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Abstract 
This paper is based on a study to understand the dynamics of the informal economy 
examining the case of open markets in the National Capital District. The main objective 
of the paper is to understand the gender dynamics within households of open market 
vendors. The majority of vendors are women, although men contribute through different 
roles. Vendors engage in market selling activities fulltime spending more than eight hours 
a day, five to six days a week. Market selling is the only source of income for two-thirds of 
female vendors; indicating an important source of livelihood. Policy recommendations are 
made based on the findings of this study.
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This paper is the outcome of a study conducted in Port Moresby from 12 to 16 December 
2016 to investigate the dynamics of the informal economy in open markets. The study 
covered male and female market vendors in both planned and unplanned (spontaneous) 
markets. Open markets or wet markets started out in designated locations where indigenous 
people were encouraged to sell fresh locally grown food to meet the needs of the colonial 
settlers (Epstein, 1982). These markets have prevailed and expanded over the years and 
include food grown in other parts of the country, imported food and manufactured 
goods. Planned markets are established and or recognised by the municipal authority, 
National Capital District Commission (NCDC). Unplanned markets are not designated 
and spontaneous in nature. Data generated from this study is extremely rich, and will be 
presented across several issues papers.

This issues paper is the first in the series and is focused on the gender dynamics of vendors 
who engage in market selling and their households. The paper is divided into four sections: 
section one briefly outlines the role of market selling in the informal economy in Papua 
New Guinea (PNG) and more specifically in Port Moresby; section two describes the 
study objectives and research methodology; section three provides the data, analysis, and 
discussion of the survey findings; and section four concludes with policy recommendations.

PNG’s 2011 national census statistics (PNG NSO, 2011) demonstrated that over 70 
percent of the country’s working age population is economically active with little gender 
difference (52% males and 48% females). Most of the economically active population 
participate in the informal economy that supports the livelihoods of more than 80 percent 
of the population (Department of Agriculture and Livestock, 2015; Sowei, et al., 2010).

Women comprise nearly half of PNG’s population and they have been referred to as the 
backbone of food production because they are responsible for more than 80 percent of food 
production and market selling in the informal economy (Department of Agriculture and 
Livestock, 2015; UN Women, 2012; GoPNG, 2011). Factors contributing to women’s 
over- representation in the informal economy have been discussed in detail by other studies 
(Wang, 2014; Kopel, 2002; Eugenio, 2001). Central among these are issues of illiteracy, 
lack of education, insufficient knowledge and skills training, poor access to markets, and 
little capital. Some studies have exclusively focused on women and their participation in 
informal economic activities (Wang, 2014; Hutchens, 2009; Anderson, 2008; Warner and 
Bauer, 2002; Kopel, 2002). Wang’s (2014) study of female market traders in the National 
Capital District (NCD) identified challenges that limit women’s expansion from informal 
income generation activities to formal microenterprises. Barriers to business advancement 
affect all entrepreneurs; however, women are more disadvantaged, partly because of existing 
gender inequalities (Wang, 2014; Hutchens, 2009).

Fresh food production and selling through open markets is the most visible part of 
the informal economy. Market selling has moved beyond that of spending a few hours 
on an ad-hoc basis to sell surplus subsistence produce in towns as noted in the 1980s 
(Epstein, 1982). With the inflated cost of living, open markets have increasingly become 
an important source of household income for producers and sellers.  While some vendors 
engage in market selling to supplement income from other sources, a growing population 
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depend on market selling as their only source of income. Markets provide consumers with 
access to fresh local food, which is a comparatively cheaper alternative to imported food 
and important for food security. Access to planned, adequately serviced, and safe markets 
is essential for producers, sellers, and consumers.

In urban spaces such as Port Moresby, households have adopted innovative informal 
survival strategies in the absence of a welfare system, and limited access to land and wage 
employment. Previous studies have identified some of these adaptive strategies. Umezaki 
and Ohtsuka (2003) examined adaptive strategies of migrants in Port Moresby and showed 
that households engage in informal economic activities in addition to formal employment. 
Barber’s (2003) study of the Bugiau settlement also indicated that both informal and 
formal employment is important in sustaining urban families. Similarly, Rooney’s (2015) 
study of urban livelihoods at the ATS settlement in NCD showed that settlers, especially 
women who cannot leave home, set up stalls in front of their homes to sell commodities.

Study Objectives 

The aim of this study was to analyse the dynamics of the informal economy with a focus on 
open markets (planned and unplanned) in Port Moresby. The key objective was to explore 
the following questions:

a)  Who are the entrepreneurs and where do they operate?

b)  How and why do entrepreneurs operate informal market activities?

c)  What industries are informal entrepreneurs engaged in?

d)  Why do entrepreneurs operate in specific locations?

e)  What are the issues and barriers faced by entrepreneurs?

f )  What factors can enable entrepreneurs to make the transition to the formal economy?

This paper focuses on data analysis that provides insight into the gender dynamics relating 
to personal characteristics, household profiles, sources of household income, goods and 
services provided, labour input, and gender roles in market activities and ownership 
enterprises. Other areas relating to market profiles, financial data, support services, and 
specific challenges and issues facing market sales activities will be covered in subsequent 
issues papers.
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Sixty senior students from the University of Papua New Guinea were recruited through 
a competitive process and trained as research assistants. Training covered the rationale 
and theory behind survey research, and the trainees participated in piloting the survey. 
Feedback from the pilot exercise was valuable because it helped the study team refine and 
improve the final survey. The study was conducted in two stages.

The first stage of this study was a market vendor survey of planned and unplanned 
(spontaneous) markets. The survey was conducted using a questionnaire. The questionnaire 
was set out in nine sections under various themes. Most questions were formulated with 
pre- coded response categories and a small part at the end had open-ended questions. 
Interviewers worked in groups of three. One interviewer asked questions, the second 
interviewer recorded responses by writing them down, and the third interviewer minded 
the vendor’s stall during the interview. Each group recorded any additional information in 
notebooks.

The second stage of this study was an observation of the dynamics of the sampled markets. 
Ten research assistants carried out the observation study and were each allocated to one of 
the ten markets sampled. Using a pre-defined instrument, observations of market dynamics 
were recorded for an hour at three time intervals (9–10.00am, 12–1.00pm and 4–5.00pm) 
over five days. Each observer recorded any additional information in notebooks. These 
notes captured rich qualitative data that complement the survey findings.

Sampling and sample selection 

The study team visited and mapped all formal and informal (spontaneous) markets in 
NCD. Markets were stratified into two groups: planned and unplanned. Planned markets 
were randomly selected for inclusion in the study. There are 10 operational formal markets 
in NCD, half of which were covered in the study; this was considered a fair representation. 
There are numerous spontaneous markets in the NCD, so the research team decided to 
narrow their focus to the larger markets. This reduced the list of spontaneous markets to 
11 and the final sample selection of five informal markets was done using the same random 
process as used to select the formal markets.

Method of selecting the sampled markets

Random sample selection was undertaken using the Rand function in Microsoft Excel. 
First, all markets were coded for random selection. Given the timeframe of one week for 
the actual survey, 10 markets were randomly selected of which five markets were from the 
list of planned markets and five were from the list of unplanned markets.

Second, the random sampling stratification process involved selecting vendors within these 
10 randomly selected open markets. Without prior knowledge of the total population of 
vendors in the planned and unplanned markets at the time of the survey, the researcher 
selected vendors by physically walking from a start and end reference point (did a loop from 
the entrance of the market), counting all vendors in the market area, while simultaneously 
allocating research assistants to the randomly selected vendor.

To ensure the sample was a good representation of the total population, all vendors in 
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the planned markets were clustered in a group of 10 of which one was randomly selected 
(resulting in observing 10 percent of vendors in the five planned markets); and all vendors 
in unplanned markets were clustered in a group of 10 of which two vendors were randomly 
selected (resulting in a sample of 20 percent of vendors in the five unplanned markets). 
The random selection number used to identify the vendors came from a list generated in 
Microsoft Excel. A reserve list was also generated in this process in case a selected vendor 
was not available or declined to be interviewed.
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This section begins with demographic profile of market sellers, presents data of household 
income from market selling and other sources. It then looks at the dynamics of market 
activities and ends with a consideration of issues of ownership, access, and control of 
market activities and income.

Demographic profile of vendors
Demographic information about market vendors in Port Moresby is provided in this 
section.

Gender
Most market vendors interviewed in this study were women. This dominance was found 
in both planned and unplanned markets: 122 out of 161 (75.8%) vendors working in 
planned markets and 33 out of 44 (75.0%) vendors working in the unplanned markets were 
women. Overall, women comprised 75.6 percent of the sample of market vendors. This 
reaffirms the existing literature that women play a leading role in the informal economy, of 
which market trading is a part.

Table 3.1: Gender compoaition of market vendors (n=205) 

Gender
Markets

Planned Unplanned Total
M (male) 39 11 50
F (female) 122 33 155
Total 161 44 205

However, the role of men in market trading should not be overlooked as heavier work that 
involves transporting bulky commodities such as potato, banana, or watermelon bags is 
performed by them. In 40 percent of the observations made during this study, an equal 
number of men and women were noted to be present in the unplanned markets during 
the peak period from 4.30pm onwards. Men may be present to provide security for wives 
and female relatives as issues of public safety and security are a major concern for people 
in these markets (UN Women, 2012). However, the presence of large groups of men in 
these markets can also be a potential source of threat for female vendors.Increased male 
participation in market trading, which has traditionally been regarded as women’s work, 
may be symptomatic of both the shortage of formal employment (Kanaporo, et al., 2014), 
and the possibility that some forms of employment are transient in nature (Sharp, et al., 
2015). The section on employment provides more insight into why people engage in 
market trading.

Age of vendor
More than half of the women vendors in both planned and unplanned markets fall into 
the economically active category of 31–50 years of age (see Table 3.2 below).  The 30 and 
under, or over 50 age categories were under represented. This supports Wang’s (2014) 
finding that the average age of female traders was 37 years. Participation by male vendors 
in planned markets was almost equally split between those aged 18–30 years and those 

9

Market survey data analysis and discussionCh. 3



aged 31–50 years. For male vendors in unplanned markets the significant age category was 
recorded to be 31–50 years of age followed by the 18–30 years category.
Table 3.2: Age of vendors by market type in percentage (n=205)

Age category
Planned Markets Unplanned Markets
F M F M

Less than 18 2.5 2.6 3.0 0
18 to 30 22.1 41.0 15.2 36.4
31 to 50 58.2 43.6 72.7 54.5
51 and above 16.4 12.8 9.1 9.1
Missing 0.8 0 0 0
Total 100.0 100.0 100.0 100.0

F = Female; M = Male

Marital status 
As Table 3.3 shows, 162 (79.0%) vendors are married. This means that vendors have 
families whose welfare depends  on  income generated from  market sales.  Households  
headed  by divorced or widowed individuals without wage employment are more vulnerable 
than couple- headed households. The sample comprised of 21 (10.2%) vendors who are 
divorced or widowed, of whom 9.3 percent are women. As lone parents, these women are 
solely responsible for the welfare of their families. The livelihoods of these women and their 
families are dependent on income from market selling.

Table 3.3: Marital status by gender of respondents (n=205)

Marital Status Planned Markets Unplanned Markets Total
F M F M

Married 97 29 27 9 162
Single 9 8 2 2 21
Divorced 8 1 3 0 12
Widowed 7 1 1 0 9
De facto 1 0 0 0 1
Total 122 39 33 11 205

F = Female; M = Male

The following case demonstrates how open markets can benefit single mothers:

An Engan grandmother at Manu market has been vending for more than 20 years. 
She is uneducated and did not have a job so when her husband left her with four young 
children she started market trading to support her family. She sells salad vegetables: 
tomatoes, lettuce, green beans, and spring onions which she buys in bulk from farmers 
at Gordons market. Her children’s education was financed with income from market 
sales. She continued her market enterprise and made sufficient savings to pay bride 
price for her two sons. Now a grandmother, she continues to sell. She is financially 
independent and part of the income is used to help raise her grandchildren. As she lives 
with her son, she also helps him to offset household expenses.
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Origin of market vendors by regional groups
In terms of regions of origin, more than half of the vendors interviewed were from the 
Highlands region, by 60 percent (refer to map in Appendix A). This trend of dominance by 
vendors from the Highlands region was observed in both planned and unplanned markets.

Table 3.4: Origin of vendors by region  

Region
Markets Total

Planned Unplanned n %
F M F M

Highlands 72 22 20 8 122 59.5
*Southern 15 7 3 0 74 36.1
Momase 5 1 1 0 7 3.4
New Guinea Islands (NGI) 1 0 0 1 2 1.0
Total 122 39 33 11 205 100

F = Female; M = Male

*Central Province dominated the sample of vendors from the Southern region.

Vendors from the Southern region represented the second biggest group followed by 
Momase. New Guinea Islands (NGI) was least represented. Women comprised 75.6 
percent (155) of the sampled vendors. Male vendors were not observed in planned markets 
from NGI region. Also there were no male vendors from the Southern or Momase regions 
in unplanned markets. This raises the question of what livelihood strategies are employed 
by people from under- represented regions. Are they more likely to sell within their 
communities (Rooney, 2015; Hukula, 2013) or do they engage in street sales (Kavan, 
2013), or engage in different forms of enterprise such as money lending and catering?

Gender by province 
When vendors’ place of origin was disaggregated by province, the biggest group of sellers, 
24 percent (n = 49), was from Central Province of which women comprise the majority. 
Central Province has easy road access to Port Moresby, which enables rural producers, 
access to the city markets. Although Gulf Province is connected to Port Moresby by road, 
the sample composition of vendors from the province was insignificant.

The second dominant group of vendors in planned markets were women from Southern 
Highlands Province. This was followed by women from Hela, Eastern Highlands, Enga, 
Simbu, and Gulf Provinces. The highest sample of male vendors in the planned markets 
was from Central and Southern Highlands Provinces. In the unplanned markets, most 
female vendors were from Eastern Highlands and Central Provinces while an equal number 
of male vendors were from the Central, Eastern Highlands, Simbu, and Enga Provinces. 
Without access to land and formal employment the plight of urban settlers for survival, 
particularly migrants, depends on using their energy to generate income from market 
activities.

Household size 
The household size of vendors as indicated in Table 3.5 below reveals that average 
household sizes are large with nine persons per household for planned market sellers. This 
figure is consistent with Census data (PNG NSO, 2011). It is slightly lower for both 
men and women sellers in unplanned markets at seven and eight persons per household 
respectively. The mode stands at eight persons per household for planned markets and nine 
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for unplanned markets. The numbers range from two as the smallest household size to a 
maximum of 50 persons per household. Big household sizes mean there are more people 
to feed from the same kitchen. This has implications for household food and resource 
distribution; vendors must work more days and for longer hours to earn sufficient income 
to provide for everyone.

Table 3.5: Household size of vendors in planned and unplanned markets (n=205) 

Number of people in 
household

Planned Markets Unplanned Markets
F M F M

Average 9 9 8 7
Minimum 2 3 2 3
Maximum 50 30 22 16
Mode 8 8 9 9
Median 8 8 8 7

F = Female; M = Male

Education
As shown in Table 3.6, a total of 131 women comprising 84.5 percent of women vendors 
have not reached beyond primary school education. It covers those who have never been to 
school, have not completed primary school and those who have completed primary level 
education. These women have very little knowledge or skills to facilitate their engagement in 
income generation activities other than informal market selling. Employment opportunities 
are hard to come by for women and men with basic or no education; markets provide the 
only chance for income generation.

Male vendors in planned markets had attained higher levels of education than female 
vendors. Despite the obvious difference in levels of education, the most common reasons 
for market selling were the same for both men and women; that there is no other choice. 
This is the only way they could earn an income for their livelihood.
Table 3.6: Highest level of education attained by gender in planned and unplanned 
markets (n=205) 

Highest level 
of education 
attained

F M Total
Planned Unplanned Planned Unplanned (n = 205) (%)

University 1 0 1 0 2 1
College 3 1 0 2 6 3
High school 12 5 13 0 30 14.6
Primary school 48 10 8 2 68 33
Did not complete 
primary school

12 6 6 4 28 13.7

Never been to 
school

45 10 11 1 67 32.7

Other 1 0 0 1 2 1
Missing 0 1 0 1 2 1
Total 122 33 39 11 205 100

F = Female; M = Male
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Income from formal employment and market selling

This section provides insights into sources of household income, formal employment, and 
reasons for engaging in market selling.

Main income earner in vendor’s household
There are three important points to draw from Table 3.7. First, the highest response (n = 
79; 38.5%) from both men and women is that husband and wife combinations are the 
main earners. This implies that income from market activities complements income from 
other sources whether it is formal or informal.

Second, those whose market activity provides the main source of income for their 
households comprised the second biggest number of responses. This comprises households 
that are totally dependent on income from markets for their livelihood. Third, those who 
indicated that their spouse, parent, children, sibling or others are the main income earners 
use market income to supplement household income. This acts as a buffer in times of 
hardship or to pay for extra needs. Also, such income supports household expenses in non-
pay weeks (Rooney, 2015).

Table 3.7: Main income earner in vendor’s household (n=205)

Main income earner 
of the household

F M Total
Planned Unplanned Planned Unplanned

Yourself 37 15 9 5 66
Spouse 4 2 2 1 9
Parent 10 2 3 1 16
Children 1 0 1 0 2
Sibling 2 0 2 1 5
Other 17 5 2 1 25
Husband & wife 50 9 19 1 79
Missing 1 0 1 1 3
Total 122 33 39 11 205

F = Female; M = Male

Number of years of operating market activities 
The average number of years of operation for women working in the planned markets 
is 10 years, while it is seven years for men. The average number of years of operation in 
unplanned markets for both women and men is lower: six years and two years, respectively. 
However, the mode indicates that most of the vendors in the open markets have been 
involved in the market sales for less than five years.
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 Table 3.8: Number of years involved in market sales (n=205)

Number of years 
involved in  
market sales

Planned Markets Unplanned Markets
F (n = 122) M (n = 39) F (n = 33) M (n = 11)

Average 10 7 6.3 2.4
Under 1 year 0 0 0.0 0.0
Maximum 35 30 25.0 7.0
Mode 1 3 3.5 2.0
Median 7 4 7.0 2.0

F = Female; M = Male

Reasons for engaging in market selling
Two major reasons were given for engaging in market sales (Table 3.9). The reason with 
the highest number of responses is that these vendors have no other source of income 
and depend solely on income from market sales. The second major reason is that income 
from market sales is used to supplement income from other sources. Respondents in this 
group would be in households receiving income from other formal or informal sources 
(see Table 3.9). Income earned from market sales is used to supplement income from these 
other sources. This complements Rooney’s (2015) finding that, for families living in the 
ATS settlement, women’s market activities support families in non-pay weeks when wage 
income dries up.

Other vendors reported that they find operating market stalls more profitable than other 
employment activities. Yet others reported they did not want to work for other people and 
switched to markets as a form of self-employment.

Table 3.9: Reasons for market selling (multiple responses) 

Reasons for market sales
F M Total
Planned Unplanned Planned Unplanned

No other source of income 47 16 13 5 81
To supplement other 
source(s) of income

44 16 13 3 76

Temporary 1 1 1 0 3
Cannot leave home for work 1 2 1 0 4
It is more profitable 11 3 6 1 21
Don’t want to work for 
others

5 1 1 0 7

F = Female; M = Male

Employment prior to market sales 
Prior to taking up market selling 33 percent (n = 68) of vendors were engaged in subsistence 
farming. Women who indicated that they were involved in undertaking ‘other’ employment 
were engaged in household chores (as a housewife) and not earning an income. Similarly, 
men who indicated that they were involved in ‘other’ employment activities (see Table 
3.10) prior to taking up market sales were also involved in subsistence farming and other 
informal activities. Given the low levels of education and skills of respondents, both men 
and women who were previously employed in formal jobs would have been in low paid 
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jobs such as the security industry.

Table 3.10: Employment prior to market sales (n=205)

Prior employment F M Total
Planned Unplanned Planned Unplanned

Subsistence farming 46 12 9 1 68
Study 6 0 4 0 10
Formal employment 11 3 8 3 25
Other informal 
enterprises

11 5 5 0 21

Other 35 9 4 2 50
Combination 12 3 9 5 29
Missing 1 1 0 0 2
Total 122 33 39 11 205

F = Female; M = Male

Other members of the household engaged in income earning activities
Half (50.8%) of the female vendors in planned markets indicated that members of their 
household were engaged in other informal economic activities (see Table 3.11 below). 
However, just one-third of the female sellers in unplanned markets have household 
members engaged in other informal economic activities. This means that market selling is 
the only source of informal income for two-thirds of the female vendors in the unplanned 
markets.

Similarly, a little over half (51.3%) of the male respondents in planned markets indicated 
that other members of their household were engaged in informal economic activities. 
Nearly three- quarters of the male respondents in unplanned markets indicated that their 
household depended on income from other informal sources. Overall, half of the vendors’ 
households engaged in multiple informal economic activities for their livelihood. More 
than half of the men and women interviewed who indicated that their household members 
have formal sector jobs were employed in the private sector.
Table 3.11: Vendor’s household members engaged in informal economic activities 
(n=205)

Are household members 
engaged in informal 
economic activities

Planned Markets Unplanned Markets Total
F M F M

Yes 62 20 11 8 101
No 55 18 22 3 98
Missing 5 1 0 0 6
Total 122 39 33 11 205

F = Female; M = Male

Household members in informal employment 
Vendors who have a member of their household earning income from formal employment 
comprised less than half (44%) of the sampled respondents. Over half (106) of the 
vendors did not have a household member in formal employment. These households were 
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dependent on income from informal economic activities including market sales.

Table 3.12: Vendor’s household member in formal employment (n=205)

Are household members 
earning income in formal 
employment

Planned Markets Unplanned Markets Total
F M F M

Yes 58 14 15 4 91
No 58 24 17 7 106
Missing 6 1 1 0 8
Total 122 39 33 11 205

F = Female; M = Male

Dynamics of market activities

The previous section presented and discussed findings of sources of household income 
from employment and market selling as well as reasons why respondents engage in market 
activities. This section focuses on frequency and hours of work, types and sources of 
commodities sold, as well as access and control of activities and the benefits accrued from 
these informal market enterprises.

Frequency of weekly market activities 
A total of 60 percent (124) of vendors spend five to six days selling at the markets, which 
equates to a full-time job (Table 3.13). Markets provide self-employment for these 
households who have no other way of earning an income. Further, as analysis of the hours 
of work below reveals (see Table 3.14), work hours are extremely long.

Table 3.13: Number of days vendors spend working at markets (n=205)

Number of days per week Planned Markets Unplanned Markets Total
F M F M

One to two days a week 5 2 2 0 9
Three to four days a week 10 3 3 1 17
Five to six days a week 76 21 20 7 124
As and when needed 8 1 1 0 10
Other 20 11 5 3 39
Combination 3 1 2 0 6
Total 122 39 33 11 205

F = Female; M = Male

Daily hours of work at the market 
Results of daily time input into market activities (Table 3.14) demonstrates that sellers are 
extremely committed to their enterprises. More than half of the vendors, both male and 
female indicated that they spend more than eight hours a day. Most vendors are in the 
markets for more than eight hours daily, five to six days a week. This shows that market 
trading has gone beyond an occasional income earning activity. The market is effectively a 
workplace for an increasing number of traders. This raises questions of how markets can be 
made better work places for traders as well as customers. Many women without home help 
were observed to have young children with them so these children also spend long hours 
in the markets.
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The long hours of market activity are also indicative of an important issue. There are no 
cool storage facilities in the markets for vendors to store unsold perishable fresh food. This 
was highlighted as a big concern by Bonney, Worinu and Muscat (2012). Further, because 
sellers rely on public transport it is difficult for them to take unsold produce home. To sell 
as much as they can before the end of the day, vendors endure the long hours at the market 
under gruelling conditions with extreme heat, and lack of water and sanitation.

Table 3.14: Number of hours per day vendors spend working at markets (n=205)

Number of hours per day Planned Markets Unplanned Markets Total
F M F M

Less than four hours 1 0 2 1 4
Four to eight hours 25 7 3 5 40
More than eight hours 91 26 20 5 142
As needed 2 2 1 0 5
Other 3 3 5 0 11
Combination 0 1 2 0 3
Total 122 39 33 11 205

F = Female; M = Male

These findings have implications for the provision of adequate and effective public services. 
Any work place should provide basic facilities and services: safety, shelter, clean work spaces 
and seating, as well as water and toilet facilities. What constitutes an appropriate working 
environment in market places should comprise the following:

• safe, clearly marked area with secure fencing;

• provision of shelter;

• provision of appropriate tables and seating;

• adequate and appropriate storage facilities;

• provision of water and toilet facilities;

• provision of spaces for parents with young children;

• easy access to public transport;

• provision of loading and unloading bays;

• waste removal services; and

• ffective supervision and management on the part of the city authorities.

Types of goods sold in the market 
The most common commodities sold at the markets included green vegetables and fruits, 
root products, livestock, marine products, cooked food and drinks, betel nut (buai), second 
hand clothes, artefacts and handcrafts, and manufactured store items. The results show that 
majority of vendors in the open markets are selling a combination of these goods (see Table 
3.15 below).
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Table 3.15: Types of goods sold in the open markets (n=205)

Type of goods sold Planned Markets Unplanned Markets Total
F M F M

Green vegetable & fruits 34 8 4 3 49
Root products 13 5 2 0 20
Livestock 0 0 2 0 2
Marine products 0 0 2 0 2
Cooked food and drinks 1 0 0 0 1
Betel nut (buai) 0 0 1 1 2
Second hand clothes 0 1 0 0 1
Manufactured store items 3 5 0 0 8
*Other 6 9 1 0 16
**Combination 62 10 21 6 99
Missing 3 1 0 1 5
Total 122 39 33 11 205

F = Female; M = Male

*Other includes goods such as tobacco and firewood that were not prescribed in the 
questionnaire lists. Interviewers were encouraged to take note of this in their group 
notebooks.

**Combination (multiple selections of code) of goods listed in the questionnaire, in which 
the order represented their ranks by most prominent to the least.

On a disaggregated level, the results (see Table 3.15) indicate that among the multiple 
responses for combinations of goods sold in the open markets: green vegetables and fruits; 
root products; and manufactured items are the main combination of goods sold by the 
vendors in the planned markets. Similarly, in the unplanned markets most female vendors 
indicated the combination of green vegetables and fruits; and root products as the main 
goods sold. However, equal number of male vendors indicated that green vegetables and 
fruits and root products are the two main combination of goods sold in the unplanned 
markets.

Source of goods sold in the market
The results (Figure 3a) show that overall, 43 percent (89) of respondents acquire their 
commodities from informal sources. Most women in planned markets purchase commodities 
from informal sellers/producers in bulk and re-sell in smaller quantities. Female producer- 
sellers in planned markets are the second largest category. Producer-sellers are mostly from 
the Central Province, which has road access to NCD markets.

The biggest group of male vendors (13) were producer-sellers. This was followed by those 
who obtain goods from formal wholesale and retail shops (10). Those men involved in 
purchasing commodities from other informal vendors (8) comprised the third biggest 
group. It is likely that more men from the Central Province bring produce into the city 
for sale while the women remain at home and take care of the family. This could also be 
because of safety concerns or that men are stronger and able to load and unload heavy 
produce. This is supported by a study of long distance market selling of sweet potatoes in 
the Highlands. This study revealed that women in the Western Highlands Province were 
accompanied by husbands or male relatives to Madang or Lae for long distance marketing 

18



(Chang, et al., 2010) to manage the transportation of larger volumes of produce, as well as 
to minimise safety concerns for women.

Figure 3a: Source of market goods (n=205)

F = Female; M = Male

Assistance with market activities 
A total of 54 respondents representing 26 percent of the sample operate alone as indicated 
in Figure 3b. The majority comprising 74 percent of the sample receive help in various 
forms from other family members. Assistance comes from both male and female family 
members. Men are more involved in transporting heavy commodities and accompanying 
female sellers to market for safety, whereas women are heavily engaged in the acquisition, 
preparation, and selling of goods at the markets.

Figure 3b: Assistance with market activities 

F= Female; M = Male

The involvement of family members in these activities illustrates that households are pooling 
resources, including labour, to maximise income from market selling. An individual may 
own the enterprise and have control over the proceeds in terms of making decisions as to 
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how the money is to be spent, but benefits of the proceeds are shared among household 
members. Sharing the financial proceeds of the enterprise creates a sense of responsibility 
among family members who are obliged to help with the market activities.

Type of work provided by assistants 
Assistance with sales is the most common type of help provided to 39 percent of vendors. 
This was especially noticeable during the surveys in the planned markets, as the reserve lists 
were used several times because the vendor at the selected stall was providing relief shift for 
the owner who was taking a break. A further 29 percent of the respondents, both males 
and females, showed that they receive help with a combination of activities. The common 
assumption is that women entrepreneurs operate alone, but evidence from this study shows 
otherwise. In most cases women selling at the market do not operate independently of their 
household. Assistance is provided by other members of the household, which enables the 
woman to engage in their enterprise.

Figure 3c: Type of work provided by the assistants

F = Female; M = Male

Ownership, access, and control of income from market activities

This section presents findings on ownership, access, and control of income from market 
activities.

Ownership of market enterprises
Seventy percent of the women (108) and just over half, 52 percent (26) of the men own 
the market enterprises they operate. This was followed by sellers whose activities are jointly 
owned by husband and wife. Family owned enterprises comprised the third biggest category. 
Those who own their enterprises have control over decisions of how to spend the income.
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Table 3.16: Ownership of market enterprise (n = 205)

Ownership F Total M Total
Planned Unplanned Planned Unplanned

Yourself 86 22 108 17 9 26
Spouse 0 0 0 2 0 2
Husband & wife 13 6 19 5 2 7
Son & daughter 2 0 2 0 0 0
Family 10 4 14 9 0 9 _
Group 0 0 0 0 0 0
Other 5 0 5 1 0 1
Combination 5 1 6 5 0 5
Missing 1 0 1 0 0 0
Total 122 33 39 11

F = Female; M = Male

Use of income generated from markets
Unsurprisingly, nearly 97 percent of the respondents spend income from their informal 
market trading activities on family expenses. The exceptions were two women and four 
male vendors who stated that they keep earnings for themselves. Income from market sales 
is used to finance routine household expenses, such as utility bills, bus fares, lunch money, 
grocery shopping, or major family expenditure such as school fees and fulfilling customary 
obligations (bride price, deaths, and compensations).

Table 3.17: Use of proceeds from market sales for family expenses (n = 205)

Are sales proceeds used for

family expenses

Planned Markets Unplanned Markets Total

F M F M
Yes 120 36 32 10 198
No 2 3 0 1 6
Missing 0 0 1 0 1
Total 122 36 33 11 205

F = Female; M = Male

People engage in generating income to finance everyday expenses and make ends meet. 
The principal is used to continue the enterprise and profits are used to pay for the cost of 
necessities, while any surplus cash is saved for special purposes. Saving for expansion of 
entrepreneurial activities falls under the special purpose category; therefore, if household 
income increases these vendors would have to save sufficient surplus cash.

This finding supports the suggestion that the priority of informal entrepreneurs is to 
generate income to meet survival needs and may not have any intention to expand and 
formalise their businesses (Ramani et al., 2013). Once basic needs are met, a small minority 
of informal entrepreneurs may expand and transition their businesses to formally registered 
SMEs.
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Conclusion and policy recommendationsCh. 4
The study supports existing literature about the role of women in the informal economy. 
It also reiterates the importance of markets as an income-generating option for residents 
of Port Moresby. Most of these vendors, except for people from Central Province, are 
migrants without access to land and have very rudimentary or no education. Without wage 
employment, the informal economy provides their only source of income for survival. Even 
for households with wage employment, market trading provides additional income that 
augments and boosts household income.

Individual ownership of market enterprises is important as the owner has decision-making 
power over income expenditure and distribution. This is empowering for female vendors. 
However, individual ownership does not mean that the owner undertakes all activities. 
There has been little understanding of the time and labour that goes into market activities. 
By seeing women at the markets, it has often been assumed that they operate alone. This 
is not the case as there are gendered roles and responsibilities; households pool together 
time and labour resources to undertake market activities. Men participate by undertaking 
the heavier work of carrying and loading products and providing security while women 
provide shift work to sell the products at the markets.

The average household size is approximately eight persons per household. Vendors spend 
most of their income from market sales on sustaining the livelihood of these big households. 
Income must increase substantially for vendors to meet the cost of paying for immediate 
household needs and build up sufficient savings to expand their enterprises.

Service provision in most markets is non-existent. Exceptions are the two Moresby South 
redeveloped markets at Koki and Sabama, and the UN Women-sponsored National 
Capital District’s Gerehu market. Market selling in Port Moresby has become a full-time 
activity with extremely long hours of work. Vendors endure long hours at the markets 
without adequate basic services for water, toilets, shelter, and security. This has important 
implications for planners and market service providers to consider when planning new 
markets or upgrading existing markets.

The municipal authority needs to develop a holistic public service provision plan for Port 
Moresby. Markets are one part of the provision of public services. Planned markets must 
be provided with proper services fit for a workplace. Redeveloped markets at Koki and 
Sabama are good models to work with. Unplanned markets should be recognised and 
provided with services where feasible or relocated to appropriate areas.
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