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In many parts of the world, food consumption is shifting from mostly home-
based to out-of-home due to transforming of everyday lives as a result of urban 
development and changing infrastructure. This trend has spurred the expansion 
of informal ready-to-eat food vending, particularly among the urban poor. 
However, informal ready-to-eat food vending practices have faced challenges in 
provisioning menu settings with high energy and calories foods. Moreover, there 
are concerns about the safety, health, and diversity of food purchased through 
ready-to-eat food vending. This paper explores practice-oriented strategies, 
suggestions, and mechanisms through key actors’ experiences and perspectives 
to understand how the provisioning of healthy and diverse food in informal ready-
to-eat food vending can be improved in urban Nigeria as a future transformative 
initiative. A social practice-oriented approach, combined with participatory future 
visioning and back-casting, was employed in a multi-phase process of interlinked 
focus group discussions and workshops involving key food sector stakeholders. 
The findings reveal that achieving an increase in diverse foods and integration of 
fruits and vegetables requires changing food norms and promoting sensitization 
to the importance of diverse diets through training initiatives involving primary 
actors. Additionally, key skills/competences in the provisioning of healthy and 
diverse foods need to be learned and relearned, while adequate food materials, 
finance and effective and efficient integration of the different food vending 
practice elements are required for the realization of these initiatives. Furthermore, 
understanding the relationships between food vending and other food-related 
provisioning practices within the food vending environment is essential in 
transitioning to healthier and more diverse food provisioning in the informal food 
vending sector. Our findings provide insights for policymakers to provide strategic 
pathways for practical interventions to improve food vending practices that meet 
the food security and nutritional needs of the urban poor.
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1. Introduction

Urbanization, complex urban infrastructural change, and rural–
urban migration are transforming food consumption practices in 
cities in the Global South (Karamba et  al., 2011; Adeosun et  al., 
2022a). One key change in food consumption brought about by these 
dynamics is the shift from home-based to out-of-home food 
consumption, particularly among the urban poor (Piaseu and 
Mitchell, 2004; Tsuchiya et al., 2017). In many developing countries 
like Nigeria, ready-to-eat food vending has expanded tremendously 
(Adeosun et al., 2022b). This has raised concerns about poor urban 
dwellers who disproportionally depend on out-of-home food outlets, 
for whom food insecurity intersects with multiple other challenges in 
daily life, such as inadequate housing and long working hours in 
informal jobs (Adeosun et al., 2022a). These developments suggest 
that out-of-home food consumption will continue to grow and this 
trend has a range of consequences. Recent research reveals that 
changes in daily practices such as mobility, work, and family life 
associated with socio-economic transformations in urban settings 
have contributed to increasing out-of-home food consumption 
(Thornton et al., 2013; Adeosun et al., 2022a). In response, out-of-
home food provisioning is expected to align more along these 
situational dynamics to ensure the food security of the concerned 
groups consumers.

Despite their increasing reliance on out-of-home food, 
low-income consumers do not have absolute control over the kinds of 
foods and the composition of meals provisioned by food vendors, so 
their out-of-home food intake is limited to what these vendors 
provide. However, the kinds of food provisioned intersect with 
different dynamic activities happening within the food vending 
environment. This includes location specific activities such as of the 
employment context of consumers, the period of the day that food is 
being provisioned and the mobility dynamics of food vendors 
(Adeosun et al., 2022a,b). More so, research shows that even though 
food vendors are aware of nutrition imbalances in current food 
provisioned, profit-making takes priority in selecting the food they 
offer (Githiri et al., 2016; McKay et al., 2016; Adeosun et al., 2022b). 
Furthermore, the tendency for most out-of-home food consumers to 
stick to a particular food vendor they trust in terms of factors such as 
hygiene, food safety and sometimes the perceived satiety and energy 
the food provides, rather than the food’s nutritional benefits (Adeosun 
et al., 2022a), increases the likelihood of them consuming mostly 
monotonous diets. Even though some food vendors offer different 
food groups, some are provided and consumed in small quantities 
only (Adeosun et al., 2022b). Despite multiple benefits attributable to 
the intake of fruit and vegetables in daily diets, poor consumers still 
eat below the usual recommendation by (WHO, 2003). In most poor 
households in developing countries, Nigeria included, the 
consumption of fruits and vegetables is far below the minimum 
recommended level of 400 g per capita per day (WHO, 2003; Ruel 
et al., 2004; Lee, 2016).

Given these trends, it is therefore critical to consider how out-of-
home food can be improved to enable consumers to access healthy 
and adequate diets. This study conceptualizes healthy food in a way 
that departs from a focus on individual choice alone to direct attention 
to the contexts of provisioning and consumption that shape whether 
and how consumers can access a diverse diet that includes a variety of 
food items and fruits and vegetables (WHO, 2015). In directing 

attention to the contexts of food provisioning and consumption, the 
paper investigates practice-oriented strategies and mechanisms that 
can aid improving the health and balance of ready-to-eat food.

Most studies on ready-to-eat food provisioning have until now 
focused on food handling practices, food hygiene, provision of high-
calorie foods, and monotonous menu settings (Mwangi et al., 2002; 
Story et al., 2008; Muyanja et al., 2011; Lucan et al., 2014; Kolady et al., 
2020; Adeosun et al., 2022b). However, it remains unclear how these 
interconnections and intersections of practices can aid the 
improvement of food vending practices in terms of the health and 
diversity of the ready-to-eat foods provisioned. In this research the 
study conceptualizes health and diversity of ready-to-eat food as two 
distinct aspects of obtaining an adequate diet through: (1) the 
integration of fruits and vegetables into menu settings and meals and 
(2) increasing the diversity of food groups provisioned.

In addressing this aim, the study builds on previous research on 
informal food vending in the Global South and in particular in Nigeria 
(Chukuezi, 2010; Leshi and Leshi, 2017; Dai et al., 2019; Kazembe 
et al., 2019; Resnick et al., 2019; Swai, 2019; Tawodzera, 2019; Wegerif, 
2020; Zhong and Scott, 2020; Adeosun et al., 2022a,b). In doing so, 
this study adopts a social practice-oriented approach using 
participatory back-casting methods (Davies and Doyle, 2015; Oomen 
et al., 2022; Van der Gaast et al., 2022) to unpack practices, strategies 
and mechanisms suitable for improving food diversity in ready-to-eat 
food vending practices among the urban poor. A study by Davies and 
Doyle (2015) confirmed that only few studies in the domain of food 
vending apply back-casting using everyday social practices as their 
unit of analysis. Welch et al. (2020) studied the connections between 
social practices and regimes of engagement to understand future 
practices. Some studies applied visioning and back-casting in studying 
food futures in the Global North (Quist et al., 2011; Mangnus et al., 
2019). For instance, Van der Gaast et al. (2022) employ social practice 
and future engagements in food entrepreneurship to understand 
possible transformations toward a sustainable food system. However, 
while the use of futuring and visioning methods has somewhat 
increased in food consumption research in the Global North, there is 
a lack of applying such methods in food studies in the Global South. 
This paper intends to fill this gap.

The remainder of the paper is structured as follows: section two 
outlines the conceptual-methodological framing underpinning of 
study. In section three, we present the study context and the methods 
used to collect and analyze the data. Section four reports the findings 
from the study, which are discussed in section five to arrive at a 
conclusion on the implications of the insights generated for urban 
food system research and out-of-home food policy.

2. Conceptual-methodological 
framework

2.1. Visioning and practice-oriented 
back-casting methodology

A practice-oriented participatory back-casting method was 
applied to collect empirical information on visioning on ways to 
improve the health and diversity of ready-to-eat food provisioning 
during focus group discussions and as well as a stakeholders’ 
workshop. This combined approach was chosen because a social 
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practice approach is inadequate for developing a normative direction 
to guide future transformational strategies. Thus combining a practice 
perspective with a normatively focused back-casting methodology can 
help to overcome this limitation to explore visions for alternative 
practice arrangements as well as pathways to their realization.

According to Davies and Doyle (2015), back-casting implies an 
overarching, multi-phased methodology. It starts first with generating 
future ambitions or possibilities and is followed by a process of back-
casting which involves developing strategies, mechanisms and 
frameworks from the present to the future that can enable the 
realization of these future ambitions. Building on this, the approach 
employed in this study stimulates face-to-face interactions between 
diverse stakeholders who have some knowledge of food vending 
practices. It started with first generating future ambitions and was 
followed by a process of back-casting, which involved developing 
strategies, mechanisms and frameworks from the present to the future 
that would enable the realization of these future ambitions. According 
to Ahlqvist and Rhisiart (2015) and Kanatamaturapoj et al. (2022) 
present actions are crucial for directing how we think about the future 
in the present. The approach therefore allows for the co-creation of 
strategies for improving food vending practices in the present. The 
study therefore take every day social practices as the starting point for 
discussing present arrangements to enable future changes (Mandich, 
2019; Welch et al., 2020; Oomen et al., 2022).

According to Shove et  al. (2012), social practices might 
be  transformed in different ways, for instance, by reconfiguring, 
substituting or changing how practices interlock (see also Spurling 
and McMeekin, 2015). Reconfiguring practices means rearranging 
one or more of the practice-elements (meanings, competences, 
materials) comprising them (Shove et al., 2012, 2015). Practices can 
also be transformed by substituting one practice for another to achieve 
the expected outcome. For example, consumers might shift from 
eating their lunch at home to eating it out-of-home. As practices 
interlock with other practices in practice-arrangement bundles, these 
connections may also change (Schatzki, 2002). For instance, the rise 
of out-of-home food consumption is interconnected to other related 
practices, including in food systems, the economy and the government. 
Consequently, attention should be paid to how transformations in 
routinised practices connect with dynamics in the wider socio-
technical and socio-material contexts that both shape and are part of 
the practice. On a more situated level, daily food practices are linked 
with other practices in daily life, such as work and mobility. Thus 
identifying the linkages between these other practices allows for 
identifying options to re-arranging them and achieving the desired 
changes (Castelo et al., 2021). In this study, possibilities for more 
healthy and diverse food vending provisioning practices are explored 
through a lens that focuses on food vending practices and their 
arrangements with other related practices within the 
food environment.

The conceptual framework of this study envisages the changing 
interactions between food vending practices and governing practices 
and re-integrating the elements of these practices and how the 
practices themselves interlink to enable an improvement in the 
provision of healthy and diverse ready-to-eat foods.

The process of envisioning future ambitions and practice 
arrangements was informed by existing literature and insights from 
focus group discussions concerning the delivery of healthy and diverse 
foods (Steyn et  al., 2014; Githiri et  al., 2016; McKay et  al., 2016; 

Adeosun et al., 2022a). Using insights from the literature combined 
with insights from the focus group discussions, a picture of what the 
future food vending landscape should look like (the “what”) was 
generated. This was followed by back-casting to understand “how” this 
aimed-for future can be achieved and “who” should be responsible for 
particular actions and the probable prospects and challenges it may 
face. The process of visioning and back-casting used in this study 
followed two stage of visioning and back-casting.

The focus group discussions involved stakeholder-specific 
discussions. During these discussions, back-casting of key challenges, 
opportunities and mechanisms and strategies for the envisioned future 
initiatives (i.e., improving health and diverse ready-to-eat foods) 
provisioned were co-generated. The practice-based approach helped 
to embed this discussion in the changes, re-arrangements, and 
transformations of food vending and governance practices.

The results from the focus group discussions and the stakeholder 
workshop were further deployed to see whether they are practicable, 
implementable and will be widely adopted by the majority of the 
primary actors, i.e., the food vendors. A semi-structured questionnaire 
seeking to gain a wider view on food vendors views on the proposed 
visions and strategies was designed and administered to randomly 
selected food vendors from the study area. See Figure  1 for an 
overview of the methodological process.

3. Research context and methods

3.1. Study location

The study is carried out in Ibadan, Nigeria. Ibadan is one of the 
largest cities in Nigeria with about 4 million inhabitants (Adelekan, 
2016). As an ancient city, it accommodates different ethnic groups and 
people from different religious backgrounds. It has about 11 local 
government areas (LGAs) with five in the city metropolis and six in 
the peri-urban area where the majority of the low-income people 
reside. Most people in these communities live below the standard 
urban poverty line of $1.90 per day (UNDP, 2004). The study selected 
these poor urban communities because relative to other social groups 
in the city, they rely most prominently on ready-to-eat 
food provisioning.

3.2. Food vending mapping

The study took a census of food vending outlets in the selected 
communities using Geographical Information System (GIS) to 
provide a spatial overview (see Figure 2). This method was applied to 
represent and analyze the food vending environment in the study area 
based on three identified food vending categories, that is: (1) 
traditional cooked meals local foods such as cooked rice, yam, soups, 
pounded yam, cassava mash “eba” and cassava flour “amala”; (2) 
processed foods (fried foods, roasted foods, smoked, snacks and 
beverages); and (3) unprocessed foods (fruits and vegetables). Six 
hundred eighty-six food vending outlets were mapped by taking the 
coordinates of all the food vending outlets in the selected communities, 
including 319 traditional food vending outlets, 268 processed food 
vending outlets and 98 unprocessed food vending outlets. From this 
larger sample, The study selected a diverse sample of food vending 
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FIGURE 1

Participatory practice-oriented visioning and back-casting methodological process (adapted from Davies and Doyle, 2015).

FIGURE 2

Location of mapped food vending outlet’s in Ibadan.
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outlets for participating in the focus group discussions, stakeholders’ 
workshop and survey.

3.3. Sampling procedures

An exploratory sequential mixed-method design was applied in 
the sampling and data collection. This approach was applied to 
generate a broad range of empirical data. The sample for this study 
was selected on the basis of information from the state ministry 
allowing us to categorize the Local Government Areas (LGAs) in 
Ibadan. Based on this information, The study selected the lowest 
income LGAs, as areas where a majority of low-income residents 
live, for further investigation. To ensure a good representation of 
the study area, the study purposively (based on their revenue size) 
selected two LGAs from the Northern part of Ibadan where seven 
LGAs are located, one LGA from the Southern part of Ibadan where 
three LGAs are located and one LGA from Central Ibadan, located 
at the boundary between the Northern and Southern parts of the 
city. Thus, in total, four LGAs were selected as the sample area for 
the study and within each LGA, two communities were randomly 
selected as sites for the study.

The study developed a multi-modal approach that started with 
focus group discussions involving different food vending stakeholders. 
This was followed by a stakeholders workshop that brought them all 
together and a larger quantitative survey among the food vendors. 
Based on the particular research method, concurrent sampling 
techniques were applied. First, the study selected different groups of 
stakeholders for a series of four stakeholder-specific focus group 
discussions, i.e., (1) two groups of seven food vendors including food 
vending association leaders (elected leaders that supervise and 
manage the affairs of the food vending association); (2) one group of 
three local government agents who supervise the activities of food 
vendors and a nutritionist from the University of Ibadan, and (3) one 
group of seven out-of-home food consumers. These amount to a total 
four focus group discussion meetings conducted. For the stakeholders’ 
workshop, the study included 13 stakeholders: (1) five food vendors 
including food vending association leaders, (2) five out-of-home food 
consumers, (3) two government agents and a nutritionist. These 
stakeholders were selected from the participants in the focus group 
discussions to participate in the stakeholder workshop. The overview 
of methodology applied and food vending’s stakeholders selected are 
presented in Table 1.

Quantitative data were obtained from 300 food vendors who were 
systematically selected from the list of each food vending outlet’s 
category mapped and a semi-structured questionnaire was 
administered to collect their opinions. Based on the mapping results, 
three lists of food vending categories were produced, and considering 

the size of each list, a systematic sampling was applied to select the 
respondents for the survey. Thus, 165 respondents were systematically 
selected from the list of traditional food vending, and 135 respondents 
were systematically selected from the list of processed food vending. 
Only traditional and processed food vending was considered in this 
study because they provide low food group diversity (Adeosun et al., 
2022b). The consent letter was read to the respondents in their local 
language to seek their consent and the study only interviewed the 
respondents that gave their consent verbally, while, those that did not 
give consent were not interviewed.

The respondents were selected from across the four selected local 
government areas, based on their readiness to participate in the 
discussion as well as on specific conditions. These conditions differ per 
category: food vendors should be at least 5 years in service, association 
leaders should be active in service and have spent at least 1 year in that 
position, government agents should be from an office linked to food 
vending activities, consumers should regularly use out-of-home food 
(at least one meal out-of-home every day) outlet and rely on different 
categories of food vending. These criteria were applied to receive first-
hand information from practitioners and stakeholders who have a 
wide range of experiences in food vending. Field work was organized 
by the first author between July to September 2022, with the support 
of four research assistants.

Data from the focus group discussions and stakeholders’ 
workshop was recorded, transcribed, and coded inductively using 
(Atlas. ti). The open codes that were identified were then analyzed, 
compared and grouped into categories. An iteration between inductive 
and deductive analysis was used for particular themes and patterns 
and then this data was reviewed and further categorized in accordance 
with the social practice approach.

4. Results

This paper aimed to understand future strategies and mechanisms 
that can contribute to improved food vending practices in the contexts 
of health and diversity of food provisioned. Taking a nuanced 
approach the study analyzed different interconnections and 
interactions of practices, (sub) practices, elements of practices, and 
elements of governance that can support the future improvement of 
food vending practices. The study presents the findings under the 
following headings: first, the study analyzes the views of food 
practitioners (vending and consumption) on the benefits of increased 
health and diversity of food provisioned. This is followed by the 
expected future strategies. Different suggestions were made on 
practice-oriented mechanisms, including learning practice meanings, 
norms, competences and materials, as well as reshaping links and 
synergies among different food markets within the food vending 

TABLE 1 Showing different methodology applied and the numbers of food vending stakeholders selected.

Methods applied Food vendors/food 
vending association 

leaders

Consumers Government agents Nutritionist

Focus group discussions 7/7 7 3 1

Stakeholders’ workshop 5 5 2 1

Survey 300 – – –
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environment and establishing more effective and efficient regulatory 
frameworks guiding food vending practices. The last section of the 
results is based on the envisioned challenges and 
implementation process.

4.1. A paradigm shift in food vending 
practices

While there is variation among the different food vending 
categories (Adeosun et al., 2022b), changes in the ready-to-eat food 
vending practices are indispensable for ensuring healthy and adequate 
diets. The study explored potential arrangements and interconnections 
between different practices, that can support these 
needed improvements.

4.1.1. Future benefits of increasing the health and 
diversity of ready-to-eat food provisioned

Table  2 presents the vendors perceptions of the benefits of 
increasing the health and diversity of food provisioned and the 
possible processes of achieving this in the future.

The results showed that vendors agree that the food currently 
provided is not sufficiently diverse and that there is inadequate 
integration of fruits and vegetables in the meals provisioned. This was 
also a viewpoint shared with the wider stakeholder groups. During the 
stakeholder focus group discussions, it was reported that an increase 
in the diversity of the foods provided offers an opportunity for 
consumers to access more healthy diets.

… Increasing food groups provision and inclusion of a good 
proportion of fruits and vegetables will avail us the privilege of 
improving the health of our customers and invariably increasing 
our income as vendors, (FGD, food vendor).

… It is quite necessary for the food vendors to increase their menu 
settings because of the nutritional level we obtain from different 
varieties of food, each food supplies different nutrients to the 
body, more so as the adage goes that health is wealth, (FGD, 
nutritionist).

The majority of the food vendors also confirmed that increasing 
the number of food groups and an integration of sufficient fruits and 
vegetables is a welcome future initiative. The stakeholders agree that 
fruits and vegetables should be  integrated in meals rather than 
provisioned as a separate dish as some consumers may not 
be interested to purchase it this way. This is important as the WHO 
(2015) recommends that 400 g of vegetables are consumed by 
individuals per day. Consumers in particular reported a need for food 
vendors to lead by integrating more fruits and vegetables into meals 
at affordable prices:

… I would rather prefer fruits and vegetables integrated into my 
meals when I go to the food vending outlet and to not eat them 
necessarily as a sole meal, (FDG, consumer).

However, despite this general agreement, most stakeholders 
agreed that current food norms and practices as well as limited 
availability of diverse and healthy foods impeded this:

… Most of the foods we eat outside of our homes are starchy foods 
with inadequate vegetables. We are just managing them since 
we have little or no option once we are out of our homes, (FGD, 
consumer).

For out-of-home food consumers, increasing the degree of food 
group diversity provisioned was understood as providing access to 
more variety of food items, thus enabling more diverse nutrient 
intakes, and enjoying good health through consuming an adequate 

TABLE 2 Perceived future opportunities in food vending practices by 
primary actors (food vendors).

N/S Opportunity/
prospects

Mean SD Decision

1. Nutritional balance of 

food provisioned is 

not sufficient enough 

in terms of number of 

food groups 

provisioned by food 

vendors.

2.947* 0.014 Agree

2. There is inadequate 

fruits and vegetables 

inclusion in the meal 

provisioned.

2.950* 0.013 Agree

3. It is important to 

increase food group 

provisioned and 

integration of fruits 

and vegetable in a 

complete meal

2.950* 0.013 Agree

4. Increasing food groups 

provision and 

integration of 

sufficient proportion 

of fruits and vegetables 

will avail us the 

privilege of improving 

the health of our 

customers and 

invariably increasing 

the income of food 

vendors.

2.921* 0.018 Agree

5. Government 

empowerment 

programs through 

financial support 

scheme to food 

vendors as well as 

provision of enabling 

environment will be a 

welcome development 

and it will aid the 

implementation of the 

initiatives

2.937* 0.016 Agree

The measurements are on a scale of 1 to 3, with a weighted average = 2.0, where, 1 = disagree, 
2 = neutral and 3 = agree. *Indicates significant with respected to the statement.
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diet. Food vendors were also seen as benefiting from a greater diversity 
of food groups as they generally also consume the meals they provision 
(Adeosun et al., 2022b).

… Our customers will have easy access to a adequate diet at their 
door steps and we the food vendors make more profit providing 
nutritious food for them, (FDG, food vendor).

The food vendors asserted that having additional varieties of foods 
to provision without reducing the number of existing food items 
provisioned will likely increase patronage as well as their business’ 
profit. This implies a win-win situation for both parties (vendors 
and consumers).

… The benefit we will enjoy is that we will be able to make better 
choices of the right combination of different classes of foods, 
(FDG, consumer).

4.2. Expected future changing strategies

4.2.1. Changing food norms and sensitization
For both initiatives (increasing food group diversity and 

integration of fruits and vegetables in meals) to be fully accepted, there 
is a need for proper and intensive understanding of changing food 
norms and sensitization among both food vendors and consumers. 
The stakeholders reported that first the consumers and food vendors 
should be educated about the need to increase fruits and vegetables in 
daily diets. The government and food vending associations should 
have a mutual agreement in bringing food vendors together to educate 
them on the reasons why they need to change their menu settings and 
how they can go about it and benefit in terms of profit making.

This would involve challenging a belief, especially among the 
urban poor, that stresses the quantity rather than the quality of the 
food consumed. The government can play a critical role in this 
sensitization through public awareness campaigns using different 
media (i.e., TV stations, radio stations, newspapers, and social media). 
In particular using sell-designed jingles into these campaigns will 
drive home the importance of consuming fruits and vegetables and 
more food groups.

… I think there is a need for the creation of awareness not only 
among the food vendors but also among the consumers because 
if the food vendors increase their menu and the consumers are not 
ready to buy, the seller will be  at a loss, (Stakeholders’ 
joint assertion).

The food vendors reported that they may change their 
provisioning strategy and provide different types of food at different 
periods of the day. For instance, they can have a timetable for 
provisioning different classes of foods so their customers know when 
a particular type of food is available. Likewise, their presentation 
might change because each type of food has a unique presentation style.

The different stakeholders are of the opinion that the campaign 
for increasing the provision of fruits, vegetables, and diversity of 
food groups should be  linked to health benefits to enable both 
vendors and consumers to understand and absorb these initiatives. 
This is because the ideas cannot be forced upon food vendors or 

consumers. Rather, they should find ways to educate them on why 
these initiatives are important. Probably, the government can aid 
this via the food vending association leaders by organizing training, 
seminars, and workshops.

… The government can also help in the area of publicity by creating 
awareness among the public about the benefits of eating vegetables 
and fruits in sufficient quantity, (FDG, government agent).

Non-governmental organizations and food vendors can also take 
the role of enlightening consumers about the essentials of the 
initiatives. This should also include efforts to improve engagement 
through embodied knowhow. For example, stakeholders discussed 
how awareness can also be increased through demonstrations by food 
vendors in public places by offering tastings of new dishes and speak 
with consumers about the nutritional importance of the menu 
settings provisioned.

4.2.2. Training needed for future changing food 
vending practices

This section presents the food vendors’ perspectives on the 
possibilities, prospects and strategies embedded in the envisioned 
transformative initiative in food vending regarding the increasing 
food groups and integration of fruits and vegetables.

The food vendors reported that for these initiatives to 
be materialized, they need to procure new cooking utensils, improve 
existing skills and learn new skills. Changing food vending practices 
was recognized as a process that requires support and training to 
enable vendors to acquire the necessary skills and competences. 
Healthy and diverse food provisioning requires vendors to go 
beyond what they presently do. For example, as the number of food 
items increases, they need to develop skills to manage different food 
types, increase their menu settings, and discover ways to increase 
their income. Thus, the importance of training on increasing the 
variety of food groups provisioned and the integration of fruits and 
vegetables in meals was strongly emphasized. A food vendor will 
only prepare what he/she is skilled at, but once he/she has 
knowledge about different methods of preparation, different food 
items can be added to the menu. Food vendors in the survey also 
supported this, with about 84% asserting that they like to undergo 
training to improve health and diversity of ready-to-eat food 
provisioned. Regarding the organization of the training, about 
46.3% of the food vendors suggest that collaboration between 
government agents and food vending association leaders is the most 
effective option (Table 3).

… Some of our fellow food vendors who are not exposed to these 
different food preparation methods before would have to go and 
learn it. For instance, a vendor amongst us who hasn’t prepared 
salad before will have to go learn it for the sake of its necessity and 
inclusion (FDG, food vendor).

The stakeholders also reported that such training is needed and 
should be organized by the government in consultation with food 
vending association leaders. Trained food vending association leaders 
can then train their members at their various clusters in developing 
new competences and skills. Trainings should be  accessible and 
motivate the food vendors to adopt the content.
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… I can tell you that the language of people those food vendors 
listen to and comply with is their association leaders (FDG, 
government agent).

In the past, the government has organized a series of trainings 
with food vendors centered on food safety and hygiene practices, 
which generally had positive impacts on vendors. A training 
specifically focused on health and diversity of ready-to-eat food 
provisioned and the skills and competences needed for increasing the 
variety of food groups and the integration of fruits and vegetables 
could be usefully integrated here.

… Although our training has been on sanitation, food hygiene, 
personal hygiene, and how to prepare their meal in a neat 
environment, the government can also include the food nutrition 
balance benefit in the training (FDG, government agent).

Access to material resources in the context of executing the 
initiatives is important as the food vendors would need to add 
additional materials and the government could acquire more resources 
for training, sensitization and coordination. Trainings should also 
integrate information on prices, free training opportunities, loans and 
grant opportunities. There is a need to form synergies between 
nutrition experts, government, and food vending associations in 
organizing trainings. The food vendors further suggested that 
trainings would be  more accessible if they were organized on a 
zonal basis.

4.3. Practice-oriented mechanisms

4.3.1. Materials and financing
The focus group and workshop discussions revealed practices and 

practice arrangements that can contribute to the execution of the 
proposed healthy and diverse food initiatives.

Important practices that would need to change to support more 
healthy food include food preparation and preservation techniques, 
food procurement processes, storage and stocking, menu-setting and 
vendor-consumer relations. These require hiring more staff to work 
in the food vending outlets, buying new kitchen tools, such as pots, 
more plates, bowls, different sizes of cutlery, equipment such as a 
freezer for the preservation of foods, and a generator for constant 
power supply and many more. They might also need to re-position 
their staff due to the expansion of activities in the food 
vending outlets.

… I will surely need more hands in food preparation since I will 
be preparing many food items (FDG, food vendor).

The visioning and back-casting discussions identified different 
mechanisms that may need to be adopted in sourcing additional food 
materials. For example, procuring more food will impact the current 
way of sourcing food. As they require larger quantities, vendors need 
to transport raw food materials via reliable ways from their providers 
in the open market using logistic staff. This would require a shift from 
cash to online payment. It is also likely to impact the temporality of 
procurement practices: procurement of food currently occurs every 
day or every 3 days but may be adjusted to a weekly or bi-weekly basis. 
As it is envisioned, vendors would have less time to go to the market 
due to the increased labor demand at the vending outlets associated 
with the preparation of healthier and more diverse meals. This means 
they may buy larger quantities in fewer shopping trips or employ 
logistic personnel. To accommodate the changed procurement 
practices, storage practices would also need to change in the future. 
Storage space, infrastructure and materials will need to be improved, 
bought, or replaced. Since more food items need to be provisioned, 
current practices of selling all food items in 1 day are likely to 
be replaced by practices that allow for food to be preserved for several 
days. This means an increased demand for storage facilities for 
stocking and restocking prepared food items and raw food materials 

TABLE 3 Food vendors’ perspectives on increasing food group provision 
and integration of fruits and vegetables provisioned.

Initiatives Freq %

The initiatives is something 

possible for me to imbibe

260 86.7

I will like to start with the two 

initiatives at the same time

193 64.3

I will like to start with one of the initiatives first

Increasing food group 

provision

52 17.3

Integration of fruits and 

vegetables

15 5.0

Not interested in the initiatives 40 13.4

The food raw material sellers that are most important for the initiatives

Open market 202 67.3

Raw food retailers 52 17.3

Grocery shops 6 2.0

These initiatives can start within this period

I am not interested 40 13.3

Immediately 192 64

Next year 64 21.3

Next 2 years 3 1

I do not know 1 0.3

Receiving training for these 

initiatives is important

252 84.0

Organization of training for these initiatives

Government agency only 50 13.3

Food vending association only 52 17.3

Non-government agency only 19 6.3

Government/food vending 

association

139 46.3

Monitoring of the implementation of the initiatives

Government agency 51 17.0

Food vending association 72 24.0

Non-government agency 5 1.6

Government/food vending 

association

132 44.0

Total 300 100
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to preserve perishable foods and prevent it from being attacked 
by animals.

… I can get people to help me construct a safe cabinet for stocking 
food raw materials to save me the stress of going to the market 
every day (FDG, food vendor).

The stakeholders agreed that food vendors would need financial 
support to be able to effectively engage in the new initiatives. Previous 
studies revealed that most people in food vending practices are of 
low-income status (Panicker and Priya, 2020). Therefore they will 
need more finance to be  able to add to their menu settings. 
Stakeholders believe this support can come from either the 
government, food vending associations, or non-government 
organizations. The government can empower vendors through 
financial support schemes as well as by creating an 
enabling environment.

… The support that we need is that of finances, for instance most 
of us use soft loans and thrift to support our food provisioning 
business (FDG, food vendor).

There is a need to support training programs for food vendors, 
equip farmers, and reduce the levy for food vendors. The food vendors 
believe that more support for farmers would positively impact the 
price of food raw materials who may sell their raw food materials at a 
lower price. The government can aid the implementation of these 
initiatives through an economic-friendly policy formulation and the 
creation of wider public awareness. Food vending associations in 
connection with the government can roll out proposals to banks and 
other financial bodies to finance training programs for its members 
and seek soft grants or loan schemes for their members to provide 
them with the means to effectively take up the initiatives.

4.3.2. Regulations
The focus group discussion included back-casting of different 

governing practices and arrangements that can support the envisioned 
future. Different governing practices and how they interconnect in 
shaping the future improvement of ready-to-food vending practices 
were identified. The stakeholders discussed and brainstormed 
governing practices that can increase the rate at which the initiatives 
are implemented in themes related to coordination and monitoring, 
to controlling and supervision, and to implementation. The results are 
presented below.

Coordination of transformations in the food vending sector can 
be carried out by both the government and association leaders. Food 
vendors trust and listen to their association leaders more than to any 
other stakeholder. Hence, whenever the government seeks to influence 
food vendors, they seek to mediate this through the food vending 
association leaders.

… This new initiative can be successful when the coordination is 
done by the leaders of the food vendors association with the 
support of government agents. They are the closest to the food 
handlers (FDG, government agent).

The focus group discussions suggested that the association leaders 
should play a major role in the coordination and monitoring of the 

activities supporting future initiatives. Therefore, there must be a good 
understanding between the government and food vending leaders 
about the aim and the importance of the future initiatives, as that 
would make coordination easy. The food vending association leaders 
should champion the coordination with the support of the government 
agents. The leaders can take advice from the government agents on 
how to ensure voluntary compliance by the food vendors. Constant 
inspection at the point of operation of food vendors by government 
agents and association leaders will make the implementation of the 
future initiatives more effective. The government can carry out 
monitoring by improving the policies and guiding the actions and 
operations of food vendors in the communities. This can be achieved 
through roundtable meetings between the government agents and the 
food vending association leaders. About 44% of the food vendors in 
the survey believe that monitoring the implementation of initiatives 
will be effective if it is inclusively executed (Table 3).

To avoid price disparity for similar food items among food 
vendors, price control and standardization must be considered. The 
government can also support the initiatives by setting up a quality 
control agency that involves the leaders of the food vending 
associations and nutrition experts.

… Key leaders among the food vendors must be contacted first, 
sensitized about the new initiatives after which, they can 
be  released to disseminate and step down the idea to their 
colleagues at the grassroot level (FDG, government agent).

4.4. Synergies within food vending 
environment

4.4.1. Raw food markets
The food vendors reported that for the initiatives to be successful 

they need the support of other actors. Actors, such as unprocessed 
food (fruits and vegetables) sellers, raw food retailers, open wet 
markets, and small grocery shops, are important for ensuring 
accessible and stable raw food material supplies. About 67.3% of the 
food vendors perceive that open markets will be  important in 
supplying raw food materials, while about 17.3% indicate that raw 
food retailers will be important (Table 3). Raw food suppliers could 
play an essential role in reducing the burden of procurement. In this 
case, food vendors could more easily call on them to supply the 
needed ingredients through delivery.

… I would not need to stress myself going to the market as people 
who are selling fruits and vegetables here can help me buy in bulk 
from the market (FDG, food vendor).

4.5. Envisioned challenges and 
implementation process

Starting new initiative the initiatives to provision more food 
groups and the integration of fruits and vegetables come with their 
own future challenges and depend on ongoing dynamics. Some of the 
challenges that could hinder the rapid implementation of this scheme 
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include a lack of sufficient staff at food vending outlets, inadequate 
start-up capital, and lack of storage facilities. Other constraining 
factors discussed include the instability in governmental policies, the 
persistent rise in the price of food commodities, the erratic power 
supply, and the vendors’ and consumers’ resistance to change.

Adding more food groups may also reduce the patronage of 
existing food items. For instance, if a food vendor is selling four food 
items before and she decides to add two food items, this addition is 
likely to reduce the sale of the existing ones. The food vendors also 
reported that the increase in food group diversity will largely depend 
on the prices of the food raw materials they get from the market.

… Another issue is the uncertainties that may come with 
consumers’ acceptance of the initiatives. This can be handled by 
starting with a small quantity at first and then improving on that 
later as demand increases (FDG, food vendor).

The integration of fruits and vegetables into meals may likely lead 
to an increase in price per meal and vendors do not know if the 
consumers will be ready to pay for this.

It was, however, recognized that these initiatives will not only have 
positive but also negative effects for food vendors. For instance, 
positive effects may include access to diverse diets and an increase in 
profit in the long run, if the consumers patronage increased. Negative 
effects might encompass an initial loss of profit due to consumers 
lagging to adopt the new food groups.

Food vendors are of the opinion that a process of incremental 
change is the most feasible option. For instance, they may start with 
two or three food groups and see how consumers respond. According 
to the survey (Table 3), about 64% of the food vendors believe that the 
implementation of initiatives in an incremental fashion can commence 
immediately, while, 21.3% indicate that this process should start next 
year. Similarly, about 86.7% of the food vendors surveyed agree that 
the initiatives are possible and they can imbibe them in the future. 
Also about 64.3% of the food vendors indicate that they can undertake 
both initiatives (increase diversity in food group provision and 
integrate fruits and vegetables into a meal) at the same time, while, 
17.3% prefer to start first with increasing food group diversity and 5% 
to start with the integration of fruits and vegetables (Table 3).

5. Discussion and conclusion

The study presents deeper insight into how informal food vending 
practices can be improved to deliver healthy and diverse foods to the 
urban poor. The study presents its findings to corroborate with 
existing literature on identifying practice-oriented processes that can 
enable/engineer solutions to multiple challenges and shortcomings of 
ready-to-eat food vending practices in the Global South (Mattioni 
et al., 2020; Adeosun et al., 2022b; Bezares et al., 2023). Being the most 
commonly used food provisioning outlet among the urban poor 
(Mwangi et al., 2002; Steyn et al., 2014), ready-to-eat food vending is 
an important food supply channel through which to focus attention 
in efforts to achieve healthy and diverse food systems. This study takes 
a practice-centered participatory back-casting methodological 
approach to explore mechanisms, strategies, and empirical 
information that can aid the improvement of urban food 
vending practices.

Our methodology and practice-oriented approach enabled us 
to analyze the “future in the present,” and provided an analytical 
framework to understand the improvement of food vending 
practices. In doing so, we have responded to the call by Van der 
Gaast et al. (2022) for more research on the interactions between 
near and distant futures in different contexts and circumstances. 
Our approach deviated somewhat from the usual application of 
visioning and back-casting by implementing both into a process 
that involved two stages of visioning combined with one stage of 
back-casting. Previous studies have employed back-casting and 
visioning approach to other situational dynamics (Bibri and 
Krogstie, 2019; González-González et al., 2019; Sisto et al., 2020; 
Soria-Lara et al., 2021; Villman, 2021) but none has been applied in 
the study of informal ready-to-eat food vending. The application of 
our method of two-staged visioning and back-casting may also 
be applied to analyze challenges and solutions for other components 
of the food system in the Global South.

The results from mapping the food vending environment indicate 
that out-of-home food provisioning has expanded and continues to 
expand in the food landscape. These observations underline the 
importance of food vending for the food security of the urban poor. 
This agrees with the findings of Swai (2019) and Tawodzera (2019) 
that street food vending is expanding and serving most people food 
needs in the city of Dar Es Salaam, Tanzania and Cape town, 
respectively. Most out-of-home consumers depend on street foods for 
at least one to two of their daily meals and they patronize food vendors 
for their daily meals regularly (Ogundari et al., 2015). This implies that 
any transformation toward improving food vending will directly 
benefit the urban poor consumers.

First, we analyzed the perspective different stakeholders have on 
the prospects of food vending and we  found that there is wide 
agreement that transformations in the food vending sector are overdue 
and necessary to adequately meet the nutritional needs of consumers. 
According to Mwangi et al. (2002), a high proportion of food vendors 
do not sell food that is sufficiently diverse for a healthy diet. If 
consumers have access to and consume an adequate diet, this will 
be  reflected in their health. According to Branca et  al. (2019), 
transforming the food system can contribute to reducing 
non-communicable diseases. This study found that this transformation 
should entail two initiatives: (i) the increased consumption of fruits 
and vegetables and (ii) access to more diverse diets that include a 
broader range of the different food groups. The stakeholders reported 
that it is important that fruits and vegetables are integrated into meals 
sold in the food outlets rather than servicing them as separate meals. 
This is also important as WHO (2015) recommended that 400 g of 
fruits and vegetable should be  consumed per day. This way, 
low-income consumers can have access to a portable meal with fruits 
and vegetables as well as an adequate diet at affordable prices. 
However, the stakeholders suggest that more is needed for these 
initiatives to be successful. Both food vendors and consumers should 
be made more aware and sensitized on the competencies that are 
needed for the success of these initiatives. According to Panicker and 
Priya (2020) street vending can supply healthy and nutritious food to 
consumers if it is well organized.

Extant literature further indicates that some out-of-home food 
consumers prefer to eat food that has high satiety value, can fill their 
stomachs quickly and enable them to withstand their often physically 
intense daily jobs with a consequence that they ignore healthy foods 
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(Adeosun et al., 2022a). However, consumers should be encouraged 
to seek food that can suits their physical demands as well as provide 
enough nutrients, i.e., an adequate diet. Even though consumers 
follow their normal food routines, changes in a practice they are 
connected to can change the actual food they consume. Since, food 
consumption practices are interconnected with food vending practices 
(Adeosun et al., 2022a), transforming food vending practices can lead 
to changing food consumption practices.

Second, the starting point in transforming food vending practices 
should be a focus on changing food norms and practices through 
training-related activities supported by the government and food 
vending association leaders. NGOs aiming for increasing the 
consumption of healthy foods should also be  carried along in 
implementing the initiatives. Training of food vendors centered on the 
know-how of the necessary skills and competencies and material 
resources usage required to execute the initiatives is indispensable. 
The stakeholders suggested that such training should be organized by 
the government with the collaboration of the food vending association 
leaders. This suggestion is in line with insights from research that 
highlight mutual understanding between the government and food 
vending association leaders on organizing training for food vendors 
(Zhong et al., 2019).

Third, the study analyzed different elements that are integrated 
to form the social practice of ready-to-eat food vending. Seeking to 
transform these, existing practice-elements and activities may need 
to be  adjusted, changed, or supplemented. From our findings, 
adjusting practice-elements and processes that include skills, material 
resources, and capital are considered essential for the implementation 
of the initiatives. Buying additional food raw materials, kitchen 
utensils, other food preparatory materials and effective storage 
facilities will be needed to accommodate more food materials to 
be stored and ensure they are prevented from being spoiled and eaten 
by rodents. In addition, the initiatives will require more capital as 
they have to buy additional food and other materials. The study 
suggested that such capital can come via soft loans from the 
government as a special package for these initiatives. NGOs can also 
provide financial support to food vendors. From our findings, 
confirming Herrero et al. (2020), it can be inferred that transforming 
food vending components of the food system involves the 
re-integration of key practice-elements such as procurement of raw 
food materials, storage facilities, food preparation and presentation, 
stocking, and re-stocking.

Fourth, the study analyzed how interconnections between food 
vending and governing practices can support the implementation of 
the initiatives. We found that governing practices can drive changes 
in food vending practices. The government should play this role in 
conjunction with food vending association leaders. This is because 
food vendors trust and listen to their leaders more than to government 
staff. This implies that for formal actions to be effective in informal 
settings, the stakeholders of the informal settings need to be included 
from the start of the discussions. According to Vermeulen et al. (2020) 
bottom-up and top-down approaches to dietary and food system 
transformations should be complementary. The study also suggested 
that past intervention strategies in food vending in the area of food 
safety and hygiene practices can be built on for the implementation of 
the initiatives.

In conclusion, transforming food vending practices to increase 
the diversity of food groups provisioned and the integrations of fruits 

and vegetables in meals, involves the integration of practice-elements, 
interconnection of practices, and interconnections with governing 
practices. The study identified several key food vending practice-
elements and elements of governance that need transforming. 
Specifically, adjustments in the procurement of raw food materials, 
food preparation and presentation, storage, and stocking strategies 
will enable the realization of the initiatives. Furthermore, key 
governance elements, including monitoring, supervision, 
coordination, and steering in collaboration with food vending 
association leaders will facilitate the implementation of the initiatives. 
Our findings also provide some insights for policymakers to support 
the improvement of food vending practices. The study recommends 
further research on understanding consumers’ receptiveness toward 
an increase in the diversity of foods provisioned by informal 
food vending.
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