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ABSTRACT TC "ABSTRACT" \f C \l "1" 
This study explored the cultural factors influencing children’s involvement in petty trading and its implications for educational access in Songea Municipality, Tanzania. Specifically, the study sought to identify the cultural practices surrounding children's participation in petty trading, examine the role of parental cultural beliefs in shaping this participation, and investigate the impact of cultural norms on children's access to education. The research adopted a qualitative approach, utilizing in-depth interviews and focus group discussions with parents, community elders, market vendors, and local leaders. Guided by the Social Norms Theory, the findings revealed that children’s participation in petty trading is widely accepted and encouraged as a culturally meaningful practice. It is viewed not only as an economic necessity but also as a form of moral training and preparation for adult responsibilities. Parental beliefs, often shaped by intergenerational traditions and reinforced by community expectations, significantly influence decisions to involve children in petty trade. Furthermore, cultural norms were found to impact children's educational attendance and performance, with many parents prioritizing trading activities over formal schooling. Girls, in particular, were more likely to be withdrawn from school due to gendered cultural expectations. The study concludes that while petty trading is rooted in cultural values, it poses significant challenges to children’s educational development. The study recommends community-based awareness campaigns, gender-sensitive interventions, economic empowerment programs, and culturally grounded school engagement strategies to reconcile cultural practices with the rights and educational needs of children.
Keywords: Parental Beliefs, Petty Trading, Child Participation, Cultural Socialization.
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CHAPTER ONE TC "CHAPTER ONE" \f C \l "1" 
INTRODUCTION TC "INTRODUCTION" \f C \l "1" 
1.1 Chapter Overview TC "1.1 Chapter Overview" \f C \l "1" 
The study, “Exploring the Influence of Cultural Practices on Children's Involvement in Petty Trading: A Case Study of Songea Municipality,” aimed to examine how cultural norms, beliefs, and traditions shaped children's participation in small-scale commercial activities. In many communities, cultural practices influenced societal expectations regarding children's roles, economic contributions, and responsibilities. Songea Municipality, like many other regions in Tanzania, experienced significant levels of child involvement in petty trading, often driven by deeply ingrained cultural values and socio-economic conditions. The study explored the extent to which cultural practices encouraged or discouraged children's participation in petty trading, the underlying motivations for such engagement, and the broader implications on children's education, well-being, and social development. By adopting a social work perspective, the study sought to contribute to policy discussions on child labor, social protection, and community-based interventions aimed at safeguarding children's rights while considering the socio-cultural realities of the region.
1.2 Background to the Problem TC "1.2 Background to the Problem" \f C \l "1" 
Children’s involvement in petty trading is a global concern that reflects deep-rooted socio-economic and cultural challenges. According to the International Labour Organization (ILO, 2021), an estimated 160 million children worldwide are engaged in child labour, with a significant number involved in informal trading and street vending. Sub-Saharan Africa has the highest prevalence of child labour, accounting for about 87 million children, with poverty, limited access to education, and cultural norms cited as major contributing factors (UNICEF, 2022). These figures point to a persistent global and regional issue, particularly in low-income economies where informal economic activities are integral to daily survival.
In the East African context, studies from Kenya and Uganda reveal that cultural beliefs and economic necessity often legitimize child participation in street vending and petty trading (Amin & Ssendi, 2020). In Tanzania, the 2022 Labour Force Survey reported that approximately 28.5% of children aged 5–17 were engaged in some form of economic activity, with urban centers such as Dar es Salaam, Mbeya, and Songea showing notable levels of child involvement in informal trade (NBS, 2022). Children, particularly in regions like Songea Municipality, are commonly seen trading food items, household goods, and mobile phone accessories on streets and in markets. These activities are often normalized through cultural lenses that frame such participation as part of children's socialization and contribution to family welfare (Lema, 2020).
The Tanzanian government has undertaken several measures to address the issue of child labour, including the enactment of the Law of the Child Act (URT, 2009), which prohibits exploitative child labour and stipulates the right of every child to education and protection. Furthermore, Tanzania developed the National Plan of Action to End Violence Against Women and Children (2021–2022) and the National Child Labour Elimination Programme (2020–2025), aimed at reinforcing child protection mechanisms and raising public awareness. Despite these frameworks, implementation remains inconsistent, especially in regions where cultural traditions continue to uphold children’s economic participation as acceptable or even beneficial (Mwasongwe & Komba, 2021).
This study therefore sought to understand how cultural practices influenced children’s engagement in petty trading within Songea Municipality. It was critical to explore this intersection between cultural norms, economic pressures, and child welfare in order to inform more effective, context-sensitive social work interventions that promoted children's rights without disregarding the social and cultural fabric of the communities in which they lived.
1.3 Statement of the Problem TC "1.3 Statement of the Problem" \f C \l "1" 
Adolescence is a critical stage of development during which individuals undergo profound physical, cognitive, emotional, and social changes. Ideally, this period should be characterized by engagement in formal education, psychosocial growth, and skills acquisition under protective family and institutional environments. However, in many parts of Tanzania, this ideal is far from reality as a significant number of adolescents engage in petty trading as a survival strategy or a culturally accepted form of early socialization into adulthood (Lema, 2020). Unlike the unrealistic assumption that a “child of one day” could engage in petty trading, the problem at hand concerns adolescents typically aged 10–17 who are increasingly found in informal markets, streets, and bus stations engaging in economic activities that often disrupt their education and expose them to exploitation.

Data from the 2022 Tanzania Labour Force Survey indicates that approximately 28.5% of children aged 5–17 are engaged in some form of economic activity, with a considerable proportion of these being adolescents aged 10–17 who participate in informal sectors including petty trading (NBS, 2022). In urban municipalities like Songea, adolescent involvement in selling foodstuffs, second-hand clothing, phone accessories, and household items is becoming increasingly normalized. A study by Mwasongwe and Komba (2021) found that over 35% of adolescents in Songea Municipality were involved in street-level informal trade, either as part of family businesses or on their own initiative to supplement household income. Such participation is often justified by cultural values that view adolescent trading as an avenue for learning responsibility and contributing to family welfare.
This growing trend raises serious concerns regarding adolescents’ right to education, protection from hazardous work, and overall well-being. Many adolescents involved in petty trading attend school irregularly or drop out altogether due to the competing demands of work (URT, 2021). Moreover, their involvement exposes them to economic exploitation, physical danger, and psychological strain contravening both national laws such as the Law of the Child Act (2009) and international conventions on child rights. While poverty is often cited as the root cause, cultural norms that legitimize adolescent involvement in trade remain underexplored and under-addressed in existing interventions.
Therefore, the problem this study addresses is the influence of cultural practices on adolescents’ involvement in petty trading, particularly in Songea Municipality. Despite existing legal frameworks and child protection policies, adolescent petty trading continues unabated underscoring a critical gap between policy and practice. This study is necessary to uncover how cultural perceptions and familial expectations contribute to this phenomenon, and to offer culturally responsive solutions that uphold adolescent rights without disregarding local traditions.

1.4 Objectives of the Study TC "1.4 Objectives of the Study" \f C \l "1" 
1.4.1 Main Objective TC "1.4.1 Main Objective" \f C \l "1" 
To analyze the influence of cultural practices on children’s involvement in petty trading in Songea Municipality.
1.4.2 Specific Objectives TC "1.4.2 Specific Objectives" \f C \l "1" 
i.  To Identify the Cultural practices regarding children's involvement in petty trading.

ii. To examine the role of parental cultural beliefs in shaping children's participation in petty trading.

iii. To investigate the impact of cultural norms on children’s access to education.
1.5 Research Questions TC "1.5 Research Questions" \f C \l "1" 
i. What are the prevailing cultural practices that influence children's involvement in petty trading?
ii. How do parental cultural beliefs shape children's participation in petty trading?
iii. In what ways do cultural norms affect children's access to education?
1.6 Significance of the Study TC "1.6 Significance of the Study" \f C \l "1" 
The significance of this study lies in its potential to contribute to the understanding of how cultural practices shape children's involvement in petty trading in Songea Municipality. This research is pivotal in addressing the broader social and economic implications of child labor in the informal sector, a phenomenon that is prevalent in many sub-Saharan African countries, including Tanzania. By examining the specific cultural dynamics within Songea, the study will offer valuable insights into the societal factors that promote or discourage children’s participation in petty trading, which has far-reaching consequences for their educational and socio-economic development.
This study contributes to the academic discourse by filling a gap in the literature regarding the intersection of cultural practices and child labor in the context of Tanzanian municipalities, particularly in Songea. While there is considerable research on child labor in Africa (Emond, 2016; Admassie, 2020), most of this work primarily focuses on the economic causes of child labor, often overlooking the cultural factors that shape children's economic participation. Previous studies have highlighted the role of poverty and limited educational opportunities as primary drivers of child labor (Mller, 2015), yet fewer have focused on how cultural norms and family dynamics can influence children’s involvement in petty trading activities. 
This study will address this gap by examining the cultural practices in Songea Municipality that facilitate or hinder children’s participation in petty trading. From a practical standpoint, the findings of this research will inform policymakers, educators, and social workers in Tanzania and other African countries facing similar challenges. The study will provide a clearer understanding of the socio-cultural underpinnings of child labor, enabling the design of more context-specific interventions aimed at mitigating the negative impacts of children’s involvement in petty trading. This could include formulating policies that not only address economic poverty but also target cultural attitudes that normalize child labor, offering a more holistic approach to child welfare and development.
In addition, the study's findings will be significant for local communities, as they will shed light on how community-based initiatives and social programs can support families in reducing children's economic involvement without compromising their cultural values. By understanding the cultural roots of this issue, community leaders and social service providers can better address the needs of children, balancing cultural preservation with the need for improved educational opportunities and protection from economic exploitation.
Overall, this study will add to the global understanding of the cultural dimensions of child labor in the informal sector, offering insights that can be applied in similar African contexts and beyond. Its contribution to both the academic field and practical policy development makes it highly significant, as it aims to influence not only local but also regional approaches to addressing child labor in informal economic activities.

CHAPTER TWO TC "CHAPTER TWO" \f C \l "1" 
LITERATURE REVIEW TC "LITERATURE REVIEW" \f C \l "1" 
2.1 Chapter Overview TC "2.1 Chapter Overview" \f C \l "1" 
This chapter reviews existing literature related to the influence of cultural practices on children’s involvement in petty trading. It examines theoretical frameworks, key empirical studies, and contextual insights from global, African, and Tanzanian perspectives. Additionally, the chapter identifies research gaps and highlights the relevance of this study’s focus.
2.2 Conceptualization of Terms TC "2.2 Conceptualization of Terms" \f C \l "1" 
2.2.1 Cultural Practices TC "2.2.1 Cultural Practices" \f C \l "1" 
Cultural practices refer to the traditional customs, beliefs, and behaviors shared by members of a community, passed down through generations. These practices shape the way individuals within the community perceive and engage in various activities, including work, education, and family roles (Hofstede, 2001). Cultural practices in Songea Municipality will be understood as the locally held beliefs and traditions that influence children’s roles in economic activities, including their participation in petty trading. These may include cultural expectations about children contributing to family income or societal views on children’s responsibilities within the community.
2.2.2 Petty Trading TC "2.2.2 Petty Trading" \f C \l "1" 
Petty trading refers to small-scale, informal trading activities that involve the sale of goods or services with limited capital investment, often carried out in street markets or informal settings (Chen, 2012). It is often characterized by minimal regulation and low-barrier entry. Petty trading will specifically refer to the informal trade activities undertaken by children in Songea Municipality, where children engage in selling goods, such as snacks, clothing, or household items, in public spaces or markets. The study will explore how cultural norms support or oppose children’s involvement in these activities.
2.2.3 Child Labor TC "2.2.3 Child Labor" \f C \l "1" 
Child labor is defined by the International Labour Organization (ILO) as work that is detrimental to the child's physical, mental, or emotional development and hinders their education (ILO, 2021). It includes work that deprives children of their childhood, education, or the opportunity to grow in a healthy and fulfilling environment. Child labor will be conceptualized as any form of economic activity that children engage in, particularly petty trading, which disrupts their ability to access education or adversely affects their well-being. The study will examine how cultural practices contribute to children’s participation in petty trading, which may overlap with child labor.
2.2.4 Parental Beliefs TC "2.2.4 Parental Beliefs" \f C \l "1" 
Parental beliefs are the attitudes, values, and cultural perspectives that parents hold regarding their children's upbringing, including decisions about their involvement in work, schooling, and family responsibilities. These beliefs are shaped by cultural, social, and economic factors (Lansford et al., 2018). Parental beliefs will be considered in terms of how parents in Songea Municipality view children’s participation in petty trading. Specifically, the study will focus on how parents’ cultural attitudes about children’s roles in supporting household income influence their decision to allow or encourage their children to engage in petty trading.
2.2.5 Social Development TC "2.2.5 Social Development" \f C \l "1" 
Social development refers to the process by which individuals acquire the necessary skills, behaviors, and norms to participate fully in society, including education, social interaction, and the development of personal identity (Vygotsky, 1978). It encompasses both cognitive and emotional growth. Social development will be understood as the effects of cultural practices that lead to children’s involvement in petty trading on their educational attainment, social interactions, and overall well-being. The study will assess how early exposure to economic activities, such as petty trading, impacts children's social development and educational opportunities in Songea Municipality.
2.3 Theoretical Framework TC "2.3 Theoretical Framework" \f C \l "1" 
The Social Learning Theory (SLT), developed by Albert Bandura in 1977, offers a robust theoretical framework for understanding how children learn behaviors, attitudes, and norms through observation and interaction within their social environment. This theory is particularly relevant for exploring the influence of cultural practices on children’s involvement in petty trading in Songea Municipality, as it emphasizes how children internalize behaviors by observing the actions of others, such as parents, family members, or other community figures. The central idea of SLT is that individuals learn not just through direct experiences or reinforcement but also by observing others, which is particularly applicable to understanding the socialization process in settings where economic activities, such as petty trading, are normalized.
SLT is based on several key principles that help explain how children might come to adopt behaviors they observe within their social environments. One of the most fundamental aspects is observational learning, whereby individuals particularly children learn by watching others in their surroundings. This process is not reliant on direct reinforcement or punishment, but instead, children model their behavior after adults and peers they perceive as role models. Modeling is another central tenet, where children replicate the actions they observe in their immediate environment. In the context of petty trading, this could mean that children observe their parents or community members engaging in small-scale trade, leading them to imitate these behaviors. 
The third aspect, reinforcement and punishment, is more about the consequences that follow behaviors, reinforcing their repetition. Though reinforcement is not the only factor, it plays a crucial role in determining whether observed behaviors will continue. In the case of cultural practices surrounding petty trading, children may receive positive reinforcement for participating in family economic activities, thus reinforcing the behavior. Finally, self-efficacy, which refers to an individual’s belief in their ability to perform a specific task successfully, is a critical concept. In settings where children grow up observing the success of economic activities such as petty trading, they may develop high self-efficacy concerning their ability to contribute to the family income, thus continuing the cycle of involvement in such activities.

The application of SLT to this study is evident in how cultural practices shape children’s behaviors. By observing adults engaged in informal economic activities like petty trading, children in Songea may internalize the idea that such involvement is an accepted part of family life. Research on child labor and economic behaviors in other African contexts has demonstrated how children often adopt behaviors based on family and community expectations. For instance, studies in rural African communities (Emond, 2016) have shown how children’s involvement in petty trading is often a learned behavior, transmitted through close observation of parents or community members. This learning process is also reinforced by the community’s values and attitudes towards child labor and economic contribution. Furthermore, research has indicated that in some communities, particularly in sub-Saharan Africa, children’s engagement in informal economic activities is normalized through cultural reinforcement, making them more likely to replicate these behaviors (Admassie, 2020).
One of the strengths of Social Learning Theory is its ability to provide a clear framework for understanding how children learn behaviors based on their social environments. It allows this study to focus on how children in Songea Municipality are influenced by cultural practices that encourage early involvement in economic activities such as petty trading. The theory’s emphasis on modeling and observational learning aligns well with the study’s objective of exploring the cultural transmission of behaviors related to economic participation. Additionally, SLT is versatile, offering a suitable lens through which to analyze how children’s behaviors are shaped by their interactions with family, peers, and community members. It is particularly useful in contexts where children’s roles in economic activities are shaped by social norms, as it allows the study to explore how these behaviors are learned and perpetuated.
However, there are limitations to the theory that must be considered. One significant weakness is that SLT places considerable emphasis on observational learning and the social environment, yet it does not sufficiently address individual agency or personal motivations. In the case of children involved in petty trading, other factors such as economic necessity, personal choice, or external pressures may influence their participation, which may not be fully explained by SLT’s focus on social modeling alone. Moreover, while SLT focuses on social learning within immediate environments, it tends to overlook broader structural factors such as poverty, educational inequality, or policy gaps, which may also contribute significantly to the prevalence of child involvement in petty trading. 
For instance, in many parts of sub-Saharan Africa, economic hardships may force families to involve their children in trading activities to help meet the household’s needs, a factor that is not explicitly accounted for in SLT. Furthermore, because SLT was originally developed in Western contexts, its assumptions about individualism and the role of reinforcement may not fully capture the communal and collectivist nature of societies in places like Songea, where family and community play a central role in shaping children’s experiences and behaviors. Despite these limitations, Social Learning Theory remains a useful framework for understanding how cultural practices influence children’s involvement in petty trading. The theory’s focus on the role of the social environment in shaping behavior provides a valuable lens for exploring how children in Songea Municipality learn to participate in economic activities through observation and imitation of those around them. By focusing on the role of parents, community members, and cultural values, SLT offers insights into the social processes that perpetuate children’s involvement in informal economic sectors like petty trading.
This study aims to build on the strengths of Social Learning Theory while addressing its gaps by incorporating contextual factors such as economic necessity and structural inequalities. This will provide a more comprehensive understanding of why children in Songea become involved in petty trading, not just through cultural practices but also as a response to broader socio-economic challenges. By integrating the theory with local socio-economic factors, the study will offer a more nuanced explanation of the dynamics behind children’s participation in petty trading in the context of Songea Municipality.
2.4 Empirical Literature Review TC "2.4 Empirical Literature Review" \f C \l "1" 
This section critically examines the existing literature on the intersection of cultural practices, child labor, and children's involvement in petty trading, with a particular focus on the Tanzanian context. The review addresses the three specific objectives of the study, namely: (i) exploring community perceptions regarding children’s involvement in petty trading, (ii) examining the role of parental cultural beliefs in shaping children's participation in petty trading, and (iii) investigating the impact of cultural norms on children’s access to education and social development. Through a critical analysis of the strengths and deficiencies in the literature, this review aims to provide a comprehensive understanding of the key factors influencing children’s involvement in petty trading, while highlighting gaps in the existing knowledge.
2.4.1 Community Perceptions Regarding Children's Involvement in Petty Trading TC "2.4.1 Community Perceptions Regarding Children's Involvement in Petty Trading" \f C \l "1" 
The perceptions of communities regarding children's participation in economic activities, particularly in petty trading, are an essential factor in understanding the persistence of this practice in many African contexts. Studies in sub-Saharan Africa, including Tanzania, suggest that children's involvement in petty trading is often seen as a necessary means of supporting the family and teaching responsibility (Admassie, 2020; Emond, 2016). Communities tend to view these activities as a part of everyday life, and in some cases, even a source of pride, as it fosters self-reliance in children. However, this normalization of child labor has been critiqued for potentially reinforcing exploitative practices, thus hindering children’s full developmental potential.
For example, Admassie (2020) highlights how in rural areas of Ethiopia, the community often views children’s participation in petty trading as an essential contribution to the family’s economic survival, thus minimizing concerns about the long-term implications for children’s well-being. While this communal perspective emphasizes resilience and economic independence, it overlooks the possibility that children may be deprived of their rights to education, health, and leisure fundamental components of their development. While the literature broadly acknowledges community support for these activities, it often fails to critically examine how these perceptions might conflict with international standards of child welfare, such as those outlined in the United Nations Convention on the Rights of the Child (UNCRC). Despite the insights provided, the literature lacks sufficient exploration into how specific community attitudes might differ across various Tanzanian regions, particularly urban versus rural divides. In Songea Municipality, for instance, cultural variations within the community could either reinforce or challenge children’s economic roles, yet such nuances have not been adequately addressed in existing studies.
2.4.2 Parental Cultural Beliefs in Shaping Children’s Participation in Petty Trading TC "2.4.2 Parental Cultural Beliefs in Shaping Children’s Participation in Petty Trading" \f C \l "1" 
Parental beliefs and attitudes about children's involvement in petty trading play a crucial role in shaping children's participation in such activities. Cultural norms, especially within African communities, often link a child’s economic participation to the family’s socio-cultural values of labor, respect, and responsibility. Research has shown that parents in rural areas of Tanzania and other African countries tend to pass down these cultural beliefs through generations, where children's roles in family economic activities are regarded as a rite of passage (Rogoff, 2003).

For instance, Bandura’s Social Learning Theory (1977) posits that children model behaviors after adults in their environment, thus implying that parental engagement in petty trading directly influences children’s participation. A critical example is presented in the study by Mller (2015), which examines the role of family structure and parental influence on child labor practices in Ghana. Mller found that parents’ engagement in the informal economy not only teaches children economic skills but also reinforces the social expectation of children’s involvement in family-run businesses. This is particularly true in contexts where informal economies thrive, and the family unit is central to survival.
However, this literature has been criticized for its narrow focus on economic necessity, often overlooking the psychological and social impacts of parents’ involvement in child labor. The romanticization of the parent-child economic bond tends to neglect the long-term consequences, such as stunted educational outcomes or social isolation. In the Tanzanian context, where cultural values are interwoven with economic necessity, there is a critical need for research that connects parental involvement in petty trading with the broader socio-economic challenges faced by families, such as poverty and limited access to formal employment opportunities. Furthermore, the literature overlooks the influence of parents' formal versus informal educational background on the transmission of cultural beliefs. In Songea, as in other regions, the diversity in educational attainment among parents may result in varying attitudes toward children's involvement in economic activities. However, these dynamics remain largely underexplored in the literature.
2.4.3 Impact of Cultural Norms on Children’s Access to Education and Social Development TC "2.4.3 Impact of Cultural Norms on Children’s Access to Education and Social Development" \f C \l "1" 
Cultural norms play a significant role in shaping children’s access to education and their broader social development, particularly in societies where child labor, including petty trading, is culturally accepted. Many studies highlight that children who engage in petty trading at an early age often face barriers to education, as the time spent on trading activities interferes with their school attendance and academic performance (Emond, 2016). The involvement of children in petty trading often results in a trade-off between gaining practical economic experience and pursuing formal education.

A study by Rogoff (2003) on community-based learning systems shows that in many African societies, cultural norms prioritize informal knowledge transmission over formal education. Children’s participation in economic activities, such as petty trading, is viewed as a means of socializing children into adulthood, imparting practical skills, and contributing to the family economy. This cultural orientation, however, often results in children dropping out of school to engage in such activities full-time, severely limiting their social mobility and future prospects (Admassie, 2020). This pattern is seen in many parts of sub-Saharan Africa, where a strong focus on practical, hands-on knowledge diminishes the perceived value of formal education (Mller, 2015).
However, there is a deficiency in literature regarding the impact of cultural norms on children’s development beyond educational outcomes. While most studies emphasize the link between child labor and education, fewer address the broader social development aspects, such as children’s emotional well-being, social relationships, and the long-term socio-economic impact of these cultural practices. This gap is particularly evident in rural Tanzanian communities, where cultural beliefs about the role of children in the family and community may have deeper psychological and emotional ramifications, which have not been sufficiently explored in prior research.

Moreover, the literature largely neglects the intersectionality of gender, with most studies generalizing the effects of cultural norms on children's education without considering how gendered expectations might shape children's roles in petty trading. In Songea Municipality, for example, gender norms could result in different educational outcomes for boys and girls, which remains an under-researched area in the existing literature.
In summary, while the literature provides valuable insights into the role of cultural practices in shaping children’s involvement in petty trading, several gaps remain. These include a lack of exploration into the nuanced perceptions of different communities, the insufficient consideration of the psychological and social impacts of parental beliefs, and a limited focus on the broader developmental outcomes of children's participation in informal economies. Furthermore, the literature tends to overlook the intersectionality of factors such as gender and parental education levels in shaping children’s engagement in petty trading. By addressing these gaps, this study aims to provide a more comprehensive understanding of how cultural practices influence children’s involvement in petty trading in Songea Municipality, with implications for both policy and practice.
2.5 Research Gap TC "2.5 Research Gap" \f C \l "1" 
Despite the extensive literature on child labor and informal economic activities like petty trading, key gaps remain in understanding how cultural practices specifically influence children's involvement in such activities in Tanzanian contexts. Most studies tend to focus on economic factors such as poverty and lack of access to formal employment, but overlook the role of cultural norms and community perceptions in shaping children's participation in petty trading (Emond, 2016; Admassie, 2020). For example, while some African studies address child labor broadly, they do not sufficiently examine how specific cultural beliefs influence the way communities view children's involvement in economic activities (Mller, 2015). This study aims to fill this gap by exploring cultural practices in Songea Municipality.
Secondly, the role of parental cultural beliefs in shaping children's participation in petty trading is underexplored. While research has shown that parental decisions are influenced by socio-economic factors (Rogoff, 2003), there is limited attention to how specific cultural practices within families guide these decisions. Admassie (2020) highlights socio-economic influences, but does not examine cultural beliefs in detail. This study will contribute by investigating how cultural values affect parental attitudes towards children's work in Songea.
Furthermore, while existing literature examines the negative impact of child labor on education, there is limited research on how cultural norms specifically affect children’s access to education in Tanzanian settings. Studies like those by Mller (2015) address child labor’s impact on schooling, but do not delve into the cultural context that might exacerbate this issue. This research will address the lack of context-specific studies by examining how cultural practices in Songea influence children’s educational opportunities.

Finally, there is a need for more research focusing on the specific cultural practices of Tanzanian municipalities. While studies on African child labor tend to be regionally broad, Songea's unique cultural dynamics remain understudied. This study will provide a localized perspective, filling a gap in understanding how cultural practices in this particular region shape children's economic participation.
In conclusion, the current literature lacks a detailed exploration of how cultural norms influence children’s involvement in petty trading, particularly in Tanzanian municipalities. By addressing this gap, this study will contribute to a deeper understanding of the cultural dimensions of child labor and inform policies aimed at improving children’s well-being.

CHAPTER THREE TC "CHAPTER THREE" \f C \l "1" 
RESEARCH METHODOLOGY TC "RESEARCH METHODOLOGY" \f C \l "1" 
3.1 Overview TC "3.1 Overview" \f C \l "1" 
This chapter presents the research methodology employed in this study, detailing the approach used to explore the influence of cultural practices on children's involvement in petty trading in Songea Municipality. It begins by outlining the research design, which is qualitative in nature, followed by a description of the study area. The chapter then discusses the target population, sampling techniques, and sample size. Additionally, it highlights data collection methods, including in-depth interviews and focus group discussions, as well as data analysis procedures. The chapter also addresses ethical considerations to ensure the study adheres to academic and ethical research standards.
3.2 Research Philosophy: Constructionism TC "3.2 Research Philosophy: Constructionism" \f C \l "1" 
This study is guided by the constructionist research philosophy, which posits that reality is socially constructed and subjective, shaped by interactions, experiences, and cultural contexts (Berger & Luckmann, 1966). Constructionism is appropriate for this study because it allows for an in-depth exploration of how cultural practices influence children's involvement in petty trading through the perceptions of community members, parents, and children themselves. Unlike positivism, which seeks objective truths, constructionism acknowledges that meanings are created through social interactions, making it suitable for understanding the lived experiences and cultural beliefs surrounding child participation in economic activities (Creswell & Poth, 2018). By adopting this philosophy, the study captures diverse perspectives on how cultural norms shape parental decisions and community attitudes toward children's involvement in petty trading.
3.2.1 Research Design: Case Study TC "3.2.1 Research Design: Case Study" \f C \l "1" 
A case study design was selected because it provides a detailed and context-specific examination of how cultural practices influence children's participation in petty trading within Songea Municipality. Case studies enable researchers to investigate complex social phenomena within their real-life settings, allowing for an in-depth understanding of participants' experiences and perspectives (Yin, 2018). Given that cultural beliefs and practices are deeply embedded within specific social and historical contexts, a case study approach facilitates the exploration of these nuances by focusing on Songea as a representative setting. Furthermore, case studies allow for the use of multiple data collection methods, such as interviews and focus group discussions, which enrich the depth and validity of findings (Stake, 1995). This approach is well-suited to the study’s goal of uncovering the social and cultural dynamics influencing children’s petty trading.
3.2.2 Research Approach: Qualitative TC "3.2.2 Research Approach: Qualitative" \f C \l "1" 
This study employed a qualitative research approach, as it seeks to explore and interpret the meanings attached to cultural practices and their influence on children's involvement in petty trading. Qualitative research is appropriate because it emphasizes depth over breadth, focusing on the richness of participants’ narratives rather than numerical measurements (Denzin & Lincoln, 2018). Unlike quantitative research, which seeks to establish generalizable patterns, qualitative research provides contextual insights into social realities, allowing the study to uncover how cultural beliefs shape children's roles in informal economic activities. Moreover, the approach enables the researcher to use open-ended data collection methods, such as interviews and focus groups, which facilitate a deeper understanding of participants' lived experiences (Creswell, 2014). The qualitative approach aligns with the study’s objectives, as it prioritizes subjective interpretations and cultural influences over statistical generalizations.
3.2.3 Study Area TC "3.2.3 Study Area" \f C \l "1" 
Songea Municipality, the administrative capital of Ruvuma Region in southwestern Tanzania, serves as a crucial economic and cultural hub in the country. According to the National Bureau of Statistics (NBS, 2022), Songea Municipality had a population of 286,285, reflecting its significance as a growing urban center. It is strategically located along the A19 highway, which facilitates trade and movement between Tanzania and neighboring Mozambique, making it a focal point for commercial activities, including petty trading.
One of Songea’s unique characteristics is its deep-rooted cultural heritage, strongly influenced by the Ngoni ethnic group, who are known for their warrior traditions and strong communal ties (Iliffe, 1979). These cultural norms shape various aspects of life, including the involvement of children in economic activities such as petty trading. Traditional values emphasize communal responsibility, where children are often socialized into work roles from an early age, reinforcing their participation in informal trade (Lema, 2019). Unlike larger urban centers such as Dar es Salaam, where child labor laws are more stringently enforced, Songea’s informal economy is deeply intertwined with local cultural expectations, making it a distinct case for studying the influence of cultural practices on children's involvement in petty trading.
Moreover, Songea's economic structure presents a unique setting for this study. While agriculture remains the backbone of the local economy, urbanization has led to increased informal sector activities, including street vending and market-based petty trading (NBS, 2022). The presence of bustling markets such as the Songea Central Market and Mfaranyaki Market provides a vibrant environment where children frequently engage in trading, either as helpers to their parents or as independent vendors. Unlike in larger commercial hubs where child street trading is often met with regulatory restrictions, in Songea, such activities are culturally normalized and even encouraged as part of children's socialization into adulthood (Mbilinyi, 2015).
Another significant characteristic that makes Songea a compelling study location is its educational landscape. Despite improvements in school enrollment, the region continues to experience school dropouts linked to economic pressures and cultural expectations (URT, 2021). Many children who engage in petty trading often struggle to balance schooling with economic responsibilities, leading to educational disruptions. This study is particularly relevant in Songea, where traditional beliefs about children's roles in family economies persist, influencing their access to education and long-term social development.

In summary, Songea Municipality offers a unique combination of historical significance, strong cultural traditions, a growing informal economy, and an education system challenged by economic demands on children. These factors make it an ideal setting for examining the intersection between cultural practices and children's participation in petty trading. The study seeks to analyze how these deep-rooted cultural beliefs influence children's economic engagement, access to education, and overall social development in a region where formal interventions remain limited.
3.3 Study Population TC "3.3 Study Population" \f C \l "1" 
The study population comprised individuals who were directly or indirectly connected with adolescents’ involvement in petty trading within Songea Municipality. These included adolescents who actively participated in petty trading, their parents or guardians, community elders, market vendors, and key informants such as local government officials and social welfare officers. The focus on adolescents, particularly those aged 10–17 years, aligned with the global and national definitions of child and adolescent labour (ILO, 2021; URT, 2009).
According to the 2022 Tanzania Labour Force Survey, an estimated 28.5% of children aged 5–17 years were engaged in economic activities, with a substantial proportion estimated at 18% of urban adolescents aged 10–17 involved specifically in petty trading and other forms of informal employment (NBS, 2022). In Songea Municipality, a study by Mwasongwe and Komba (2021) revealed that more than 1,500 adolescents were engaged in informal trading activities in local markets such as Songea Central and Mfaranyaki. These adolescents often worked as street vendors, market helpers, or independent traders, contributing significantly to household incomes but often at the expense of their education and well-being.
This study drew its participants from this group, focusing on those with firsthand experience in petty trading. Parents and guardians of these adolescents were included to understand household-level cultural drivers and economic motivations. Community elders provided insight into local traditions and norms regarding adolescent labour. Market vendors, who often supervised or collaborated with adolescent traders, shed light on the operational realities of petty trading. Additionally, social welfare officers and local government officials responsible for child protection and informal sector regulation offered institutional perspectives on the issue.
3.4 Sampling Design and Procedures TC "3.4 Sampling Design and Procedures" \f C \l "1" 
The sampling design for this study followed a purposive sampling approach, which was appropriate for qualitative research as it allowed for the deliberate selection of participants who possessed relevant knowledge and experience concerning children's involvement in petty trading. Purposive sampling ensured that the study captured diverse perspectives from key informants, including children engaged in petty trading, parents, community elders, market vendors, and government officials responsible for child welfare (Patton, 2015). Given the study's focus on cultural influences, selecting participants based on their lived experiences and expertise enhanced the depth and relevance of the findings.

The study determined sample size based on data saturation, a common practice in qualitative research where data collection continued until no new insights emerged (Guest et al., 2020). To ensure a comprehensive understanding, children actively involved in petty trading were selected from different market areas within Songea Municipality, while parents and guardians were identified based on their children’s participation in such activities. Community elders and market vendors were included based on their direct interactions with child traders, while social welfare officers and local government representatives were chosen for their regulatory and policy-related perspectives.
Data collection employed snowball sampling in cases where initial participants helped identify others with relevant experiences, particularly child traders and market vendors who were not easily accessible through formal lists. This method ensured that hard-to-reach groups, such as informal child traders, were adequately represented in the study (Naderifar et al., 2017). By combining purposive and snowball sampling techniques, the study ensured that the sample was both representative of the target population and rich in qualitative insights regarding the intersection of cultural practices and children's participation in petty trading.

3.5 Data Collection Methods and Instruments TC "3.5 Data Collection Methods and Instruments" \f C \l "1" 
The study employed in-depth interviews and focus group discussions (FGDs) as the primary data collection methods, given their effectiveness in capturing detailed personal experiences, beliefs, and cultural perspectives. 
3.5.1 In depth Interviews TC "3.5.1 In depth Interviews" \f C \l "1" 
In-depth interviews were conducted with children engaged in petty trading, parents, market vendors, community elders, and local government officials. This method allowed for a deep exploration of individual narratives regarding the role of cultural practices in shaping children's involvement in petty trading. Semi-structured interview guides were used to ensure consistency while allowing flexibility for participants to elaborate on their experiences (Bryman, 2016). The selection of participants followed purposive and snowball sampling techniques, ensuring that only those with relevant experiences contributed to the study. Each interview lasted approximately 45 to 60 minutes, and informed consent was obtained from adult participants and guardians of child participants, in line with ethical research guidelines (Creswell & Poth, 2018).

3.5.2 Focus Group Discussions TC "3.5.2 Focus Group Discussions" \f C \l "1" 
In addition to individual interviews, the study conducted four focus group discussions (FGDs) to facilitate collective insights from different stakeholder groups. These discussions involved 6–10 participants per group and were categorized based on roles and perspectives. One FGD consisted of parents and guardians who discussed intergenerational cultural transmission and decision-making regarding children's engagement in petty trading. Another involved market vendors who explored their perspectives on children's participation in trading activities. A third FGD was conducted with community elders to examine the cultural norms influencing children’s economic roles. The final FGD included local government officials as well as social welfare and social work officers to assess policy implementation and institutional responses. FGDs were guided by a structured discussion framework, ensuring that all relevant themes were explored while allowing participants to express their views freely (Krueger & Casey, 2015). By integrating in-depth interviews and FGDs, the study obtained rich qualitative data that reflected both individual and collective perspectives on how cultural practices shaped children’s participation in petty trading in Songea Municipality. The combination of these methods enhanced the reliability and depth of the findings, ensuring a comprehensive understanding of the phenomenon under investigation.

3.6 Qualitative Rigor TC "3.6 Qualitative Rigor" \f C \l "1" 
Qualitative rigor in this study was essential to ensure the trustworthiness, credibility, and reliability of the findings. To achieve this, the study employed several strategies that enhanced the validity of the research process. First, the researcher ensured clarity and transparency in the data collection process. By using purposive sampling, the study selected participants who had relevant knowledge and experience with children's involvement in petty trading, thus ensuring that the data gathered was pertinent and rich in information. The use of semi-structured interviews and focus group discussions allowed for flexibility in the responses, enabling the researcher to explore emerging themes while still maintaining a clear structure to guide the conversations.
To further ensure rigor, the study implemented data triangulation by combining multiple sources of information, such as interviews, focus group discussions, and documentary review. This approach helped confirm findings across different data sets and reduced the potential for bias or incomplete perspectives. In addition, member checking was utilized, whereby key findings were shared with the participants for feedback. This not only gave participants an opportunity to verify the accuracy of the data but also helped refine the analysis to better reflect their views.
The researcher also engaged in reflexivity, remaining mindful of their own biases and how these might influence data interpretation. This was addressed through maintaining a reflective journal throughout the research process. By continuously reflecting on the researcher's positionality and any preconceived notions, the study minimized the risk of researcher bias. Moreover, to ensure consistency and dependability in data analysis, the study used thematic analysis, which allowed for a systematic exploration of the data and helped in organizing and interpreting the findings in a coherent and structured manner.

3.7 Data Analysis TC "3.7 Data Analysis" \f C \l "1" 
Data analysis in this study was guided by thematic analysis, a widely used qualitative approach that involved identifying, analyzing, and reporting patterns or themes within the data. Thematic analysis was particularly suited for this study as it allowed for a deep understanding of the complex and multi-dimensional experiences of children involved in petty trading, their families, and the broader community. This approach enabled the researcher to explore cultural practices, perceptions, and their impacts on children's engagement in economic activities. The data were analyzed in a systematic and iterative manner, ensuring that the identified themes reflected the participants' lived experiences.

NVivo software was used to facilitate the data analysis process, enabling efficient coding and categorization of large volumes of qualitative data. NVivo offered a range of tools that assisted in organizing data, identifying patterns, and visualizing relationships between codes, making it an ideal tool for thematic analysis (QSR International, 2020). The researcher imported interview transcripts and focus group discussion data into NVivo, where initial codes were assigned to text segments related to key topics, such as "cultural beliefs," "economic pressures," "education," and "community perceptions." These codes were then grouped into broader themes, allowing for the identification of patterns across different participant groups, including children, parents, and vendors.
The thematic analysis was an iterative process, with the researcher revisiting and refining codes as new patterns emerged. The NVivo software helped track changes in coding and facilitated the identification of connections between themes across different sources of data. This process enabled the researcher to highlight the relationships between cultural practices and children's involvement in petty trading, as well as the broader societal and educational impacts of such practices. NVivo’s ability to generate visual outputs, such as word clouds and thematic charts, also aided in presenting the findings in a clear and accessible manner. By combining thematic analysis with NVivo software, the study ensured a robust and systematic approach to data analysis that enhanced the depth and rigor of the findings.

3.8 Ethical Consideration TC "3.8 Ethical Consideration" \f C \l "1" 
Ethical considerations were a fundamental aspect of this study, ensuring that the research was conducted in a responsible and respectful manner that upheld the rights and dignity of participants. Prior to data collection, the researcher obtained research clearance from the University, thereby ensuring compliance with institutional ethical guidelines. In addition to university clearance, the researcher sought permission from relevant governmental authorities in Songea Municipality. This included obtaining approval from the local government office and other relevant bodies, such as the Ministry of Gender, Labour, and Social Development. These permissions were obtained to ensure that the study adhered to local regulations and that the researcher had the authority to conduct interviews and focus group discussions within the municipality. Official letters of approval were secured and presented to gatekeepers in the community, thereby facilitating smooth access to the study population.
Throughout the data collection process, informed consent was a cornerstone of ethical practice. All participants, including children and their guardians, were fully informed about the purpose of the study, the nature of their participation, and their right to confidentiality. Informed consent forms were provided in both English and Kiswahili to ensure clarity and comprehension. For child participants, consent was obtained from their parents or guardians, and assent was sought from the children themselves, where appropriate. The researcher emphasized that participation was voluntary and that participants could withdraw at any time without consequence.
Confidentiality and anonymity were rigorously upheld throughout the study. Participants’ identities were kept confidential, and all data were stored securely. Personal identifiers were removed from the data, and pseudonyms were used in transcripts and reports to protect participant identity. Additionally, the researcher ensured that data were only shared with the research team and used solely for the purposes of this study.
Ethical guidelines also ensured that the study was culturally sensitive and that the research process did not harm the participants or the community. The researcher remained mindful of power dynamics, particularly when engaging with vulnerable groups such as children, ensuring that their participation did not exploit or marginalize them. By obtaining the necessary research clearance from the University and governmental authorities, securing informed consent, and upholding confidentiality and cultural sensitivity, the study adhered to the highest ethical standards, protecting the rights and welfare of participants throughout the research process.

CHAPTER FOUR TC "CHAPTER FOUR" \f C \l "1" 
FINDINGS TC "FINDINGS" \f C \l "1" 
4.1 Chapter Overview TC "4.1 Chapter Overview" \f C \l "1" 
This chapter presents the key findings of the study titled "Exploring the Influence of Cultural Practices on Adolescents’ Involvement in Petty Trading: A Case Study of Songea Municipality." The findings are drawn from a rich qualitative dataset comprising in-depth interviews and focus group discussions with adolescents involved in petty trading, their parents or guardians, market vendors, community elders, and local government officials. The data were analyzed using thematic analysis supported by NVivo software, which enabled the researcher to identify recurring patterns and organize the data into meaningful themes. The chapter is organized thematically according to the study’s specific objectives and research questions. It begins by presenting the cultural practices and community perceptions that influence children’s involvement in petty trading. 
This is followed by an examination of the role of parental cultural beliefs in shaping children’s economic participation. The chapter then explores how cultural norms affect children’s access to education and overall social development. Each section presents narratives and perspectives that reflect the lived experiences of participants, with selected verbatim quotes included to enrich and authenticate the findings. Where relevant, differences in perception based on gender, age, or social role are also highlighted to provide a nuanced understanding of the issue. The chapter concludes with a synthesis of the findings, drawing attention to how cultural norms both directly and indirectly reinforce adolescent involvement in petty trading. These findings lay the foundation for the subsequent discussion and interpretation in Chapter Five, where they are connected to the existing literature and the theoretical framework guiding the study.
4.2 Findings on Cultural Practices Regarding Children's Involvement in Petty Trading TC "4.2 Findings on Cultural Practices Regarding Children's Involvement in Petty Trading" \f C \l "1" 
This section presents findings related to the first specific objective of the study: “To identify the cultural practices regarding children's involvement in petty trading.” The data were collected through in-depth interviews (IDIs) and focus group discussions (FGDs) with children involved in petty trading, their parents, market vendors, community elders, and local leaders within Songea Municipality. The findings indicate that children's participation in petty trading is strongly influenced by cultural beliefs and community norms that define their roles in family and economic life. 
These cultural practices are deeply embedded in intergenerational traditions, social expectations, gender roles, and spiritual beliefs. Twelve illustrative quotes are presented below, each accompanied by contextual explanations before and after the quote. These voices provide insight into how culture shapes children’s entry into the world of informal trade and how such practices are maintained or justified by the community. 

In the Songea community, parents frequently associate early involvement in petty trading with teaching children life responsibilities. Many believe that idle children are more likely to become disrespectful or wasteful. These perceptions stem from long-standing traditions where economic contribution is seen as part of child-rearing and moral discipline.
“In our culture, a child who doesn’t help in business is seen as lazy and unprepared for life.” IDI / Female / May 2025
This quote reflects a culturally embedded belief system where labor is intertwined with character development. Children are not merely helping with business; they are learning discipline, humility, and accountability. Petty trading thus becomes a form of socialization and preparation for adulthood, endorsed by cultural standards that prioritize early responsibility and industriousness.
Among elders and adults in the area, petty trading is perceived as a rite of passage into adulthood. Parents view participation as a necessary step for their children to be accepted as responsible individuals in the community. This belief elevates economic activity to a symbolic level, making it culturally and socially mandatory.
“Before a boy is considered grown here, he must have tried his hand in selling something.” IDI / Male / May 2025
The cultural connotation attached to petty trading suggests that maturity is linked to productivity. Children who have not traded are often seen as immature or untrained in real-world survival. This mindset promotes early work participation as a communal benchmark for growth, thus blurring the lines between childhood, work, and cultural identity.

Some parents regard their children's involvement in petty trading as a source of pride. Success in trade is not just economic it reflects on the family’s values and parenting skills. When a child excels in business, neighbors often applaud the parents, reinforcing the belief that responsible parenting includes guiding children into economic roles.
“When my daughter returns with the money she made, my neighbors praise me for raising a well-behaved girl.” IDI / Female / May 2025
This view reflects a deeper cultural validation system where parenting success is judged by the economic behavior of children. It also explains why many parents are motivated to encourage trading despite potential drawbacks. Social recognition acts as a reward mechanism, embedding children's work in a system of community status and moral pride.
Trading skills in Songea are traditionally inherited, often passed from parent to child. Families see it as their duty to continue the line of economic resilience through direct mentorship in informal trading. This practice is less about necessity and more about maintaining cultural continuity and family survival strategies.
“I learned to sell tomatoes from my mother, and now my children are learning from me. It’s how our family survives.” IDI / Female / May 2025
The generational transfer of skills illustrates that petty trading is not merely a survival tactic but a cultural legacy. Children are expected to uphold family trades, which are seen as assets. This expectation creates a pathway where work is institutionalized in the home and normalized through tradition, not only through economic pressure.
Petty trading is also morally framed within the community as a training ground for building humility, respect, and resourcefulness in children. Formal education is often seen as theoretical, whereas trading is praised for offering ‘real-life’ experience and values.
“A child who sells becomes humble and respects money; one who just goes to school may not understand hardship.” IDI / Male / May 2025
This belief promotes a dual model of learning where trading complements, or even rivals, schooling. The work environment becomes a cultural classroom, transmitting values such as respect, frugality, and perseverance. In this view, economic participation is equated with moral development, thereby legitimizing children's involvement in work as beneficial.
Participants often described petty trading as an informal yet respected form of education. Parents emphasized that their children learn communication, arithmetic, and negotiation by selling goods in public spaces. This informal knowledge is regarded as equally, if not more, important than what is taught in schools.
“At the market, they learn how to speak with elders, calculate money, and behave well in society.” IDI / Male / May 2025
These insights reveal a cultural interpretation of education that values experiential learning. The market becomes a site for developing cognitive and social competencies, challenging conventional education systems. This belief system encourages parents to prioritize informal economic engagement, seeing it as foundational to children’s competence in adult responsibilities.
Cultural practices also define children's roles in petty trading according to gender. Girls are often assigned sales roles involving customer interaction, while boys are expected to carry loads or handle mobility-related tasks. These roles are socially reinforced and rarely questioned.
“Girls are better with customers, so they sell fruits. Boys are sent to carry and deliver goods.” IDI / Female / May 2025
The gendered division of labor reflects broader cultural norms that extend beyond the marketplace. By embedding gender roles in trading, children internalize expectations that can shape their future participation in both economic and domestic spheres. These assignments further entrench gender inequality and limit children's opportunities based on socialized roles.

Community members in Songea often view petty trading as a defining feature of their collective identity. It is not just a survival strategy but a tradition that binds the community economically and socially. This cultural self-perception gives rise to a communal expectation for children to contribute.
“Here in Songea, markets are our life. Even children must be part of it it’s who we are.” IDI / Male / May 2025
This deep-rooted identity underscores how strongly community values are linked with informal economic practices. Children who participate in trading are seen as fulfilling a civic and cultural obligation. The practice becomes normalized and institutionalized through shared identity, making any deviation from it socially questionable.

Seasonal events and traditional calendars often dictate when children participate in trading. After harvest, it is common for children to assist in selling farm produce. These practices are seen as both cultural rituals and family expectations.
“After the harvest, children must help sell maize. It’s a tradition everyone expects it.” IDI / Male / May 2025
The cyclical nature of these activities reveals how time, culture, and economy are integrated. Children’s involvement is less a matter of choice and more of tradition, rooted in predictable seasonal expectations. This tradition-driven approach further entrenches petty trading into children’s daily routines, aligned with agricultural and cultural timelines.

Some participants described spiritual aspects of petty trading, where involving children is believed to bring blessings and prosperity. Cultural wisdom dictates that early exposure to business invites success and protects against misfortune.
“My child sells with me so she can be blessed with business luck. That’s how elders say it works.” IDI / Female / May 2025
Such beliefs add a metaphysical justification to children’s labor. The act of trading is not merely practical but spiritual, reinforcing the idea that it shapes destiny. This cultural logic makes it even more difficult for interventions to counter child labor, as practices are spiritually endorsed and culturally protected.
Parents often fear societal judgment if their children appear idle, especially during peak business days. Children’s absence from trade is interpreted as laziness or family dysfunction, prompting parents to encourage participation to maintain social standing.
“If your child just stays home, people think you’re lazy or hiding poverty.” IDI / Female / May 2025
This concern illustrates how community norms apply pressure on families. Even when parents may wish to prioritize education, fear of stigma pushes them to conform. Petty trading becomes a mechanism for public approval and avoiding social suspicion, thus reinforcing its cultural legitimacy through peer surveillance.
Children themselves are often motivated by culturally accepted rewards, such as treats or praise, after completing a trading task. This in centivization creates a positive association with work, further embedding it into their routine and identity.
“When my son finishes selling, I buy him chipsi. He feels proud and wants to do more.” IDI / Female / May 2025
This practice transforms economic participation into a source of affirmation and pride. By reinforcing petty trading with immediate, tangible rewards, children develop intrinsic motivation tied to cultural incentives. Over time, these patterns shape children’s preferences and make work feel enjoyable, if not obligatory.
During the FGDs with parents and elders, it became clear that petty trading is viewed as a culturally accepted training ground. Children’s involvement is encouraged not merely for economic reasons but as a way to instill traditional values of hard work and resilience from an early age.
“Here, we believe that if a child learns to work early, they will not become dependent or spoiled.” FGD / May 2025 /
This quote reveals how cultural norms equate childhood work with future independence. In this view, idle children are seen as morally weak or unprepared for adulthood. Trading is thus positioned as a preventative measure against moral decay, guided by cultural upbringing rather than legal standards.
In many discussions, the practice of introducing children to petty trading was described as a rite of family continuity. Participants noted that parents, especially those from trading backgrounds, feel obligated to pass on their trade knowledge to the younger generation.
“We were raised through biashara, so our children must also learn to survive through biashara.” FGD / May 2025 /
Here, petty trading is not just a household strategy but a form of cultural inheritance. Children are expected to preserve the legacy of informal trade, seen as essential to sustaining the family's socio-economic identity. This normalizes child labor under the guise of tradition.
Cultural expectations around collective family contribution emerged strongly. Participants expressed that, traditionally, all members of the household, including children, are expected to support family welfare through economic activities.
“When there’s work, everyone contributes even the small ones. That’s how we were raised, and it hasn’t changed.” FGD / May 2025 /
This belief reinforces a communal sense of responsibility that includes children. Petty trading, therefore, is framed as a family obligation, not child exploitation. The practice is maintained through shared values that prioritize survival and solidarity over child protection.
Spiritual and religious beliefs also emerged during FGDs. Several participants suggested that involving children in work activities like trading may attract blessings or favor from ancestors and the spiritual world.
“When children work, blessings follow the home. Even elders say that laziness blocks prosperity.” FGD / May 2025 /
This insight uncovers a spiritual dimension that legitimizes children's economic participation. Families may involve children not only out of necessity but in pursuit of spiritual wellbeing, linking morality and blessings with productivity from a young age.
There was also a strong sense of cultural pride attached to raising “business-minded” children. Parents said they felt more respected in the community when their children were seen to be active and responsible through petty trading.
“People say you are a good parent when your child helps in biashara. It shows you teach them well.” FGD / May 2025 /
This reveals how social capital is earned through conformity to traditional expectations. Parenting is evaluated not just by a child's education but by their visible involvement in economic life. This shapes a competitive culture of involvement where parents fear judgment if their children do not participate.
Many participants discussed the seasonal nature of children’s involvement in trade, aligning it with cultural events and harvest periods. During these times, it becomes nearly automatic for children to join their parents at the market.
“After the harvest season, even schoolchildren help to sell maize or groundnuts. It’s what we do every year.” FGD / May 2025 /
Such patterns reflect deeply rooted cultural rhythms that determine when and how children work. These seasonal norms are rarely questioned, as they are perceived as routine and necessary, even when they interfere with school attendance or rest.

The discussions with female vendors also highlighted gender-specific expectations. Cultural norms guide which children are suitable for certain tasks, reinforcing gendered roles from an early age.
“Girls are taught to be polite and sit and sell. Boys do the lifting and moving. That’s how it’s always been.” FGD / May 2025 /
These statements emphasize the cultural division of labor that socializes children into gender roles. Petty trading becomes a space where children learn and perform gendered expectations, which can restrict their future choices and reinforce inequality.
Another recurring theme was the belief that trading builds stronger, more mature children than formal schooling alone. Participants noted that trade experience “toughens” children for life.
“A child who sells becomes sharp, street-smart. They learn to hustle and survive. School alone cannot teach that.” FGD / May 2025 /
This comment reveals a utilitarian perception of education. Petty trading is not viewed as contradictory to schooling but as complementary or even superior in teaching life skills. The child who trades is seen as better equipped to handle real-world challenges.
Some vendors spoke of cultural fear or shame tied to children who are not economically active. A child’s inactivity is perceived as a reflection of poor parenting or family laziness.
“If your child just stays home, people start asking questions. They think something is wrong with your family.” FGD / May 2025 /
These social pressures push parents to involve children in trade, even if they personally have reservations. The fear of community stigma reinforces the culture of early work and undermines efforts to delay economic engagement until adulthood.
In discussions with elders, there was a nostalgic tone suggesting that modern parenting was becoming “too soft” by not involving children in work. This comparison to past generations supports the continuity of cultural expectations.
“During our time, we were trading before age ten. Today’s children are being spoiled with too much school.” FGD / May 2025 /
Such reflections glorify hardship and equate traditional childhood with economic productivity. This perspective resists modern child-rights frameworks and reinforces cultural ideals that place labor at the heart of child development and morality.
Participants explained how rewards and immediate gratification are used to encourage children’s involvement in trading. These practices are framed as teaching tools, reinforcing good behavior and effort.
“When my child sells well, I buy them juice or sweets. It makes them excited to go again tomorrow.” FGD / May 2025 /
These incentive-based practices normalize petty trading as a fun or rewarding activity. They mask the underlying labor aspects and make economic involvement feel recreational, which increases children's willingness and creates long-term patterns of engagement.
Finally, community elders insisted that children who trade are more respectful and disciplined. Trading was said to shape behavior more effectively than parental instruction or classroom lessons alone.
“A child who knows how hard it is to earn money does not waste or misbehave. They respect you more.” FGD / May 2025 /
This belief adds moral justification to children's involvement in petty trading. Respect, discipline, and responsibility are attributed to work experience, reinforcing the idea that such practices are not harmful but beneficial in molding ideal community members.
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Many parents view introducing children to petty trading as a duty that aligns with their cultural identity as responsible caregivers. They believe that engaging children in work early fosters discipline and aligns with long-standing cultural expectations of parenting.
“My parents raised me through biashara, so I’m doing the same. It's how we train our children to be responsible.” IDI / Female / May 2025
This quote illustrates how parental beliefs rooted in tradition guide decisions about child involvement in trade. The perceived obligation to pass down these values positions petty trading as a moral responsibility rather than a financial necessity, reflecting deeply held intergenerational parenting norms.

Parental decisions are often shaped by a belief that life experience, rather than formal education alone, builds character. This belief leads them to see petty trading as a cultural tool for shaping a child's maturity and independence.
“Letting children help in business shows them that life is not easy. It makes them strong and prepares them for adulthood.” IDI / Male / May 2025
This view reveals that parents do not see trading as a burden on children, but as preparation for life. Their cultural belief in “toughening” children through early exposure to economic hardship reinforces the cycle of informal labor under the guise of parental care.
Some parents regard children’s participation in petty trading as an extension of traditional family roles. These roles are structured in a way that children are naturally expected to support daily household responsibilities, especially in single-income or low-income families.
“Even when I was a child, we helped our parents sell things. Now I do the same with my kids it’s our way.” IDI / Female / May 2025
This quote indicates that parental choices are heavily influenced by past experiences, making it difficult to adopt new child-rearing approaches. Cultural continuity is preferred over legal or developmental considerations, with tradition being the primary guide for family labor practices.
A number of parents strongly believe that involving children in business protects them from “bad company.” Cultural beliefs position work as a form of discipline that safeguards moral behavior.
“If a child is idle, they start misbehaving. But if they’re helping at the shop, they stay focused and respectful.” IDI / Male / May 2025
This perspective places petty trading in the realm of moral training. Parents equate work with ethical development, which encourages them to view child labor as not only acceptable but necessary for good behavior and cultural alignment.
Parents often believe that teaching children to earn and manage money at a young age prepares them for adult responsibilities. This belief is culturally reinforced through stories, lived experiences, and social expectations.

“I want my children to know how to handle money early. It's how we teach them survival here.” IDI / Female / May 2025
Here, trading is not merely a task, but a lesson embedded with cultural meaning. Parents see it as a rite of preparation, with financial literacy framed as essential to the local definition of responsible adulthood and social competence.
Some parents emphasized that sending children to trade is a way of instilling obedience and work ethic. They believe that a child who follows instructions at the stall will do the same at home or in school.
“When I tell my son to help me sell and he does it well, I know he is becoming obedient.” IDI / Male / May 2025
This demonstrates how parents use petty trading as a behavioral mirror. Cultural beliefs position work as a moral test if a child performs diligently, it reflects positively on the family's upbringing style and affirms their cultural parenting success.
In families with a strong tradition of entrepreneurship, parents see children as natural successors. Cultural beliefs suggest that skills should be passed down early to preserve the family’s economic legacy.
“This shop was started by my grandfather. We have always passed it down. My son must also learn it early.” IDI / Male / May 2025
This finding shows how deeply cultural inheritance shapes parental choices. Petty trading becomes more than economic it’s heritage. Parents feel duty-bound to involve children, believing they are transmitting pride, continuity, and responsibility embedded in family identity.
A recurring theme in interviews was the perception that children must “earn their keep.” Some parents, influenced by cultural narratives of self-reliance, expect their children to contribute once they reach a certain age.
 “When they reach 10 or 11, they should start helping. A child who eats must also work a little.” IDI / Female / May 2025
Such views reflect cultural attitudes where childhood is not strictly protected but integrated into adult economies. Parents may not perceive this as exploitative, but as preparing children to cope with community realities and expectations of contribution.
Some parents explained that their upbringing normalized child labor, and without external influences (such as school sensitization), they would not question involving their children in trading.
“We grew up like this. I never thought of it as wrong until people from school started saying so.” IDI / Female / May 2025
This quote highlights the impact of inherited beliefs and limited exposure to alternative parenting models. Cultural normalization of early work continues unchallenged until confronted by external institutions often too late to reverse entrenched behaviors.
In some cases, parents rationalized their decision based on the belief that children should be “hardened” by the same experiences they faced. It was seen as a necessary test of strength and identity.
“Life is hard. If my daughter doesn’t learn that now, when will she? I want her to be strong like me.” IDI / Female / May 2025
This narrative reinforces a cultural valorization of suffering as growth. Parental beliefs are shaped by hardship and survival, and these beliefs are then projected onto the next generation, often without room for alternative, child-friendly approaches.
Some parents expressed that involving children in trading builds mutual trust. They viewed it as a form of bonding that also communicates confidence in the child’s abilities.
“When I leave my son at the stall, he feels trusted. It gives him pride and shows he is useful.” IDI / Male / May/ 2025
This suggests that child involvement in work is tied to emotional and psychological validation. Parents believe that assigning responsibility affirms a child’s worth and builds self-esteem beliefs that are grounded in traditional values of mutual dependence within families.
Finally, several parents believed that boys and girls should be socialized differently through trade. They expressed distinct gendered beliefs on what roles each child should play in the trading environment.
“Girls are good at talking, so I let my daughter sell. Boys do the carrying and lifting. That’s how we teach them.” IDI / Female / May /2025
This reflects how cultural beliefs not only support child labor but shape it along gender lines. Parents model expectations of future gender roles, socializing children into adult-like divisions of labor from a young age, often unconsciously reinforcing inequality.
During group discussions, parents openly expressed that involving children in trade was an inherited responsibility passed through generations. They felt they were simply replicating the upbringing they had received, which emphasized working from a young age as a marker of good parenting.
“We were also taken to sell by our parents, so we do the same. It’s what makes a child grow well.” FGD / May/ 2025
This statement confirms the cultural cycle of early work as a parenting model. The belief is not questioned because it aligns with long-standing communal identity. For many parents, failure to involve children in petty trading feels like a break from responsible and respectable parenthood.
Among mothers and female guardians, there was a strong sentiment that trading teaches girls humility and prepares them for future domestic roles. Petty trading is seen as part of the social grooming process for young girls.
“When girls help to sell, they learn how to talk nicely, manage small things, and behave well like future mothers.” FGD / May /2025
This insight reveals the culturally gendered dimension of parental beliefs. Petty trading is interpreted not just as a financial task but a behavioral training ground, especially for girls, reinforcing societal expectations of future caregiving and subservience within the family and community structure.
Participants frequently described how working alongside parents was a way of “shaping” children to avoid bad habits. Cultural beliefs framed work as a deterrent to disobedience and a remedy for potential waywardness.
“A child who is not involved in anything starts to be rude or moves with bad groups. Selling keeps them busy.” FGD / May/ 2025
This belief places trading in the realm of character development. Parents are convinced that assigning economic responsibilities creates behavioral boundaries. The perception that work prevents moral decline provides justification for involving children, even when it conflicts with school routines.
Several parents admitted that they see children as extensions of their own economic struggles, and involving them in trading is culturally understood as shared family resilience, not child exploitation.
“We struggle as a family. When a child helps, they are part of that struggle. It’s how we support each other.” FGD / May/ 2025
This viewpoint reflects a collectivist cultural logic where children’s labor is seen as family cooperation. These beliefs normalize child participation and make it difficult for parents to view petty trading as harmful. Instead, it is romanticized as a sign of solidarity and mutual contribution.
Some parents acknowledged they involve children even if it interferes with schooling, because their cultural belief system places a premium on economic survival and practical learning over academic success.
“Even if school is important, it can’t feed you. But knowing how to sell will always help them, even later.” FGD / May/ 2025
This quotes reveals how cultural beliefs about success and survival sometimes conflict with educational goals. Parents may deprioritize school not out of negligence, but due to a belief that life skills learned through trade are more immediately valuable and culturally relevant.
The discussions also revealed that parental decisions are often reinforced by peer and family pressure. If other parents involve their children in trade, those who do not may be judged or feel guilt for “spoiling” their children.
“If others are taking their kids to sell and you don’t, they say your child is becoming lazy or spoiled.” FGD / May/ 2025
Cultural norms create a social environment where deviation feels risky. This social pressure pushes parents to conform, even when they may doubt the practice. Such shared beliefs create a community-wide justification for children’s involvement in trading, regardless of its consequences.
For many fathers, trading is a space where masculinity and responsibility are passed down. They believe that if a boy cannot participate in business, he is not yet a man, reinforcing patriarchal standards of maturity.
“A real boy should be able to sell, budget, and bring something home. That’s how he becomes a man.” FGD / May/ 2025
This perspective emphasizes that parental beliefs are not only shaped by tradition but also by rigid gender norms. Boys are expected to emulate their fathers, and petty trading becomes a proving ground for manhood, often at the expense of childhood and education.
Parents also expressed that involving children in business strengthens their sense of ownership and responsibility. Cultural beliefs emphasize early independence as a life value that trading naturally instills.
“When a child earns, they feel like they have power. They also become more serious and stop asking for small things.” FGD / May/ 2025
This indicates that parents believe early income earning fosters maturity. Rather than viewing economic engagement as burdening the child, it is framed as a character-building tool, creating a cultural disconnect between local practices and international child rights perspectives.
In some cases, parents shared that their religious or ethnic background reinforced beliefs that children should not remain idle. The belief that “an idle child brings shame” influenced them to initiate children into trade early.
 “In our tribe, a child who is always idle is a shame to the family. That’s why we involve them early.” FGD / May/ 2025
This quote underscores how ethnic identity and cultural pride shape parental behavior. Avoiding social shame becomes a motivator for early child involvement in trade. These beliefs are often resistant to change, especially when rooted in pride, fear, and cultural legacy.
Mothers especially spoke about the need for daughters to learn patience and resilience through trading. These lessons, they believe, are important for future marital and domestic roles.
“Selling teaches girls how to endure. It is part of preparing them to be strong women and good wives one day.” FGD / May/ 2025
This quote illustrates how parenting decisions are influenced by future-oriented cultural narratives. Girls are not only trained for economic tasks but for gendered life paths. Such beliefs anchor petty trading within larger systems of female socialization and traditional gender expectations.
During FGDs, parents revealed that they use positive reinforcement such as praise or small gifts to encourage children to return to trading regularly. They believe this builds enthusiasm and a work ethic.
“When my son sells well, I praise him or give him a small gift. It teaches him to enjoy working.” FGD / May/ 2025
These beliefs reflect how parenting practices reinforce cultural ideals. Encouraging a child to view labor positively creates emotional and psychological alignment with cultural values. It also solidifies petty trading as a desirable activity instead of a reluctant obligation.
Finally, group discussions revealed that many parents do not see their beliefs as cultural until questioned. What they practice daily is so normalized that it is simply “how things are done,” not a choice or value system.
“We don’t really think of it as culture it’s just what we do. Everyone here brings their child to help.” FGD / May/ 2025
This shows how invisible cultural beliefs can become in everyday life. Because these behaviors are widely shared and go unquestioned, they become embedded norms that govern parenting and decision-making unconsciously, making transformation difficult without deliberate awareness-raising.
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Many parents shared that cultural norms prioritize economic productivity over academic pursuit. When faced with choosing between school and helping in trade, children are often pulled toward trading because it is perceived as more immediately beneficial and culturally meaningful.
“What is the point of sending a child to school every day if they can’t even help at home or sell when needed?” IDI / May/ 2025
This quote demonstrates a tension between educational value and cultural responsibility. Parents influenced by cultural norms view education as secondary when compared to the practical skills and immediate returns gained from petty trading. As a result, access to consistent schooling is compromised in favor of fulfilling traditional family obligations.

Some parents confessed that community perceptions influence them to favor trading over school attendance. If a child is always seen going to school but not contributing to household survival, the family risks being labeled as careless or overly modern.
“People laugh and say you’re just wasting time if your child is in school but can’t help you sell or work.” IDI / May/ 2025
Cultural norms embedded in community expectations exert pressure on families to prioritize economic involvement. Parents may withdraw children from school or reduce attendance to preserve social respect, thereby creating an environment where education is undermined by the fear of cultural ridicule or misunderstanding.
In rural and urban fringe communities, there exists a belief that formal education is less relevant to real life than learning to hustle or trade. This belief deeply affects how parents approach schooling decisions for their children.
“Reading books alone doesn’t feed anyone. A child who learns to sell can survive even if they fail school.” IDI / May /2025
This illustrates a cultural framing of education as non-essential unless it produces immediate economic gains. Parents view practical experience through trading as a safer investment than formal schooling, especially when poverty and cultural pragmatism reinforce the need for survival over long-term academic achievement.
Some parents admitted that they pull their children out of school during market days or agricultural seasons, seeing it as culturally acceptable. School attendance is treated as flexible and secondary to traditional and seasonal responsibilities.
“If we have a busy market or harvest, school can wait. Helping the family is more important during those times.” IDI / May/ 2025
These comments reveal how deeply cultural routines override formal institutional schedules. Children’s education becomes irregular, and teachers are often forced to compete with family customs. This inconsistency hinders academic progress, reinforcing a cycle where education is deprioritized by cultural necessity.
In interviews with elders, it was revealed that older generations believe education can only benefit certain types of children. Cultural norms dictate that some children, particularly girls or those less academically inclined, are better suited to economic participation.
“Not every child is meant for school. Some are better at selling or helping at home. That’s just how it is.” IDI / May/ 2025
Such beliefs impose a cultural ceiling on children's potential. When parents adopt this view, they limit opportunities for children to thrive in school. These norms reinforce selective investment in education and often determine who is allowed to stay in school and who is not.
Gender-based cultural norms also influence access to education. Some parents feel that educating boys is more important than educating girls, believing girls are destined for domestic roles where schooling offers little benefit.
“A boy needs school to lead in life, but a girl will get married and work at home so business is enough for her.” IDI / May/ 2025
This gendered belief severely limits girls' educational attainment. Cultural expectations confine girls to roles that deprioritize academic growth. Consequently, girls are disproportionately pulled from classrooms to participate in family trade or household work, perpetuating cycles of gender inequality and economic dependency. A few parents argued that school is not designed to reflect their cultural realities and therefore fails to fully engage children or the community. As a result, they prioritize culturally meaningful labor over unfamiliar academic content.
 “School teaches things far from our lives. But in biashara, children learn things we all understand and use daily.” IDI / May/ 2025
This perception devalues formal education as irrelevant. Cultural disconnection from curricula leads parents to favor localized, experiential learning in markets or fields. This widening gap between formal schooling and cultural life ultimately alienates families and draws children away from education.
Some interviewees expressed regret that even when children are enrolled in school, cultural duties like caregiving or trading take precedence, leading to absenteeism. These patterns are normalized by community attitudes and rarely challenged.
 “If a younger sibling is sick or the business is busy, the child has to miss school. That’s just how families work.” IDI / May/ 2025
This reveals how cultural values of collective responsibility override personal academic development. A child’s education becomes secondary to family needs, which are framed as culturally justified. The impact is often chronic absenteeism and underperformance, especially when such decisions are made regularly.
Parents reported that some community members discourage education altogether, especially when educated youths remain unemployed. Cultural narratives then reinforce the idea that trading is more reliable than schooling.
“Even university graduates are here selling in the market. So why should I waste time sending my child to school?” IDI / May/ 2025
This view undermines the perceived value of education. When cultural logic dictates that academic credentials don't translate into economic success, schooling is seen as a gamble. Parents then double down on informal economic training, further reducing children's access to education.
In many households, children themselves are socialized to believe that helping at the stall or market is more honorable than studying. Parents reinforce this belief through praise and comparison to peers.
“If my child sells well, I praise him more than if he passes a test. That’s the success we understand here.” IDI / May/ 2025
This reinforces a cultural reward system where trade trumps education in recognition. When children internalize these messages, they naturally gravitate toward work over learning. This results in disinterest in school and a gradual disengagement from formal education.
Several respondents said that even when school attendance is possible, long hours in trading often exhaust children, affecting their ability to concentrate or perform well academically.
“They go to school, but they’re tired from selling early in the morning or evening. So even in class, they don’t focus.” IDI / May /2025
This shows how cultural norms that support child work indirectly sabotage educational success. The toll of labor leads to fatigue and poor performance. Although the child is present in school, they are not fully engaged, reducing the overall quality of educational access.
Lastly, some parents explained that dropping out of school is normalized once a child proves they can handle business. Success in trade becomes a culturally endorsed exit point from formal education.
“If a child is doing well in selling, there’s no pressure for school. It means they have found their path.” IDI / Ma/y 2025
This belief positions trade as a valid and often preferred alternative to education. Cultural validation of business success reinforces premature school dropout, particularly when the community views economic participation as a more legitimate form of achievement.
During discussions, participants acknowledged that in their culture, children's education is not always the first priority. In many cases, immediate contribution to household income is valued more than long-term academic success, especially during busy market seasons.
“When it’s market day, even if there’s school, the child must come with you. Business cannot wait for school.” FGD / May /2025
This quote highlights how market schedules and family livelihoods dictate children's daily routines. Education is treated as flexible or optional when it clashes with economic responsibilities. Cultural norms surrounding survival and productivity often override institutional structures like school timetables, affecting consistent school attendance.
Some participants felt that education is beneficial, but not equally necessary for all children. Cultural beliefs often determine which children “deserve” or “benefit” from schooling based on their behavior, gender, or perceived intelligence.
“If the child is not bright or is a girl, it’s better to teach her business than force school on her.” FGD / May /2025
This view reveals how cultural perceptions stratify educational opportunities. Children are evaluated through a cultural lens that may prematurely define their paths. Girls, in particular, are often diverted from education into trade or household roles, limiting their future prospects based on traditional gender roles.
In many FGDs, parents admitted that cultural obligations during family events, such as funerals or ceremonies, justify children’s absence from school. These events are prioritized over school because they carry cultural weight and social significance.
“If there’s a family ceremony or death, school must stop. It’s our culture that we all participate, even the children.” FGD / May/ 2025
This reflects how cultural norms around communal participation interfere with educational routines. Children are expected to engage in family and societal functions, which are regarded as learning opportunities of equal or greater importance than formal schooling. This undermines school consistency and academic focus.
Participants acknowledged that poverty plays a role in school dropout, but cultural beliefs compound it by legitimizing work over learning. A child helping in the market is often praised more than one attending school, particularly in low-income households.
“A child who comes home with money is more celebrated than one who comes home with homework.” FGD / May/ 2025
This statement highlights how cultural values can reframe education as secondary to economic participation. When effort in trade is socially rewarded, school attendance loses its appeal both to children and parents. This dynamic weakens educational motivation and reinforces work-based cultural identity.
In one group, elders explained that their generation did not prioritize education, and the same values have been passed down. There was a shared belief that children today still need to focus more on “life survival” than books.
“In our time, people survived without school. Why should today be any different? Let them learn business it’s more useful.” FGD / May/ 2025
This quote exposes generational influence on educational values. When cultural memory favors trade over formal learning, new generations inherit skepticism toward schooling. Elders’ beliefs strongly influence parental choices, often resulting in a preference for practical knowledge passed through lived experience.
Parents emphasized that education requires patience, but their cultural environment values results. Petty trading provides quick returns, reinforcing the belief that it is more useful than the delayed rewards of education.
“School takes years before it helps, but selling brings results today. That’s why many choose business over books.” FGD / May/ 2025
This viewpoint emphasizes how cultural pragmatism affects children's education. Parents, influenced by short-term economic needs and cultural impatience for long processes, steer children toward immediate gains. Education, viewed as slow and uncertain, becomes less appealing in this cultural-economic context.
In FGDs with vendors, it was revealed that some parents pull children from class during school hours to assist in trading. This practice is culturally accepted, especially when there is an urgent need to meet sales demands.
“Sometimes, if there are a lot of customers, we send someone to bring the child from school to help.” FGD / May/ 2025
This behavior illustrates how informal economic norms interrupt formal education. Cultural expectations about family cooperation blur the boundary between schooling and household business. Such decisions, though occasional, create a pattern that undermines the child’s ability to maintain academic focus and consistency.

The findings presented above highlight the profound influence of cultural norms on children's access to education within Songea Municipality. Both individual interviews and focus group discussions revealed that while parents may acknowledge the importance of schooling, their decisions are significantly shaped by long-standing cultural beliefs, economic survival strategies, and gendered expectations.

Children’s participation in petty trading, often seen as a culturally approved pathway to maturity, respect, and responsibility, frequently takes precedence over formal learning. These cultural perceptions contribute to inconsistent school attendance, early dropouts, and a general undervaluing of academic success particularly among girls. In many cases, the immediate returns of informal economic engagement are prioritized over the long-term benefits of education.
Overall, the evidence underscores a complex intersection between tradition, economy, and social expectations that continues to hinder children’s full and consistent engagement with the education system. Addressing these challenges will require culturally sensitive interventions that bridge the gap between community values and the goals of child development and educational equity.
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The findings of this study reveal a complex and deeply rooted relationship between cultural norms and children’s participation in petty trading, as well as their access to education within Songea Municipality. These findings, drawn from in-depth interviews and focus group discussions, are best understood through the lens of Social Norms Theory, which explains how individual behavior is shaped and sustained by community expectations and social rewards or sanctions.
Children’s involvement in petty trading is widely normalized and even celebrated within the community. It is not merely seen as economic activity but as a cultural rite of passage and a valued form of informal education. Parents and elders interpret this involvement as essential for moral development, preparation for adult responsibilities, and the survival of family livelihoods. This aligns with existing literature, such as Aboagye (2016), who observed that in many African societies, children’s involvement in family businesses is a traditional method of teaching responsibility. Omokhodion and Uchendu (2010) similarly noted that such participation is viewed more as a family expectation than as child labor.
Within this cultural framework, Social Norms Theory provides critical insights. Parents allow and even encourage their children to work not necessarily because they prefer it, but because it is socially expected. Community members often reward families whose children contribute economically and may look down on those who prioritize formal schooling without visible contribution to the household. These expectations create a strong incentive for conformity, reinforcing the continuation of child participation in petty trading across generations.
The role of parental cultural beliefs is particularly influential in shaping children’s economic engagement. Many parents are guided by their own upbringing, replicating the roles they themselves performed as children. This practice is deeply gendered: girls are trained for caregiving and customer interaction roles, while boys are prepared for future economic leadership. These beliefs reflect a socialization process where petty trading is not just a duty but a reflection of proper parenting. This observation supports Nsamenang’s (2008) assertion that African models of child development emphasize early preparation for adulthood. Nieuwenhuys (1996) also noted that the boundary between child labor and meaningful child participation is often defined by cultural standards, not legal ones.
Moreover, parents often feel pressure to conform to communal expectations. A child who does not engage in trade may be seen as spoiled or lazy, and the parents as irresponsible. This reinforces the central claim of Social Norms Theory that individuals act in ways they believe others in their community expect. Thus, while some parents may be aware of the developmental importance of schooling, they are reluctant to prioritize it if it risks social disapproval.
The study also found that cultural norms have a direct impact on children’s access to education. While some parents value schooling, they often prioritize economic productivity, family obligations, or traditional events over academic consistency. Children are withdrawn from school during market days, harvest seasons, or when there is a family need. In such cases, education becomes secondary, viewed as something flexible rather than fundamental. These findings are consistent with the work of Admassie (2003), who emphasized the inverse relationship between child labor and school attendance in Sub-Saharan Africa. Gertler et al. (2004) also highlighted how poverty, combined with cultural beliefs, drives families to prioritize immediate needs over long-term investments in education.
Gender plays a significant role in educational access as well. Cultural narratives often place less value on girls’ education, instead preparing them for marriage and domestic roles. Parents justify early exit from school by arguing that trade and household responsibilities are more suitable. Leach et al. (2006) documented similar patterns, where cultural expectations discourage parents from investing equally in girls’ education, thereby reinforcing gender inequalities. Another factor contributing to educational disengagement is the community’s perception that formal education lacks relevance. Several parents argued that school content does not reflect their lived experiences or prepare children for the realities of daily survival. Instead, they see petty trading as a more practical and useful form of learning. This sentiment reduces motivation to support children’s education, particularly when cultural rewards for business success are immediate and tangible, while the benefits of education are delayed and uncertain.
Through the lens of Social Norms Theory, these findings underscore how entrenched behaviors are maintained not just by individual attitudes but by shared cultural expectations. Parents may have personal inclinations toward supporting education, but such inclinations are often overridden by fear of social judgment, cultural loyalty, or economic necessity. Even when formal education is accessible, it is not always embraced if it conflicts with culturally defined responsibilities or fails to deliver short-term rewards.
Taken together, the study shows that cultural norms do not merely coexist with the education system they compete with it. Petty trading, framed as both a cultural obligation and a moral virtue, consistently overshadows academic pursuits. Children are rewarded more for contributing financially than for academic performance, further weakening the social value of education.
The implications of these findings are significant. Efforts to promote education and reduce child labor must go beyond the provision of resources or school infrastructure. They must engage directly with the cultural beliefs and social expectations that shape parental behavior. Effective interventions must be community-based and culturally sensitive, incorporating local leaders, elders, and parents in efforts to reframe the value of education in a way that aligns with existing traditions while introducing progressive change.
In conclusion, this study highlights the powerful role that cultural norms and parental beliefs play in shaping children’s participation in petty trading and their access to education. The Social Norms Theory provides a useful lens for understanding how these behaviors are socially reinforced and maintained. Addressing the educational challenges facing children in Songea requires not only structural support but also a transformation in how communities perceive childhood, responsibility, and the purpose of schooling.
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The study aimed to explore the cultural dimensions that shape children’s involvement in petty trading in Songea Municipality, with particular emphasis on cultural practices, parental beliefs, and the impact on education. Data were collected through in-depth interviews and focus group discussions with parents, community elders, market vendors, and local leaders. The findings are summarized according to the study’s specific objectives:
First, the study revealed that cultural practices strongly support children’s involvement in petty trading. Within the community, trading is not only viewed as a way for children to contribute economically but also as a cultural rite of passage and an informal form of social education. It is deeply embedded in family traditions, community values, and gender roles. Children who engage in trading are often perceived as responsible, respectful, and morally upright.
Second, parental cultural beliefs were found to significantly influence children's participation in petty trading. Many parents, drawing from their own childhood experiences, believe that work teaches discipline, independence, and readiness for adult life. These beliefs are further reinforced by social expectations, peer pressure, and the desire to maintain family dignity. Gendered perceptions also play a role, where boys are socialized to lead economically and girls are prepared for domesticity and caregiving through trade.
Third, the study found that cultural norms substantially impact children’s access to education. School attendance is often interrupted or deprioritized in favor of trading, especially during peak business periods or community events. Education is perceived by many as less practical than the immediate benefits gained from economic activity. Cultural beliefs also reinforce gender disparities, with many families believing that investing in girls’ education is less valuable due to their anticipated roles as wives and mothers.
Overall, the study highlights how cultural expectations, traditional beliefs, and communal norms intersect to normalize child participation in petty trading while simultaneously undermining consistent access to formal education.
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This study concludes that children’s involvement in petty trading in Songea Municipality is not merely a result of economic necessity but is strongly influenced by deeply rooted cultural norms and parental beliefs. These cultural perspectives frame petty trading as a valuable, acceptable, and often preferred component of child socialization, moral development, and family identity.
Parents, influenced by generational practices and community standards, involve their children in petty trading not as an act of negligence but as a form of care and preparation for adult life. However, while these practices may appear beneficial within the local context, they have significant consequences for children’s education and long-term development. The normalization of work over schooling, especially among girls, perpetuates cycles of poverty, gender inequality, and limited upward mobility.
The findings affirm that efforts to improve children’s educational outcomes must take into account the cultural environment in which children live. Without addressing the cultural beliefs and social norms that sustain child labor practices, education-focused interventions are unlikely to succeed. Therefore, meaningful transformation requires not only infrastructural or policy changes but also a cultural shift that aligns community values with the rights and developmental needs of children.
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Based on the findings and conclusions of this study, several key recommendations are proposed to address the cultural and structural factors influencing children’s involvement in petty trading and their access to education.
To begin with, local government authorities and non-governmental organizations should conduct culturally sensitive awareness campaigns. These initiatives should aim at educating parents and community members about the long-term benefits of formal education and the potential risks associated with early child labor, particularly in petty trading. Such campaigns should be framed in a manner that respects local values while introducing alternative perspectives on child development.
Interventions must also involve respected elders, traditional leaders, and religious figures, as they hold significant influence over community norms and practices. Their engagement is vital in reshaping attitudes toward child labor and in promoting education as a culturally valuable investment. When these respected figures publicly advocate for children's education, it becomes easier for families to adopt new behaviors without fear of social judgment.
Addressing gender disparities in educational access is equally important. Specific efforts should focus on promoting the value of girls’ education and challenging the cultural narratives that confine girls to domestic roles. Gender-sensitive educational programs can empower both parents and children to view schooling as essential for all, regardless of gender.
Schools should also consider implementing flexible academic programs. Flexible schedules and after-school options, particularly during market days or farming seasons, would better accommodate children who are expected to assist their families. Such adaptations would reduce school absenteeism and ensure that children are not forced to choose between education and family responsibilities.
In addition, economic empowerment of families especially women is critical. Providing access to soft loans, vocational training, and market support can ease the financial burden on households and reduce their reliance on children’s labor. When families are economically stable, they are more likely to prioritize and sustain their children’s education. While community engagement is essential, local authorities must simultaneously reinforce the enforcement of child protection laws and policies. Regulations that prohibit exploitative child labor and support compulsory education should be actively monitored and implemented to ensure that children are protected both at home and in the public domain.
Finally, schools should strengthen their relationship with the communities they serve. By engaging parents and community members through regular meetings, home visits, and cultural events, schools can build mutual understanding and trust. These school-to-community engagement strategies help to align traditional values with educational goals, thereby fostering a supportive environment for learning.
In conclusion, transforming the cultural landscape surrounding child labor and education requires holistic and culturally grounded strategies. These approaches must respect existing traditions while promoting the best interests of children. Only through collaborative, community-based, and context-specific efforts can sustainable and meaningful change be achieved.
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APPENDICES TC "APPENDICES" \f C \l "1" 
APPENDIX 1: In-Depth Interview Guide

The in-depth interview guide will aim to gather detailed and rich qualitative data from key informants, such as parents, local community leaders, and teachers, regarding children's involvement in petty trading and the influence of cultural practices. The questions are designed to explore the perceptions, beliefs, and experiences of the interviewees in relation to the study's objectives.

Introduction
· Briefly explaining the purpose of the interview.

· Assurance on confidentiality and anonymity of the responses.

· Obtain verbal consent to proceed with the interview and record responses.

Main Questions
1. Can you describe your understanding of petty trading and how it is perceived in your community?

2. How do you think cultural beliefs or practices influence children’s participation in petty trading in Songea Municipality?

3. In your view, what roles do parents play in encouraging or discouraging children’s involvement in petty trading?

4. What are the main factors, both cultural and economic, that influence children to engage in petty trading?

5. How does children's involvement in petty trading affect their education and social development in your community?

6. Are there any cultural practices or beliefs that specifically support or hinder children’s education?

7. What are the community's views on children participating in work such as petty trading at a young age?

8. Have you noticed any changes in the patterns of children’s participation in petty trading over the years? If yes, what do you think might have contributed to these changes?

9. How can the community better support children to balance work and education?

10. What interventions do you believe would be helpful in addressing the issue of children’s involvement in petty trading?

Closing
· Is there anything else you would like to add about children’s involvement in petty trading or the cultural practices related to it?

APPENDIX 2: Focus Group Discussion (FGD) Guide

The FGD guide is designed to facilitate group discussions among community members (parents, local vendors, and teachers) to understand community perceptions regarding children’s involvement in petty trading and the role of cultural practices. The questions encourage participants to share their views collectively and reflect on cultural norms, education, and social development.

Introduction
· Introducing the purpose of the discussion and the research objectives.

· Assurance confidentiality and the voluntary nature of participation.

· Asking for consent to record the discussion.

Main Questions
1. How do you all feel about children engaging in petty trading in our community? Do you think it’s a positive or negative activity?

2. What cultural beliefs or traditions do you think influence children’s involvement in work such as petty trading here in Songea Municipality?

3. Can you think of any specific roles that parents or family members play in encouraging or discouraging children’s participation in petty trading?

4. How does the community view the participation of children in petty trading? Are there any societal expectations about this activity?

5. Do you think that being involved in petty trading affects a child’s ability to go to school or participate in other social activities? How so?

6. What are some of the benefits or drawbacks of children participating in petty trading that you have observed in our community?

7. Are there any traditions or customs that support children’s education, and how do they interact with those practices that encourage children to work?

8. What kind of changes or interventions would you like to see in the community to address the issue of children working from a young age?

9. How do you think we can encourage children to focus on their education while still considering the importance of cultural and economic practices?

Closing
· Is there anything else you would like to share about how cultural practices influence children’s involvement in petty trading in our community?

APENDIX 3: Documentary Review Guide

The documentary review guide will be used to gather relevant secondary data from existing documents and records that provide context to the research topic. This will include government reports, educational policies, child labor regulations, and relevant community documents.

Introduction
Documents to be reviewed
1. National and Local Government Reports on Child Labor
· Review any reports or policy documents that discuss child labor in Tanzania, focusing on petty trading. Key areas of interest will include laws, regulations, and government initiatives to reduce child labor.

· Examine government policy on child education and whether it addresses children involved in economic activities.

2. The Law of the Child Act (2009)
· Analyze the national laws regarding child labor, focusing on any sections that relate to children’s participation in informal economic activities such as petty trading.

· Examine the enforcement mechanisms and whether there are any gaps in addressing child labor in rural municipalities like Songea.

3. Reports on Child Education in Tanzania
· Review educational reports from the Ministry of Education regarding the impact of child labor on educational outcomes.

· Investigate if there are any specific sections in these documents that address the challenges faced by children in informal trading settings.

4. Cultural and Socio-economic Reports
· Review any local reports on cultural practices in Songea Municipality and how these may influence children’s work activities.

· Analyze community development plans that may address both cultural beliefs and educational advancement for children.

Document Analysis Criteria
· Relevance to children’s involvement in petty trading.

· Reflection of cultural attitudes towards children working in Songea Municipality.

· Policy measures or recommendations for improving children’s welfare in relation to labor and education.

DODOSO LA KISWAHILI

1. Mwongozo wa Mahojiano ya Kina (In-depth Interview Guide)

Mwongozo huu wa mahojiano ya kina unalenga kupata data ya undani kutoka kwa wahusika muhimu kama vile wazazi, viongozi wa jamii, na walimu, kuhusu ushiriki wa watoto katika biashara ndogo ndogo na ushawishi wa desturi za kitamaduni. Maswali haya yameundwa ili kuchunguza mitazamo, imani, na uzoefu wa wahusika kuhusu lengo la utafiti.

Utangulizi
· Eleza kwa ufupi madhumuni ya mahojiano.

· Hakikisha usiri na ufanisi wa majibu.

· Pata idhini ya kutoa majibu na kurekodi majibu ya mahojiano.

Maswali Muhimu
1. Unaweza kuelezea mtazamo wako kuhusu biashara ndogo ndogo na jinsi inavyopokelewa katika jamii yako?

2. Unaonaje kuwa desturi za kitamaduni au imani zinavyoathiri ushiriki wa watoto katika biashara ndogo ndogo katika Manispaa ya Songea?

3. Kwa maoni yako, ni nini nafasi ya wazazi katika kuwahamasisha au kuwazuia watoto kushiriki katika biashara ndogo ndogo?

4. Ni mambo gani makuu, ya kitamaduni na kiuchumi, yanayoathiri watoto kujiingiza katika biashara ndogo ndogo?

5. Ushiriki wa watoto katika biashara ndogo ndogo unavyoathiri elimu yao na maendeleo ya kijamii katika jamii yako?

6. Je, kuna desturi za kitamaduni au imani ambazo zinasaidia au kuzuia elimu ya watoto?

7. Ni mitazamo gani ya jamii kuhusu watoto wanaoshiriki katika kazi kama biashara ndogo ndogo wakiwa na umri mdogo?

8. Je, umeona mabadiliko yoyote katika mifumo ya ushiriki wa watoto katika biashara ndogo ndogo kwa miaka? Ikiwa ndiyo, ni nini unadhani kimechangia mabadiliko haya?

9. Jamii inaweza vipi kusaidia watoto kuweka mizani kati ya kazi na elimu?

10. Ni hatua gani za kiingiliazi unadhani zingefaa ili kutatua suala la ushiriki wa watoto katika biashara ndogo ndogo?

Hitimisho
· Je, kuna jambo lolote unalotaka kuongeza kuhusu ushiriki wa watoto katika biashara ndogo ndogo au desturi zinazohusiana na suala hili?

2. Mwongozo wa Majadiliano ya Kundi la Focus (Focus Group Discussion Guide)

Mwongozo wa majadiliano ya kundi la focus umeundwa ili kuwezesha mijadala kati ya wanajamii (wazazi, wafanyabiashara wa kienyeji, na walimu) kuhusu mitazamo ya jamii kuhusu ushiriki wa watoto katika biashara ndogo ndogo na nafasi ya desturi za kitamaduni. Maswali yanakusudia kuwahamasisha washiriki kushiriki mawazo yao kwa pamoja na kutafakari kuhusu desturi za kitamaduni, elimu, na maendeleo ya kijamii.

Utangulizi
· Tangaza madhumuni ya majadiliano na malengo ya utafiti.

· Hakikisha usiri na kujitolea kwa washiriki.

· Pata idhini ya kurekodi mjadala.

Maswali Muhimu
1. Ninyi wote mnaonaje kuhusu watoto wanaoshiriki katika biashara ndogo ndogo katika jamii yetu? Mnaona kama ni jambo chanya au hasi?

2. Ni desturi gani za kitamaduni au imani zinazoweza kuathiri ushiriki wa watoto katika kazi kama biashara ndogo ndogo hapa Manispaa ya Songea?

3. Je, kuna majukumu maalum ambayo wazazi au familia wanacheza katika kuwahamasisha au kuwazuia watoto kushiriki katika biashara ndogo ndogo?

4. Jamii inaonaje kuhusu ushiriki wa watoto katika biashara ndogo ndogo? Je, kuna matarajio yoyote ya kijamii kuhusu shughuli hii?

5. Je, unadhani kuwa ushiriki wa watoto katika biashara ndogo ndogo unaathiri uwezo wa mtoto kwenda shule au kushiriki katika shughuli nyingine za kijamii? Vipi?

6. Ni faida au hasara gani za watoto kushiriki katika biashara ndogo ndogo ambazo umeshuhudia katika jamii yetu?

7. Je, kuna desturi au tamaduni zinazosaidia elimu ya watoto, na jinsi zinavyohusiana na desturi zinazohamasisha watoto kufanya kazi?

8. Ni mabadiliko au hatua gani unazopenda kuona katika jamii ili kutatua suala la watoto kufanya kazi wakiwa na umri mdogo?

9. Tunawezaje kuwahamasisha watoto kuzingatia elimu yao huku tukizingatia umuhimu wa desturi na shughuli za kiuchumi?

Hitimisho
· Je, kuna jambo lingine lolote unalotaka kushiriki kuhusu jinsi desturi za kitamaduni zinavyoathiri ushiriki wa watoto katika biashara ndogo ndogo katika jamii yetu?
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