurs and 
clients create relationships where loyalty and customer care are both crucial for doing busi-
ness, as many interviewees have mentioned. ‘We market people do the same thing really, 
the only thing that differentiates us is our customer care’, says Interviewee 46, a potato vendor 
in Kalerwe Market and survival entrepreneur. Regarding the absence of competitiveness, 
Interviewee 39, a fresh food vendor in Mulago-Nsooba, a transitional entrepreneur, expresses 
the concept: ‘Nothing much really [regarding differences between vendors] because we do 
the same thing. Our customer care is what differs, I believe, and we try to maintain customer 
loyalty’. Again, in relation to female collaboration and the disinclination to compete for 
business with each other, Interviewee 17, a single woman who sells fresh food in the low-in-
come market of Kalerwe, and a survival entrepreneur, says: ‘Customer care is different 
between us although we do the same thing. We accommodate each other’. We collected 
similar testimonies from opportunity entrepreneurs, such as Interviewees 6 and 7:

I practise customer care and, in return, accumulate loyal customers who bring others. Due to 
this, some customers can come and eat at my neighbours’ restaurant but do not buy from me; 
yet those who eat far from me, order from me. So, it’s about customers’ preferences and when 
you give good juice, then they become loyal. (Interviewee 6)

Customer care is key to customer loyalty, and patience in business. When I treat a customer 
well and provide them with a good bunch of matooke, the working relationship begins. 
Some customers can call you and ask you to deliver fresh matooke to their restaurants, etc. 
(Interviewee 7)

Customers and entrepreneurs also established specific agreements based on preference and 
long-lasting social and working relationships. For instance, Interviewee 44, a matooke seller 
in the Nakasero market, says that her clients were hotel and restaurant owners, and foreign-
ers, who do not want to keep going from vendor to vendor but to just have one good vendor, 
and establish a steady relationship with her. This lady has been serving them for a long time 
and developed a loyalty with these customers. Interviewee 44 conducts her business directly 
by phone and these customers order matooke in bulk without considering other suppliers, 
regardless of her price. In her own words, the established relationship is like a gentlewoman’s 
agreement.

The same can be said of the offline option through bodabodas (motorcycle-taxis) who 
create a great link between buyers and sellers, as bodabodas know cities and residential 
areas very well. In Uganda, as in most of Africa, these taxi-motorcyclists are the most con-
venient means of transportation. Since they work everywhere, bodabodas also establish 
great relationships with their customers, particularly in residential areas. Thus, bodabodas 
do not only take people to different places but also transport food and other groceries from 
the entrepreneur to the client. Loyalty and trust are the basis for such commercial agree-
ments between the parties involved.

Continuity between formal and informal agreements in female business activities has also 
been identified; these agreements are usually mutual, whether formal or informal. Formal 
agreements are those that hold some legal ground; for example, the agreement between 
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the landlord/lady and the women tenants regarding duration of rent, amount of rent to pay, 
etc. Agreements made when joining a formal savings group, usually one registered in a bank, 
are also formal, since they involve registering name and surname, type and duration of 
business, and details about savings and loans, and so on. Informal agreements are made 
between friends and relatives, but also through networks to facilitate the transition to a 
permanent business (Wolf and Frese 2018). Some women do not trust formal savings groups 
and deposit their money with a group of relatives and/or friends, without any legal standing 
– trust being the bond. Some interviewees prefer to save earnings individually on their 
phones (mobile money account), because of both the high interest that formal saving groups 
charge and the risk of theft in informal saving groups. For example, Interviewee 29, a fast 
food restaurant business owner in the new Ntinda market, explained: ‘I don’t participate in 
any women’s saving groups because I think they are chaotic as there is a lot of competition, 
I rather prefer to lend money or borrow from my family’. Similarly, Interviewee 46, a survival 
entrepreneur and a potato vendor in the Kalerwe market, when asked about savings schemes 
in which she was involved, stated: ‘None. I save on my mobile money account. I feel my 
money is safer there’.

Finally, when asked about their ideas for entrepreneurship the interviewees answered in 
terms of the Ugandan women’s gender mandate, where generation is very important and so 
is the experience of mothers or elderly relatives. In fact, one of the notions of entrepreneur-
ship that stood out in all interviews is the perception of generational relationships, not only 
in terms of the obedience to elders, but also as a form of advice and knowledge from more 
experienced entrepreneurs.

I started business because I was looking for something to do, to get something which I could 
get money from to take care of my children. (Interviewee 2)

I was inspired by the idea of creating a legacy for my young family, a business that we could 
look at as our own. (Interviewee 29)

To start my business, I just observed other people doing the matooke business. Nobody gave 
me any advice or information. (Interviewee 27)

My mother told me time and time again to start a business, so I obeyed. (Interviewee 34)

Innovative decision-making and opportunity seeking in an adverse global 
neoliberal world

African economic creativity in the case of Ugandan women relates to their capacity for action 
and their use of the available resources to survive and subsist, seek opportunities, and resist 
the current context of adverse global neoliberal policies (Hracs, Comunian, and England 
2022; Kinyanjui 2014). In our characterisation of female entrepreneurship in Kampala at the 
level of the individual, group and community, these four features of creativity and innovation 
have been detected and analysed: (1) adaptability in the face of contingent situations; (2) 
self-decision-making; (3) socio-familial and reproductive support; and (4) the impact of this 
entrepreneurship on the community and, by extension, on the national development. All 
these elements are part of social structures where the well-being of the group, the commu-
nity, the extended family and/or the lineage prevails over the individual (Monteith and 
Camfield 2019; Mupedziswa, Rankopo, and Lengwe-Katembula 2019).
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Regarding adaptability in the face of contingent situations such as the COVID-19 pandemic, 
women entrepreneurs have adopted the use of technologies for business sustainability and 
provision of service deliveries to the community. Thus, their reaction was to adapt to the 
new digital trends.

Right now, due to COVID, they are using apps such as Jumia and SafeBoda to have their prod-
ucts delivered to customers. These apps provide a platform where the market vendors meet the 
customers online and business goes on without customers coming to the market. So, the 
agreements are between the vendors, the transporters, and the buyer/customer (online agree-
ments). (Fieldnotes, January 2021)

As regards self-decision-making, women have become empowered to make decisions 
in innovative and creative ways after becoming business owners. In addition, their eco-
nomic independence and freedom to make their own decisions on budget management 
at the level of the household, the community (Namatovu et al. 2012) and the individual 
was highlighted:

I started a business because I was tired of working for other people. After I finished school, I 
wanted to work. Not [just] because I had a family to support or a need to satisfy, but also 
because I wanted to be responsible for myself. (Interviewee 7)

I chose to start a business in the market because it is the easiest and most viable option for 
women like us who have no education. Also, the capital I had at the time was just enough to 
start a market business. It was not enough to start an educated business. (Interviewee 54)

Success to me is to be able to have money from the business to spend on myself, my children. 
Also, to have money to share, for example if you lose someone and have to contribute money 
for a funeral and burial. It is not good to say that you don’t have any money for yourself. 
(Interviewee 94)

Socio-familial and reproductive support is a key factor in women’s entrepreneurship and 
business activities, and their main motivation for business. As Interviewee 94 states:

This business was my daughter’s, but she went abroad and left it to me. She has two children 
and before she left, she told me to sustain the business to get something for the children. What 
inspired my daughter to start a business was because she was a single mother with little sup-
port, so she said, instead of sitting waiting for money, let me start something small …. To be 
able to have money from the business to spend on myself, my children. Also, to have money to 
share, for example if you lose someone and must contribute money for the funeral and burial. 
It is not good to say you do not have anything. These days marriage has changed. A woman 
cannot sit and wait to be provided for, even the most basic of things. you can’t wait for the man 
to buy you lotion, knickers, bras. Moreover, sometimes some husbands work very far away and 
cannot be there all the time. Should you let your child go hungry because your husband hasn’t 
brought money? So, you can’t depend on the husband for everything. Abakazi bayiiya. When 
my husband died, I had children to take care of. So, I worked odd jobs to make ends meet. Also, 
I trained my children to work hard. They used to make chapati, samosas, etc., and would bring 
the money to me. So, we survived and now, the youngest has graduated from Kyambogo 
University. (Interviewee 94)

Women create networks to help each other; for instance, some women mentioned that 
their mothers, sengas (family lineage), and brothers helped them in making the decision to 
start business in the market. So, their relatives help them. Again, Interviewee 94 mentions: 
‘I did not get any information from anyone, just I observed many working women in the area 
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and decided to start something of my own since retail shops seemed profitable’. Also, 
Interviewee 54, a fresh food vendor in the low-income area of Kalerwe market, a survival 
entrepreneur, states:

My friend who was working in the same business brought me and said I should start here. For 
her she used to buy big bunches of matooke, and she would give them to me to sell also. So, 
the business was given to me.

In the markets there is an ideology called ani-akumanyi meaning ‘Who you know’, and it 
is also a term used for people who brag. The women interviewed value having the patronage 
of an influential person that can help them solve problems quickly or grant them access to 
services (in matters of health, for instance). The collaboration between social entrepreneurs 
and different groups, and resource networks, open access for commercial entrepreneurs 
(Estrin, Korosteleva, and Mickiewicz 2013). For example, if a person gets into trouble with 
the authorities or faces legal issues, she must have someone in such a position to help get 
her out of that predicament without paying a high penalty, if anything at all. This influential 
person could be a high-ranking law officer, a doctor, a politician or so on – that is, someone 
with social recognition, authority and the financial means to help the troubled entrepreneur. 
Often, they are simply family members or other relatives in high places. These female entre-
preneurs’ business and social benefit exchanges are made as their entrepreneurial activity 
is embedded in social purpose (Boateng 2018). Interviewee 88, a retail shopper in the Ntinda 
new market, refers to it when local authorities shut down her shop for failing to comply with 
the relevant standards. Her contact with an influential person allowed her to find a better 
place for her business. People who are not able to solve such pitfalls would face confiscation 
of business goods or eviction court orders, and so on. Thus, there is a high price to pay 
without ani-akumanyi.

Regarding community development, the enterprises highlight support for other women 
entrepreneurs, and have a social impact on the community by way of food and nutrition. 
Interviewee 21, a street woman selling fruit and vegetables in the low-income area of Kalerwe 
market, a survival entrepreneur, says: ‘I sell retail to other women so they can also work’; 
similarly, Interviewee 22, a street vendor of vegetables in the same area and also a survival 
entrepreneur, said: ‘I sell food to the community’. Women entrepreneurs provide relational 
proximity services at the local level (neighbourhood and community) and create national 
and transnational networks. They positively affect the quality of life and well-being of the 
Ugandan public.

Discussion: sociocultural values as key to understanding the African 
economies

This research fills a gap in the study of African female entrepreneurship in relation to recent 
studies on the subject (Moreno-Gavara and Jiménez-Zarco 2019; Boateng 2018). It also iden-
tifies Africa’s creativity in popular economies (Hracs, Comunian, and England 2022; Anyansi-
Archibong 2021; Comunian, Brian, and England 2021), contributing to an understanding of 
social businesses. The link between business and culture reveals facets of economic inter-
actions otherwise obscured by a myopic emphasis on purely political-economic structures 
(Cole 2018; Idang 2015). Thus, culture has a fundamental influence on business practices: 
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understanding and appreciating African culture is not an option but a necessity (Amponsah, 
Omoregie, and Ansah 2018; Kakonge 2017).

Cultural elements such as the sense of community and responsibility for the family, the 
ability to provide for their offspring and families, and the guarantee of their well-being are 
central to women’s entrepreneurship (Monteith and Camfield 2019). Small business owners 
are sometimes, although not always, educated beyond primary school level, working in both 
high and low-income areas; they also tend to conceive enterprises as a legacy for their chil-
dren or generational gender mandate. Survival entrepreneurs tend to be single or separated 
women with low-level education who can rarely make ends meet, due to rotting produce 
or shortage of cash. Opportunity entrepreneurs harness available business opportunities, 
have secondary education, and are ambitious and charismatic. They have inherited a sense 
of business from female relatives. Finally, we have coined a new category: transitional entre-
preneurs, women initially driven by necessity/survival who seek opportunities, employ peo-
ple, or get them started in business through mentoring.

By typifying distinctive female entrepreneurs in Uganda, we have been able to observe 
that these women have based their business actions on non-monetary and non-quantifiable 
measures of fulfilment. Thus, they create social networks and a sense of community, and 
extend their benefits beyond their social circle, thereby also contributing to the Ugandan 
economy (Estrin, Korosteleva, and Mickiewicz 2013). Therefore, in Kampala, female entre-
preneurs’ business activities transcend the purely economic and individual personal gain, 
and demonstrate social relationships, cultural values of partnership and loyalty, lack of com-
petitiveness, and generational and family consideration. Collective organisation and soli-
darity entrepreneurship appeared a key form of business in the city centre in Uganda 
(Anyansi-Archibong 2021).

Although this research was limited by COVID-19, further proposals to improve women’s 
entrepreneurship remain to be explored in the future. This study has various practical impli-
cations: firstly, those related to policies aimed at women’s economic empowerment, since 
the Ugandan government has implemented programmes to promote female entrepreneur-
ship but women entrepreneurs of Kampala have not benefitted from them. Secondly, these 
programmes are often framed by materialistic concerns rather than by the structural trans-
formation of inequality and a focus on women’s culture and their social organisation (Cornwall 
2018). Policies aimed at supporting female entrepreneurship must offer women more oppor-
tunities for business training adapted to their daily life and business activities.

Conclusion

African development policies have focussed on self-employment and business for the 
national economic growth of countries such as Uganda. By addressing Ugandan female 
businesses from a postcolonial African perspective, the connections between culture and 
entrepreneurship are made explicit in understanding women’s entrepreneurship. Our find-
ings highlight the importance of the cultural meaning in doing business and being an 
entrepreneur for women, thus filling a gap in the existing literature which has mostly 
focussed on either the informal or popular economy as a safe haven for victims of neolib-
eralism or, more recently, on African economic creativity as the panacea for the develop-
ment of Africa.



16 S. VIEITEZ-CERDEÑO ET AL.

This research has shown that whether driven by necessity or opportunity, Ugandan wom-
en’s entrepreneurial initiatives are grounded in sociocultural values that overcome the 
structural constraints they have faced historically. Market business, street business, restau-
rant, retail shop, mobile money, vegetable farmer or greenhouse farmer businesses have 
been identified from the unique perspective of women’s lived experiences.
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