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The informal palm oil and kernel processing 
industry in Ghana: A safe haven or a poverty trap 
for women?
Jacob Obodai1*, Festus Okoh Agyemang2, Paul Kitson Baffour Asamoah3 and 
Abena Korang Acheampong Abaitey3

Abstract:  According to the International Labour Organisation, the informal sector 
employs more than 60% of the world’s workforce. Due to severe gender inequality 
in the formal sector, women dominate the informal economy in Sub-Saharan Africa. 
As a result, the informal sector can help with poverty reduction efforts, especially 
among vulnerable groups like women. Despite a number of studies examining 
various businesses, the informal palm oil and kernel production industry (POKPI) has 
garnered little attention, especially in Ghana. We used a cross-sectional survey 
design and pragmatism as our philosophical approach to answer the question of 
whether the POKPI is a safe haven or a poverty trap for women. The perspective 
through which we conducted this research was the Sustainable Livelihood 
Approach. The findings demonstrate that the POKPI has a lot of promise for pro-
viding women with long-term livelihood options. However, if its current slew of 
problems is neglected, it has the potential to sink its participants into a never- 
ending cycle of poverty. As a result, we made some suggestions for overcoming the 
obstacles to positioning the POKPI as a viable livelihood plan for women.
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1. Introduction
Informality is a common feature across the globe, especially in developing and emerging econo-
mies. The International Labour Organisation (2018) argues that globally, more than 60% of the 
employed population, numbering about 2 billion, derive their livelihoods from the informal econ-
omy, despite the sector’s deprivation of decent working conditions. The informal sector is worth 
investing in to achieve poverty reduction outcomes (Chant, 2012; Chen, 2008; United Nations, 
2018; World Bank, 2009) because many poor individuals and households work in the informal 
sector compared to the formal sector. Many people work in the informal sector because of the 
limited opportunities available within the formal sector to help them earn a living. Hence, it suffices 
that working in the informal economy becomes a matter of consequence rather than choice for 
most people.

In Africa, 86% of the total employment is within the informal sector 2018aIt is interesting to 
note that a substantial number of this population are women, constituting 90% of the informal 
sector and, in particular, from sub-Saharan Africa (Tinuke, 2012). The situation in Ghana, a sub- 
Saharan African country, is not any different. About 90% of the total work in Ghana is within the 
informal sector, of which more than half (55%) of these workers are women (Ghana Statistical 
Service, 2016). Consequently, the importance of empowering women has taken centre stage in 
many development discourses over the last decade (Organisation for Economic Cooperation and 
Development, 2012). Women’s empowerment, therefore, aims at building the capacities and 
reversing the subordinate status of women in most societies, especially in developing countries 
worldwide (Jahachandran, 2014). Thus, achieving women’s empowerment efforts has become 
a potential poverty alleviating strategy for most women in the informal economy. It is important 
to recognise that some studies have sought to understand the role of the informal sector as 
a livelihood opportunity for women (Baah-Ennumh & Adom-Asamoah, 2012; Peprah et al., 2019), 
and these studies have revealed a paucity of knowledge on the contribution and role of women in 
the informal economy. For instance, there is limited knowledge, particularly in the informal palm 
oil and kernel industry (POKPI) in Ghana, a woman dominated activity and a key component of the 
informal economy in the country, and this research paper sought to unravel the importance of this 
economic activity to the economy of Ghana. In this paper, the study sought to ascertain whether 
the POKPI is a sustainable livelihood strategy for alleviating poverty (‘safe-haven’1) among women 
or whether the industry is just an imposed choice of work among women who are engaged in it. 
The study begins with a review of the informal sector as a sustainable livelihood strategy for 
women. Furthermore, it sought to conceptualise the POKPI through the lens of the sustainable 
livelihood approach, and finally presented an overview of the POKPI, the methods employed, the 
findings, and conclusions from the study.

2. Informality as a Livelihood Strategy for Women: A Literature Perspective
There is a growing debate on whether the informal sector is a “safe haven” (a poverty reduction 
strategy) for women or a poverty trap for them instead. The informal sector as an industry has 
contributed to reducing poverty and enhancing economic empowerment, especially for women, 
who constitute the majority of the informal sector (Chidoko & Makuyana, 2012; Sparks & Barnet, 
2010). The authors argue that, through informal activities, women generate adequate incomes to 
support themselves and their families. The informal sector contributes to women supplementing 
their family income, ensuring that their households enjoy an improved standard of living. In some 
cases, women do not just provide support but serve as breadwinners for their families through 
their informal activities. For instance, Forkuor et al. (2018) argued that the informal processing and 
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sale of marine fish is a substantial source of livelihood for women in the coastal areas of the 
Central Region of Ghana. Sales from this livelihood activity offer the women some economic power 
to contribute to household expenditures like paying rent and bills.

Some scholars share a diverging view and have questioned the sustainability of the informal 
economy as a poverty alleviation strategy for women (Bertulfo, 2011; Singh, 2013; Tinuke, 2012). 
According to these authors, income from the informal sector is not sustainable. They are non- 
sustainable because women in the informal sector are challenged and hindered from earning 
enough for a considerable period of time. These women have limited financial strength due to the 
low start-up capital, mostly gained from hard earned personal savings (Peprah, 2012; Tinuke, 
2012). Also, the inadequate credit facilities for women due to the unwillingness of financial 
institutions to give out loans for their activities contribute to their limited financial strength 
(Peprah, 2012).

This unwillingness could be due to the informalities of the informal sector, which is characterised 
by poor business documentation, which is unacceptable by formalised financial institutions. The 
effects of the limited finances make the women unable to buy enough raw materials and the 
needed logistics for their operations. Forkuor et al. (2018) reinforce the above assertion by showing 
that women in the informal sector have inadequate capital equipment.

The glaring effect of the foregoing is that women in the informal sector earn low wages, despite 
their labour-intensive nature and long working hours. The low wages suggest their inability to save 
and make substantial investments, as their incomes are just from hand-to-mouth. Low wages 
could account for a finding by Osei- Asibey (2014) that, on average, women earn 57% of the 
income of men per hour in Ghana. Again, Saikia (2019) shows that income generated from 
informal activities is subjected to seasonal fluctuations, so it cannot be a secure and reliable 
source of income for survival. Consequently, most women stay in the informal sector not because 
they earn enough but because they consider it better to be employed in the informal sector rather 
than be unemployed (Saikia, 2019; Tinuke, 2012). Further, women stay poor in the informal sector 
by being vulnerable to health and safety hazards from harsh weather conditions and the arduous 
nature of their activities (Amfo-Otu & Agyemang, 2016; Ghana Statistical Service, 2016; Ghatak & 
Lalitha, 2016). Apart from the vulnerability, one other effect is that women are worse-off by using 
their limited incomes to take care of their vulnerabilities.

The review has indicated a two-sided debate as to the prospects of the informal sector for 
women. This study, therefore, seeks to contribute to the discussion by examining whether the 
informal palm oil and kernel industry in Ghana is a safe haven for yielding sustainable livelihoods 
to women or is a poverty trap for vulnerable women looking to gain a sustainable livelihood. The 
conclusion of the paper on whether the POKPI is a sustainable livelihood strategy or otherwise 
among women is framed by the Sustainable Livelihood Framework as discussed in the previous 
section.

3. Conceptualising the Informal Palm Kernel and Oil Processing Industry in Ghana via the 
Sustainable Livelihood Framework
Based on the fundamental philosophies of the Sustainable Livelihood Approach (Chambers & 
Conway, 1991), several development institutions have come up with slightly different frameworks 
for understanding the sustainability of livelihoods. In this study, the Department for International 
Development (DFID) sustainable livelihood framework (SLF) is adapted to understand the sustain-
ability of the informal palm oil and kernel industry for women in Ghana. The DFID SLF provides 
a broad understanding of the myriad factors that affect people’s livelihoods and the relationships 
among these factors. This framework differentiates between three components: the asset portfo-
lio, which forms the core element of livelihood; the vulnerability context and policy, institutions, 
and processes; and the loop linking livelihood strategies and livelihood outcomes (DFID, 1999). The 
relationships between these components influence women’s livelihood outcomes, so they are 
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linked to the framework in both the vulnerability contexts and the livelihood outcomes (see, 
figure 1).

As seen in figure 1, five broad classes of assets, including natural, social, physical, human, and 
financial, are dependent on for negotiating livelihoods. These assets are the tangible (resources 
and stores) and intangible (claims and access) resources that supply material and social means 
(Chambers & Conway, 1991) on which livelihoods are built. They form the core of the SLF and relate 
to all the components of the SLF.

Human capital encompasses the abilities, experience, working skills and physical state of good 
health (UNDP, 2017). The quality and quantity of human capital impact the type of livelihood 
strategy pursued by households. For example, a significant relationship exists between the level of 
education of households and their livelihood strategies (Dehghani Pour et al., 2018). Moreover, 
other studies (Hua et al., 2017; Soltani et al., 2014; Su et al., 2009) have found a positive correlation 
between households’ access to human and financial assets and the adoption of non-agricultural 
strategies. Social capital is obtained through individuals’ and groups’ membership in a social 
network (Álvarez & Romaní, 2017), and households’ endowments of this capital are sometimes 
dependent on other assets, financial and human (Dehghani Pour et al., 2018). For the most 
deprived, social capital often stands as a place of refuge in mitigating the effects of shocks or 
lack of other capital, through informal networks (Kollmair and Gamper, 2002). Natural capital is the 
term used for the natural resource stocks from which resource flows and services (such as land, 
water, forests, air quality, biodiversity degree and rate of change, etc.) useful for livelihoods are 
derived (Kollmair and Gamper, 2002). Financial capital denotes the financial resources that people 
use to achieve their livelihood goals, and it is the availability of cash or equivalent that enables 
people to adopt different livelihood strategies. There are two main sources of financial capital. The 
first is available stocks (cash, bank deposits, or liquid assets such as livestock and jewelry that do 
not have liabilities attached and are usually independent of third parties). The second is regular 
sources of money, such as labour income, pensions, other state transfers, and remittances. The 
regular sources of financial capital are dependent on others and need to be reliable. Among the 
five categories of assets, financial capital is the most versatile. They can be converted into other 
types of capital or used for the direct achievement of livelihood outcomes. However, financial 
capital is the least available form of capital to the poor, making other forms of capital an important 
substitute (Kollmair and Gamper, 2002). Physical capital forms the basic infrastructure (changes to 

Figure 1. Conceptual frame-
work. 
Source: Adapted from DFID 
(1999). Sustainable Livelihoods 
Guidance Sheet.
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the physical environment that help people meet their basic needs) and producer goods (tools and 
equipment that people use to function more productively) needed to support livelihoods. (UNDP, 
2017). They include affordable transport, secure shelter and buildings, adequate water supply and 
sanitation, clean, affordable energy, and access to information. The price tag and secure access to 
infrastructure for the poor in society are as important as their physical existence. The mere 
presence of physical infrastructure does not cater to the benefit of the poor, as they may not 
have the means to access it. The informal palm oil and kernel industry depends on all five sets of 
assets, and the women taking part in the sector command varying degrees of each of the assets 
for the realization of their livelihoods.

All the assets noted above do not occur in isolation but within complex and varying levels of 
vulnerability contexts, including changing trends, shocks, and seasonality. The vulnerability context 
is the external environment where people exist and gain importance for their livelihoods 
(Devereux, 2001). The prevailing vulnerability contexts can either create or destroy the assets 
available to households and include trends, shocks, and seasonality. In the context of this study, 
the core vulnerability context within which the POKPI operates is the seasonality of the sector’s 
major asset (palm fruit), which leads to price fluctuations and changing output levels.

Further, the livelihood assets are directly related to the prevailing transforming structures and 
processes. These assets are profoundly influenced by existing institutions and policies in three 
broad ways (UNDP, 2017). First, they create assets through, for example, government policy to 
invest in basic infrastructure (physical capital) or technology generation (yielding human capital) or 
the existence of local institutions that reinforce social capital. Second, they determine access to 
assets through, for example, ownership rights or institutions regulating access to shared resources. 
Finally, they influence rates of asset accumulation through, for example, policies that affect 
returns to different livelihood strategies, taxation, etc.

These relationships are always two-sided and can go either way. Individuals and groups of 
individuals can also strongly influence the transforming structures and processes. Individuals’ and 
groups’ ability to constructively influence existing institutions and policies is dependent on their 
abilities, hence the call to empower people. A considerable number of non-governmental and 
policy think tanks have arisen over the past decades. They empower people and provide a voice for 
the voiceless concerning their access to resources in various sectors.

Also, the livelihood strategies adopted by households and the resulting livelihood outcomes, as 
shown in the SLF, hinge on the asset portfolio available. The more diverse and developed the assets 
available to a household, the greater the range of opportunities and the ability to pursue and switch 
between multiple strategies to secure their livelihoods (Fang et al., 2014; Scoones, 1998; UNDP, 2017; 
Wu et al., 2017). Similarly, the livelihood outcomes of households result directly from the assets 
available to them. Different assets are dependent on different livelihood outcomes.

4. The informal palm oil and kernel industry in Ghana
Palm oil and kernel production play a crucial role in supporting livelihoods and food security in 
Ghana. The oil palm fruit is the most important edible oil crop in Ghana and the whole of the West 
African region (Suarez et al., 2013; Angelucci F., 2013., Food and Agriculture Organization [FAO], 
2013). In 2012, Ghana produced over 120,000 tons of palm oil, making it the 15th largest producer 
globally (Food and Agriculture Organization [FAO], 2012). The palm oil and kernel processing 
industry in Ghana includes large, medium-sized, and small-scale processors. The sector provides 
income for many peri-urban and rural populations and comprises small-scale processors working 
either in groups or as individuals (Ofosu-Budu & Sarpong, 2013). The informal small-scale proces-
sors account for 80% of the total palm oil production in Ghana, and many of these processors 
(80%) are women employed as wage workers (Angelucci, 2013; Ministry of Food and Agriculture 
[MOFA], 2012).
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In the study area, Bekwai Municipality in the Ashanti Region of Ghana, the informal sector is the 
largest employer, absorbing 88.9% of the population (2014. The local economy of the municipality 
consists of three subsectors: primary production, manufacturing, and services/commerce. Informal 
palm oil and kernel processing is a subsector of the small and medium scale manufacturing 
industries that accommodate about 25%—29% of the industrial labour force in the municipality 
(Bekwai Municipal Assembly, 2014a). Despite the significant proportions of the industrial labour 
force in this subsector, the subsector has not received the needed attention from the Municipal 
Assembly and development partners. This lack of attention may be due to two things: first, an 
inadequate understanding of the prospects the subsector holds for the development of the local 
economy of the municipality; and secondly, the viability of the subsector to be developed as 
a sustainable livelihood strategy for women has not been assessed. This study, therefore, seeks 
to provide an insight into the informal palm oil and kernel processing industry to understand its 
potential as a sustainable livelihood strategy for women.

5. Material and Methods

5.1. Study area
The study was in the Bekwai Municipality (figure 2)

5.2. Research Approach and Design
The study adopted pragmatism as its philosophical approach. This approach argues that strictly 
choosing one position is unrealistic in practice and prefers a blend of qualitative and quantitative 
data and methods in a study to resolve a real-life world challenge (Creswell & Plano Clark, 2011; 
Ihuah & Eaton, 2013). As such, we adopted a mixed research approach. This approach allowed 
procedures that implemented both qualitative and quantitative data collection and analysis 
techniques. Through this integration, comprehensive and synergistic data was collected and 
analysed. Specifically, a cross-sectional survey design was adopted to study a section of women 
in informal activities in the Bekwai municipality.

5.3. Sampling design
Using a mathematical formula by Gomez and Jones (2010), a sample of 80 women working in the 
palm oil and kernel industry in Bekwai municipality was selected for the study. This formula 
generated an unbiased and representative sample size at different levels of precision (95% in 

Figure 2. Map of bekwai muni-
cipality showing study sites. 
Source: Author’s Construct
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the case of this study). Moreover, it is discipline-specific and was used in a similar study (Obodai 
et al., 2018). The formula is stated as [n = N/ (1 + N e2)] where n = sample size, N = population size, 
and e = level of precision with a 5% margin of error. Proportional sampling was then applied to 
arrive at the exact number of women to be selected from each of the six communities selected for 
the study (see, Table 1).

Because the sample size was almost the same as the sample frame, we used the convenient 
sampling technique to interview available women until the 80th person. The women were purpo-
sively selected from six different communities in the Bekwai Municipality, which is known for its 
palm kernel and oil production. The communities were Bekwai Zongo, Adankragya, Esumangya, 
Assebium, Kokofu Abankasum, and Sebedie.

5.4. Data Collection
An interview was the main procedure used in gathering primary data for this study. Also, non- 
participant observations helped in collecting data from the working environments of the study 
participants (Bryman, 2016; Creswell, 2014). A semi-structured interview (SSI) guide, made up of 
both open-ended and closed-ended questions and consisting of twenty-seven (27) items, was 
used. We interviewed the study participants in their respective working environments. This 
arrangement made them comfortable and willing to provide the necessary information needed 
to answer the research question (Bryman, 2016). The interviews were conducted in the late 
afternoon, between 4 p.m. and 6 p.m., when many of the study participants were wrapping up 
their daily activities. Verbal consent was obtained from each study participant before the interview. 
Because the data was for academic purposes, no incentives were paid to the participants. To 
guarantee anonymity, no names were assigned to study participants, and no personal identifica-
tion details were recorded. Because of the low literacy level of the participants, the interviews were 
conducted in Twi (the local dialect of the study area) to serve their needs. The primary data was 
complemented with secondary information gathered from journal articles, institutional reposi-
tories, and the internet.

5.5. Data Analysis
The dataset was serially numbered and cross-checked for consistency before data analysis began. 
The data codes were based on these serial numbers. IBM’s Statistical Package for the Social 
Sciences (SPSS, version 23) was used to analyse the quantitative data using descriptive statistical 
tools such as frequencies and descriptives. For the qualitative data, no computer-aided software 
was used. Instead, a recursive abstraction was applied (Polkinghorne & Arnold, 2014). Data were 
summarized and re-summarized until a focused and very brief summary that was both accurate 
and distinct was obtained. Using the convergent mixed analytical method (Creswell, 2014), quan-
titative and qualitative results were discussed, and conclusions were drawn. Thus, while inductive 
inferences were made from text responses, deductive interpretations were made from the quanti-
tative data.

Table 1. Calculation of sample size for each sampled community
Communities Population of women 

engaged in POKPI
Proportional sample 

size computation
Sample size 
computed

Bekwai Zongo 39 (39/110) *80 28

Adankragya 8 (8/110) *80 6

Esumangya 22 (22/110) *80 16

Assebium 14 (14/110) *80 10

Kokofu Abankasum 23 (23/110) *80 17

Sebedie 4 (4/110) *80 3

Total 110 80
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Key subjective views were presented using direct quotations. Two criteria were developed to 
ascertain if the POKPI is a sustainable livelihood or a poverty trap for women. First, for the POKPI to 
be considered a sustainable livelihood for women, there must be adequate access to three or more 
assets and favourable structures and processes. This criterion is denoted as “safe haven”. 
Secondly, access to fewer than three assets is considered inadequate. This inadequacy, exacer-
bated by the prevailing structures and processes, has the potency of plunging the women in the 
POKPI into a vicious cycle of poverty. This criterion is what we refer to as the poverty trap.

6. Results and Discussion

6.1. Background of study participants
As shown in Tables 2, 42.5% of the women were aged 40 to 59 years, and 30% were aged 60 and 
above. The remaining 27.5% were 21 to 39 years old. The ages show that the POKPI accommo-
dates and provides a livelihood opportunity for both the young and the old. The highest level of 
education attained by 16% of the study participants was junior high school, whereas the majority 
(55%) had no formal education. Moreover, most (72%) of the women were married, out of which 
53.8% were household heads.

6.2. The sustainability of the informal palm oil and kernel industry for women
Livelihood strategies depend on the range of capital available to pursue different activities that 
enable one to secure a sustainable livelihood (DFID, 1999; Farrington et al., 1999; Scoones, 1998). 
Women in the POKPI have access to a variety of all five broad classes of capital. Among these 
classes of assets, social, physical, and financial capital are the least available and developed and 
pose the greatest threat to the sustainability of the POKPI. The following sections elaborate in- 
depth on the various capital endowments of the women in the POKPI and how they impact their 
livelihood in the POKPI.

6.3. Analysis of human capital
From Table 2, the POKPI does not require ambitious standards in terms of human capital (abilities, 
experience, education, e.t.c.). The processes of palm oil and kernel production are not sophisti-
cated, and they are predicated on training rather than formal education. Most (55%) women 
employed in this industry, therefore, lack formal education. This finding conforms with that of Hua 
et al. (2017) and Dehghani Pour et al. (2018), who found a correlation between the level of 
education of people in the informal sector and the livelihood strategies they can negotiate. As 
noted by Dehghani Pour et al. (2018), there is a positive correlation between education and 
livelihood strategies adopted within the informal sector. The higher the education level of an 
individual or household, the higher their livelihood strategies will be, with most people having 
a higher education shunned away from agricultural industries. In addition, the survey shows that 
the POKPI attracts both the young and the old, and an overwhelming majority of the people 
involved in the sector are aged 40 and above. Also, the industry was more appealing to married 
women who serve as household heads too. (See, Table 2). This appeal may be because these 
categories of women need to accumulate other assets to meet their household needs since most 
women in Ghana have inadequate access to resources (Osei- Asibey, 2014). This finding is in line 
with that of Forkuor et al. (2018), which shows that women, through their informal activities, serve 
as breadwinners for their households.

6.4. Analysis of natural capital
Concerning natural capital, women working in the POKPI were well endowed. The most important 
raw material (oil palm) for the POKPI was readily available in the municipality. Its cultivation 
dominates the entire cash crop in the municipality due to its soil suitability and ready market for 
the produce (Bekwai Municipal Assembly, 2014a, 2014b; 2014). Over five hundred hectares have 
been cultivated in the municipality (Bekwai Municipal Assembly, 2014a) with a proposal by the 
Municipal Assembly and the Ministry of Food and Agriculture (MOFA) to set up a nursery for 
farmers to supply quality seed at affordable prices, enabling them to get a good yield from their 

Obodai et al., Cogent Social Sciences (2022), 8: 2035046                                                                                                                                                
https://doi.org/10.1080/23311886.2022.2035046                                                                                                                                                       

Page 9 of 18



produce (Bekwai Municipal Assembly, 2014a). The land for this proposed project was, at the time 
of the study, already acquired at Anwiankwanta.

In addition, statistics from 2014 show that 1,066 households, which translate into a total 
population of 5,271–2,550 males and 2,721 females in the Bekwai municipality, are engaged in 
growing oil palm. A gross look at this statistic points to a substantial number of women cultivating 
the raw materials for the POKPI. A sizable number (30%) of the women working in palm oil and 
kernel processing received their raw materials from their farms. Most of the women buy it from 
neighbouring communities in the municipality. From the above, the municipality is well-endowed 
with the requisite asset (oil palm) that can be developed to offer a sustainable livelihood for 
women.

6.5. Analysis of financial capital
Despite the low average start-up capital of GHC250 (the equivalent of $412), access to financial 
capital to expand and develop the processes involved in the activities of the POKPI was a major 
challenge. This challenge is similar to what other women working in the informal sector in South 
Africa, Nigeria, and Ethiopia experience (Deribie, 2012; Etim & Daramola, 2020). A substantial 
percentage (36%) of the women either started with as little as GH¢50 ($8) or the business was 
passed on to them, requiring no capital (See, Table 3). These funds were raised through personal 
savings by the majority (71%) of the participants. This finding confirms the study of Aliber (2015) in 
Kampala (Uganda) and Nagpur (India), where informal operators rely more on personal savings 
than on any other financial source, especially when the volume of money involved is not much. 
Loans are an option only when the initial capital needed is high (Aliber, 2015). Therefore, with the 
start-up cost of POKPI being low, loans from the bank or individuals are only subscribed to by 
a few. This finding aligns with different studies in Ghana, including those of Amoako-Tuffour (2007) 
and Adingo (2016). These studies all found that the low start-up capital requirement for the 
informal sector makes loans from banks the last resort.

The use of outdated and traditional methods in the POKPI, peculiar to many other informal 
businesses (Deribie, 2012; Etim & Daramola, 2020), accounts for the low start-up capital. In the 
major centres of the district where the palm oil and kernel processing occur, for example, Bekwai 
Zongo and Kokofu, only one milling machine was available for use by all the women in the centre. 
Other centres do not even have milling machines. The women rely on primitive ways or travel long 
distances within the district to mill their palm fruit. This infrastructural challenge confirms the work 
of Angelucci (2013) that shows small-scale palm oil processing units in Ghana have weak milling 
capacity. This weak milling capacity is because most women in the industry are handicapped 
financially due to the difficulty of accessing financial support from financial institutions because of 
the undocumented nature of their business and their inability to supply collateral for loans. For 
many women, their only possibility of survival in business was to borrow from friends and family to 
supplement their savings.

However, this choice is bemoaned as not exceptionally reliable and stable. One participant, 
nostalgic about the challenge of finance, intimated as follows

“I want to have my own building where I can work and get more raw materials.” I want to 
hand over the business to my daughter very soon, so I must keep it alive. But I am struggling 
to get enough money to do these.” [SSI, 07] 

The above expression summarises the quandary of most of the women in the study area, and it is 
in line with some studies (Baah-Ennumh & Adom-Asamoah, 2012; Peprah et al., 2019) that show 
the unavailability of financial capital as a major challenge for women in the informal sector.

Obodai et al., Cogent Social Sciences (2022), 8: 2035046                                                                                                                                                
https://doi.org/10.1080/23311886.2022.2035046

Page 10 of 18



6.6. Analysis of social capital
The influence of both external and internal social capital on the activities of informal businesses 
cannot be underestimated (Dai et al., 2015). They supply channels of credit support and market 
information. However, this capital is the least developed among women in the POKPI. Even though in 
some areas, like Bekwai Zongo, many women were working in a particular hub, they went about their 
activities independently. Except sometimes using the same milling machines, the women operated 
independently. There were no formalised groups of membership with mutually agreed or commonly 
accepted rules to champion their interests and aspirations within the industry. This lack of formalised 
groups limits their potential to have access to other capital towards improving their business. For 
instance, a well-organised cooperative group of women in the POKPI could help cooperate, reduce 
some transaction costs (DFID, 1999), and receive financial support from financial institutions.

6.7. Analysis of physical capital
Physical capital was another form of capital that was problematic for women in the POKPI. To 
process palm oil and kernels, access to water, electricity, and milling machines is imperative. 
However, women in the industry had no reliable water source close to where they worked. They 
must travel long distances to access water. This challenge delays production and leads to a loss of 
productivity. In addition, frequent electric power outages were a major physical capital failure, 
affecting the operation of the women. This problem slowed down the activities of the women 
considerably, as the milling machines for milling the palm kernel for further production use 
electricity. When this happens, the women must wait for several hours before electricity is restored 
to their homes to continue their production.

Worsening this situation was also the very few milling machines in the municipality, resulting in 
undue pressure at the milling shop immediately after electricity is restored after being out for 
some time. The women complained of having to join a long queue for extended hours before 
getting their nuts milled. Further, the high pressure exerted on the few mining machines causes 
them to break down often. One of the women bemoaned the following sentence:

“Sometimes I go to the milling shop in the morning and come back to my house in the 
evening”. [SSI, 045] 

The above sentiments are the feelings and realities of most women in the industry and confirm the 
lack of adequate basic infrastructure to support sustainable livelihoods in the informal sector, as 
reported by other studies (Baah-Ennumh & Adom-Asamoah, 2012; Etim & Daramola, 2020). The 
challenge of physical infrastructure in Ghana’s informal sector was confirmed to be like that of 
Nigeria and South Africa in a recent comparative study by Etim and Daramola (2020).

Table 3. Startup Capital
Startup Capital (GH¢) Count Percent
No startup capital or below GH¢ 50 29 36.3

GH¢ 51 to GH¢ 100 16 20.0

GH¢ 101 to GH¢ 200 13 16.3

GH¢ 201 to GH¢ 300 - -

GH¢ 301 to GH¢ 400 5 6.3

GH¢ 401 to GH¢ 500 5 6.3

Above GH¢ 500 12 15.0

Total 80 100.0
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Analysis of the vulnerability context and the structures and processes within which the POKPI 
operates

Many informal sector activities are characterised by seasonal, and other variations over time 
(OECD, 2002). Seasonality is the most critical vulnerability context within which the POKPI oper-
ates. Production and supply of oil to meet both local and international demands fluctuate with the 
growing seasons. Two main growing seasons exist within the study area. These are classified here 
as the peak and lean seasons. During the peak season (February to May), palm fruits (raw 
materials) are in abundance, and the women can produce more oil. More oil, however, results in 
low returns (sales) due to the high supply of oil in the local market. During this season, buyers 
dictate the price they would like to offer, and the women have no choice but to accept them or 
incur losses. Consequently, the oil is sold cheaply, sometimes just to meet production costs (break- 
even). In contrast, the lean season (June onwards) promises soaring prices for palm nut and kernel 
oil because of inadequate palm oil and kernels on the local market. The season is characterised by 
the very scarce availability of the raw material for production; thus, a substantial number of 
women can only produce low yields.

As shown in Table 4, women produce an average of 9 gallons of oil during the peak season, 
compared to only 4 gallons during the lean season. Women can not produce half of the total 
output recorded during the peak season during the lean season. However, the income derived from 
such sales is more than half the amount obtained for the peak season (Table 6). This statistic 
shows that women receive increased income for producing less in the lean season and get less 
income for supplying more in the peak season.

To summarize, the seasonality context in which the women working in the POKPI operate 
presents a unique challenge of a negative correlation between yields and income, all else being 
equal. This negative correlation shows the powerful interplay of the invisible hand of demand and 
supply at work. The persistence of this challenge year after year reflects the issue of lack of 
leadership. Price fixation is the sole prerogative of women who do so based on intuition and 
immediate need. Furthermore, the challenge of outdated storage machinery, as well as the 
women’s lack of technological expertise and skills, exacerbates the vulnerability context.This 
finding confirms the study by Osei-Boateng and Ampratwum (2011).

Also, the Municipal Assembly, serving as the institution mediating between the government and 
women, had nothing substantial and specific for the POKPI. At the time of the study, there was no 
policy regulating the activities of the POKPI, although the assembly acknowledged the presence of 
the POKPI and their inputs for local economic development. This situation is expressed vividly in 
the disorganised and poor governance of the industry. The women worked haphazardly and in 
poor locations since they had no organised place of work. Some worked in front of their houses, far 
away from the market. They, therefore, had to incur high transportation costs in transporting their 
finished products to the market. The scattered nature of the industry hindered women from 
enjoying economies of scale, including an exchange of skills and market pull, among others. This 
situation confirms and reinforces the Bank of Ghana’s (2007) claims that the informal economy is 
unorganised and unregulated. The few women whose activities were organised, especially at 
Bekwai Zongo, worked at the mercies of harsh weather conditions because the site lacked any 
sheds (See, figure 3). The lack of a shed exposed the women to sunshine, rain and other unfavour-
able weather conditions with dire health implications. Also, the rain sometimes destroys the raw 
materials that the women have intentionally exposed to the sun for drying. There were complaints 
of headaches after daily activities because of exposure to the rays of the sun. One of the women 
lamented as follows:

“As you can see, there are no structures here under which we work. We work in the open sun. 
Mostly, I go home in the evening very weak. I have paracetamol in the house that I take every 
evening to reduce my pain”. [SSI, 024]. 
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Osei Boateng and Ampratwum (2011) found similar situations of women exposed to bad environ-
mental and hazardous conditions that threaten their health and safety.

Also, the organised women at Bekwai Zongo lacked permits to work in their current location. The 
lack of permits left them unprotected and at the mercy of the landowner, who issued several 
evacuation threats as he demanded his land. The risk of evacuation made them susceptible to 
exploitation. They were forced to pay some lump sums of money to appease the owner and allow 
them to continue as squatters on his land. Two of the women indicated

“We do not have space to operate. Even this small space we have, is a squatting place”. 
[SSI, 039] 

“Mostly, the owner comes to us unawares, asking us to evacuate. We have always been 
paying money dictated to us by him so that he allows us to have our peace of mind”. [SSI, 55] 

The absence of physical assets in the form of an organised place of work noted above clearly 
suggests the failure of the structures and processes needed for sustainable livelihoods. This finding 

Figure 3. Collage of pictures 
showing the poor working con-
dition of the women in the 
POKPI at bekwai zongo. 
Source: Author’s observation

Table 4. Incomes and Outputs during Peak and Lean Seasons
Descriptives 

Statistics
Total Income 

Per Month 
(GH¢)

Peak Seasons Lean Seasons

Output 
(Gallon)

Income 
(GH¢)

Output 
(Gallon)

Income 
(GH¢)

Mean 745.00 9.00 2178.90 4.30 1351.30

Std. Dev 540.60 6.96 1897.50 4.27 1276.30

Min. 140.00 1.00 110.00 0.50 60.00

Max. 3200.00 45.00 9600.00 30.00 4800.00
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affirms the study by the World Bank (2009, as cited in Spark and Barnet, 2010), which found that 
women are coerced to bribe their way through carrying out their activities, which has made the 
informal sector characterised by massive bribery and corruption. Also, Osei-Boateng and 
Ampratwum (2011) show that the informal economy is characterised by tenure insecurity, with 
the operators in the sector often fearing forced eviction.

6.8. Livelihood strategies and outcomes
Access to diverse levels and blends of capital is undoubtedly a key influence on the choice of 
livelihood strategies. As explained and discussed in the preceding sections, women working in the 
POKPI have access to diverse levels and combinations of capital. This capital access determines 
the strategies they adopt to make a living from the industry. From the analysis, it is clear that the 
POKPI is indeed a significant livelihood strategy for women and their households. Because some of 
the women are household heads, there is a multiplier effect of their gains to cover their 
dependents.

The POKPI as a livelihood strategy for women contributes to sustained income generation and 
food security. Despite the fluctuations in output prices and, consequently, the income obtained 
from sales, women involved in the POKPI have a sustained income at the end of every month. As 
presented in Table 6, the women had an average monthly income of GH¢745 ($124). Using the 
internationally agreed poverty line of US$ 1.90 a day (United Nations, 2019) as a measure of 
poverty, none of the women in the POKPI are income poor. However, poverty is multi-dimensional 
(Sen, 1992, 1993; Thorbecke, 2013). Therefore, the overall well-being of these women, as well as 
their ability to reduce their vulnerabilities, is critical. Based on the poor working conditions of the 
women and the challenges associated with their livelihood assets, the POKPI cannot be fully 
described as a sustainable livelihood opportunity.

Also, the industry can offer livelihood opportunities for other people aside from women, directly 
and indirectly, although at reduced capacity. The 80 women who participated in the study 
employed 121 workers. This number was even a little lower than the total number of 147 they 
hired the previous year. On average, the total number of people employed by the women ranged 
from two (2) to eight (8) (refer to Table 5). This statistic shows the industry’s strength in generating 
sustainable livelihoods for other supporting employees, either men or women. These total numbers 
exclude the job opportunities the sector produces indirectly from the broad spectrum of people 
supplying supporting services such as millers, nut crushers, transport officers, farmers, etc.

Furthermore, the POKPI as a livelihood strategy has enormous potential to contribute to 
improved food security. The POKPI offers women access to financial resources. This financial 
access can support economic access to food, improving food security outcomes. Moreover, the 
production and sale of palm oil and kernels will increase food availability. This availability in both 
the local and external markets will contribute to improved food security outcomes.

Table 5. Employment Capacity of the POKPI
Current Number of 

Employees
Number of Employees 

previous Year
N 39 47

Mean 1.51 1.84

Std. Deviation 1.96 2.30

Minimum 1.00 1.00

Maximum 8.00 12.00

Sum 121.00 147.00
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7. Conclusions
The analysis of the POKPI as a livelihood strategy for women is key to improving the economy of 
Ghana and the achievement of Sustainable Development Goals Five (5) and Eleven (11), which seek 
to promote gender equality and promote the availability of decent jobs, respectively. The analysis 
has shown that the informal POKPI is an important livelihood strategy for women and their 
dependents. The industry holds great prospects that can be harnessed to create direct jobs for 
women and indirect jobs for both women and men.

The industry can be adopted as a strategic venture for empowering women, as it offers job 
opportunities for a range of age cohorts. Also, the start-up capital in the industry was low, 
suggesting that with little financial assistance, more women could gain jobs within that industry. 
Besides, the study area is well-known as an oil palm production hub in the Ashanti Region of 
Ghana. Access to raw materials will therefore not be an issue.

Despite the prospects of the POKPI, the industry is faced with access to asset difficulties. Most 
women in the industry have inadequate access to three or more assets. Specifically, the women are 
confronted with limited and permanent space to work. They lack support from the Municipal Assembly 
and financial institutions. In addition, they experience seasonal fluctuations in prices and have limited 
access to infrastructure like water, electricity, and milling machines. They, therefore, resort to the use 
of manual and primitive processing methods. These challenges limit the prospects of the POKPI as 
a sustainable livelihood strategy for women. Against this backdrop, we conclude that the POKPI is not 
a “safe haven” for women but a poverty trap that may plunge many of its participants into poverty if 
the challenges are ignored. To address these challenges, we have a few recommendations. First, the 
capabilities of women should be enhanced through skill development. Second, the study suggests that 
the municipal assembly play an active role in providing the necessary physical infrastructure as well as 
financial support/services to women. Finally, we recommend that women be encouraged and sup-
ported to form cooperative groups to develop and build on their social capital. This and others will 
ensure the POPKI offers sustainable livelihoods, promotes women’s empowerment, and has 
a multiplier effect on local economic development in the municipality.
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