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Abstract 

 
Agrifood systems employ a large share of workers in low- and middle-income countries, yet most 

evidence on jobs in these systems is based on aggregate accounts rather than on firms and workers. 

This report uses harmonized micro data from ten African and Latin American countries to 

describe the structure, growth and employment role of non-farm micro, small and medium 

enterprises (MSMEs) along the agrifood value chain. On the ownership side, agrifood MSMEs are 

strongly linked to women, rural areas and crop producers. Women own a large share of agrifood 

firms, especially in downstream activities, while midstream firms are more often rural and owned 

by households that also farm. These enterprises are not small, residual activities. In most countries 

agrifood MSMEs represent a sizeable share of all non-farm firms and are at least as present in 

local economies as other non-agrifood MSMEs. On the worker side, agrifood MSMEs hire a large 

number of employees and play a key role in absorbing non-farm labor. Within the agrifood system, 

midstream firms stand out as the main suppliers of better-quality jobs. They are more likely than 

other agrifood segments to employ wage workers, to offer written contracts and to pay wages that 

exceed those in the AFS and even meet the ones in non-agrifood MSMEs. The findings point to 

agrifood MSMEs, and especially the midstream, as a strategic focus for policies that aim to expand 

both the quantity and quality of jobs while closing gender and rural gaps in employment 

opportunities. 

 

Keywords: Agrifood systems, MSMEs, Midstream, Employment quality, Gender gap, Rural 

development, Low and middle-income countries, Wage labor. 
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Resumen ejecutivo  
 
Los sistemas agroalimentarios emplean a una gran proporción de trabajadores en países de 

ingresos bajos y medios; sin embargo, la mayor parte de la evidencia sobre los empleos en estos 

sistemas se basa en cuentas agregadas en lugar de empresas y trabajadores. Este informe utiliza 

microdatos armonizados de diez países de África y América Latina para describir la estructura, el 

crecimiento y el papel en el empleo de las micro, pequeñas y medianas empresas (MIPYMES) no 

agrícolas a lo largo de la cadena de valor agroalimentaria. En cuanto a la propiedad, las MIPYMES 

agroalimentarias están fuertemente vinculadas con las mujeres, las zonas rurales y los productores 

de cultivos. Las mujeres poseen una gran proporción de las empresas agroalimentarias, 

especialmente en las actividades de etapas posteriores (downstream), mientras que las empresas 

de las etapas intermedias (midstream) son con mayor frecuencia rurales y propiedad de hogares 

que también se dedican a la agricultura. Estas empresas no son actividades pequeñas o residuales. 

En la mayoría de los países, las MIPYMES agroalimentarias representan una parte considerable 

de todas las empresas no agrícolas y están al menos tan presentes en las economías locales como 

otras MIPYMES no agroalimentarias. Por el lado de los trabajadores, las MIPYMES 

agroalimentarias contratan a un gran número de empleados y desempeñan un papel fundamental 

en la absorción de mano de obra no agrícola. Dentro del sistema agroalimentario, las empresas de 

etapas intermedias destacan como las principales proveedoras de empleos de mejor calidad. 

Tienen más probabilidades que otros segmentos agroalimentarios de emplear a trabajadores 

asalariados, ofrecer contratos escritos y pagar salarios que superan los del sistema agroalimentario 

e incluso igualan los de las MIPYMES no agroalimentarias. Los hallazgos señalan a las MIPYMES 

agroalimentarias, y especialmente a las de etapas intermedias, como un foco estratégico para las 

políticas que buscan ampliar tanto la cantidad como la calidad de los empleos, al tiempo que 

cierran las brechas de género y rurales en las oportunidades laborales. 
 
Palabras clave: Sistemas agroalimentarios, MIPYMES, Etapas intermedias, Calidad del empleo, 

Brecha de género, Desarrollo rural, Países de ingresos bajos y medios, Trabajo asalariado. 
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1. Introduction 
 

Agrifood systems account for almost half of global employment and a large share of production in 

Africa and Latin America and the Caribbean (LAC). They include primary agriculture as well as 

processing, logistics, trade and food services. In 2019, around 1.23 billion people worked in 

agrifood systems, about 43 percent of all workers worldwide, and roughly 62 percent of all jobs in 

Africa and 23 percent in the Americas were linked to agrifood activities (Davis et al., 2023; FAO, 

2023a; Berdegué et al., 2023). As incomes and cities grow, labour is moving out of farming into 

post farm segments of the food system, where about two thirds of agrifood value added is now 

generated (Thurlow et al., 2025; Reardon, 2015). This “hidden middle” of processors, traders, 

transporters and food service providers is largely made up of micro, small and medium enterprises 

(MSMEs) and has become a key space for job creation, especially for women, youth and rural 

households, but it also remains highly informal and vulnerable (Reardon, 2015, 2021; Berdegué 

et al., 2023). 

 

This report studies the hidden middle in ten countries in Africa and LAC using harmonized micro 

data on MSMEs and workers. We classify enterprises and jobs along the agrifood value chain and 

ask three questions: how large and dynamic are midstream and downstream MSMEs in these 

regions; how important are they as employers compared with primary agriculture and other non-

agrifood activities, and which groups of workers rely on them; and how profits, wages and job 

quality in agrifood MSMEs compare with other sectors. In doing so, we provide new cross-country 

evidence on the structure and growth of agrifood MSMEs, document their gender and rural 

footprint, and link firm level outcomes to worker level indicators of employment quality. Our 

results complement recent global estimates of agrifood employment by showing which MSMEs 

and which workers actually occupy these jobs in Africa and LAC, and in which segments of the 

value chain. 

 

Africa and Latin America and the Caribbean (LAC) account for an important share of global 

agricultural production. In 2021, Africa and LAC produced 18.3 percent and 10.5 percent of global 

primary crop output, respectively (FAO, 2023). These production shares are linked to different 

regional patterns of productivity and capacity to generate employment. 

 

In Africa, agricultural productivity is low, with crop yields well below the world average (OECD 

and FAO, 2024), since many countries are still at an early stage of agricultural and rural 

transformation (Christiaensen and Maertens, 2022). In LAC, agricultural productivity is higher, 

as shown by a 40 percent increase in total factor productivity between 2000 and 2019 (OECD and 

FAO, 2024).  

 

Both regions face serious challenges in terms of poverty and inequality, which are concentrated in 

rural territories and among people who work in the agricultural sector. In Sub-Saharan Africa, 

around 45 percent of the population lives in poverty, compared with about 25 percent in Latin 

America (World Bank, 2024). These rates are closely related to the types of jobs created in rural 

areas and in agriculture. For example, although Sub-Saharan Africa recorded employment growth 

of about 3 percent between 2023 and 2024, most workers are in highly informal and low 
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productivity jobs, mainly in agriculture (ILO, 2025). In the case of LAC, labour productivity has 

declined for more than a decade, with an average annual growth rate of minus 0.4 percent between 

2014 and 2024 (ILO, 2025). In this context, agriculture in the region employs more than two thirds 

of the population in extreme poverty (Salazar et al., 2024), and agricultural wage workers earn on 

average between 15 and 30 percent less than workers in non-agricultural sectors, due to lower 

rates of formality, employment seasonality and low rural productivity (Benali et al., 2024). 

 

In this context of higher poverty rates and fewer opportunities in rural and agricultural areas, one 

common response is migration to urban areas in search of better livelihoods. However, from a 

rural territorial development perspective, another path is to transform agricultural practices and 

diversify the rural economy in ways that improve people’s lives in their own territories (RIMISP, 

2019; Berdegué & Favareto, 2019; Mayaki, 2023). 

 

The literature indicates that the transformation of agrifood systems and food value chains in low- 

and middle-income countries can play a vital role in revitalising economies, generating 

employment, reducing poverty and energising rural territories (Vos, 2019; Thurlow, 2025; Barrett, 

2022). To achieve this, it is essential to focus on the intermediate segment of the food system value 

chain, often described as the hidden middle (Reardon, 2021). 

 

Across regions, as per Thurlow et al., 2025, bringing the full agrifood system (AFS) into the picture 

reveals how much standard agriculture (AGR) numbers miss. In 2021, agriculture alone accounted 

for 4.5 percent of global GDP and 26.6 percent of global employment, while the whole AFS reached 

12.8 percent of GDP and 38.5 percent of employment, gains of 8.3 and 11.9 percentage points 

respectively. This pattern is even more prevalent in Latin America and the Caribbean (LAC) and 

Sub‑Saharan Africa (SSA). In LAC, agriculture represents only 6.4 percent of GDP and 14.5 percent 

of employment, but the AFS reaches 18.5 percent of GDP and 29.3 percent of employment. In SSA, 

agriculture shares are 18.8 percent of GDP and 51.6 percent of employment, while the AFS 

accounts for 31.4 percent and 64.0 percent respectively. Put differently, considering the full 

agrifood system almost triples the GDP share of food‑related activities in LAC and raises it by 

about two thirds in SSA, while it also nearly doubles LAC’s employment share and adds more than 

12 percentage points to SSA’s. 

 

As part of a quiet revolution, the literature shows that the hidden middle is driven by micro, small 

and medium enterprises (MSMEs). These MSMEs, which include processors, wholesalers and 

logistics services, are crucial for ensuring food security, creating jobs and improving working 

conditions, and supporting both farmers and consumers. This segment is often described as 

hidden or missing in research on food systems because it is highly dynamic and heterogeneous, 

has expanded very rapidly, and has not been the focus of public policies designed to support its 

development (Reardon, 2021). 

 

This document examines the presence of MSMEs in Africa and LAC, recognising that these are 

two regions with different levels of complexity in their food systems but with common challenges 

in terms of reducing poverty and increasing both the quantity and quality of employment, 

especially in rural areas and agricultural work. Most of the existing literature on this topic focuses 

on Africa and Asia, so the questions that guide this research seek to identify what features 
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characterise the hidden middle in the food value chains of Africa and Latin America, and how this 

segment is linked to employment in the food sector in each region. The central objective is to 

understand how MSMEs operate within food value chains of different complexity, their economic 

importance, their growth patterns and their implications for employment, especially for women, 

young people and rural populations. 

 

The study contributes an innovative methodology and draws on underused data, which makes it 

possible to identify the impact of the growth of the hidden middle at the level of the different links 

that compose it, namely the agricultural midstream (food wholesalers, transport, storage and food 

processing) and the downstream segment (food retail, restaurants and street vendors). 

 

Recent work has produced global and regional estimates of agrifood system employment and value 

added, mainly using social accounting matrices and macro data (Davis et al., 2023; Berdegué et 

al., 2023; Thurlow et al., 2025). These studies show the scale and growth of off farm agrifood 

activities in Africa and in Latin America and the Caribbean, but they do not describe in detail the 

structure of micro, small and medium enterprises or the types of jobs they generate. There is still 

little comparative evidence that looks at Africa and LAC together using harmonised micro data at 

both the firm and worker level. 

 

In this report we address this gap by asking three related questions. First, how large and dynamic 

is the hidden middle, understood here as the set of midstream and downstream MSMEs in 

agrifood systems, in a group of African and LAC countries, and how does its composition differ 

across regions. Second, how important are these MSMEs as employers compared with primary 

agriculture and other non-agrifood activities, and which groups of workers - in particular women, 

youth and rural households - find jobs and income in them. Third, how do profits, wages and job 

quality in the agricultural midstream MSMEs compare with those in other parts of agrifood 

systems and in the wider non-agrifood economy? 

 

We contribute to the literature on agrifood systems and structural transformation in four main 

ways. First, we provide new cross-country evidence on the size and growth of midstream and 

downstream MSMEs in agrifood systems, using a common classification across ten countries in 

Africa and LAC. Second, we document comparative gender and rural patterns in MSME 

ownership, size and location, highlighting the strong role of women and rural households in 

agrifood enterprises. Third, we present new estimates of profit levels and of gender and rural gaps 

in MSME performance, as well as wage gaps and basic job quality indicators by sector and worker 

group along the agrifood value chain. Finally, we bring together the MSME and worker 

perspectives in a joint synthesis that links the observed structural transformation paths in Africa 

and LAC to specific segments of agrifood systems, with a focus on the hidden middle. 

 

Our approach complements recent FAO, IFPRI, and IFAD work that measures agrifood system 

employment at global and regional level (Davis et al., 2023; Berdegué et al., 2023; Thurlow et al., 

2025). While those studies estimate how many workers are in agrifood systems in total, our 

analysis uses micro level survey data to describe which types of MSMEs and which workers occupy 

these jobs, at what scale, in which segments of the value chain and with what levels of profits, 

wages and formality. This micro based, multi country perspective gives a more direct view of the 
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hidden middle and its role in linking farms, firms and workers in Africa and LAC. 

 

1.1 MSME classification 

Micro‑, small‑ and medium‑sized enterprises (MSMEs) in food systems can be grouped by where 

they sit in the value chain. We follow the classification used in the INCATA Project and largely on 

Reardon, 2015.  

• Agriculture, livestock and aquaculture producers – small‑scale farmers, livestock 

and aquaculture producers who sell their primary production with no further processing. 

These enterprises account for the bulk of MSMEs in low‑income countries but have a very 

different business model from non‑farm enterprises because production is highly seasonal, 

labour is largely family‑based and marketing is informal. 

• Agricultural Midstream MSMEs – traders, agricultural wholesalers, storage operators 

and processors who link farm production to markets.  

• Agricultural Downstream MSMEs – retailers, caterers and street‑food vendors who 

sell food directly to consumers. Downstream activities include kiosks, market stalls, 

restaurants and catering services. 

• Freight transport and logistics – Includes warehousing wherever possible. This sector 

is also considered in Reardon’s Hidden Middle, however, we cannot directly assess if the 

enterprise is related to food transport, so we separate the category.  

• Other non‑agrifood MSMEs – manufacturing and service firms outside the agrifood 

system. This also includes agricultural input manufacturers (usually agrochemicals), a 

classification that is seldom found differentiated from chemical manufacturing. Passenger 

transportation also falls within this category. 

 

1.2 Data and methods 

 
In Africa, we use all available waves of the LSMS‑ISA style multi‑topic household surveys for 

Ethiopia, Malawi, Tanzania, Uganda and Nigeria, together with the Ghana Living Standards 

Survey. Enterprises are identified from the non‑farm household business and self‑employment 

modules. Economic activities are coded according to the International Standard Industrial 

Classification of All Economic Activities (ISIC), mainly revisions 3.1 and 4, as provided in the 

original survey datasets. In Latin America, MSMEs are identified in the main income and labour 

modules of four repeated cross‑section surveys: CASEN in Chile, ENAHO in Peru, EHPM in El 

Salvador and ENIGH in Mexico. These surveys use national versions of ISIC with slight 

modifications, and also code occupations using CIUO or ISCO categories. For the present analysis, 

we work with the industry branch variables harmonised to ISIC/CIIU (Rev. 3 or 4 depending on 

the survey). 

 

Using these activity codes we classify each non‑farm household enterprise into four mutually 

exclusive MSME groups: (i) non‑agri‑food MSMEs (manufacturing and services with no direct link 

to food or agriculture), (ii) agri‑midstream MSMEs (food manufacturing, agro‑processing and 
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food wholesale), (iii) agri‑downstream MSMEs (food retail and catering, including street‑food 

vendors), and (iv) transport and logistics MSMEs, which include freight transport and 

warehousing. For Malawi, Uganda and Ghana, as well as all four Latin American surveys, 

four‑digit ISIC/CIIU or equivalent codes are available, so enterprises are mapped mechanically to 

these four groups. In Ethiopia, Tanzania and Nigeria only two‑digit ISIC codes are recorded in the 

enterprise modules. For these three countries we complement the two‑digit code with the free‑text 

description of the main activity, using string searches to identify food manufacturing, processing, 

trading, restaurant and related services, so that agri‑food MSMEs are identified consistently 

across countries. A detailed correspondence between ISIC / CIIU categories and our MSME 

groups is provided in Annex Table A. The codes used to classify agricultural midstream MSMEs 

align with Ambler, K., et al., 2022. Agricultural input manufacturers are considered under non-

agrifood MSMEs given that in most cases, they are part of the chemical manufacture code and 

cannot be separated from it. 

 

For the worker side of the analysis, we classify each person’s main job into five sectors: agriculture 

and livestock, agrifood midstream, agrifood downstream, freight transport and logistics, and other 

non-agrifood activities, using the same ISIC based mapping that we apply to MSMEs. This 

classification requires industry codes that allow us to separate food-related manufacturing and 

retail from other activities. In Ethiopia and Nigeria, the labour modules report only 2-digit 

industry codes for wage and self-employment, so we cannot distinguish food from non-food 

manufacturing and trade. As a result, these two countries are included in the MSME analysis but 

are excluded from the parts of Section 4 that classify workers by agrifood segment. For size 

classification (based on number of hired employees) please refer to Annex, Table B. 

 

Table 1. Surveys used in our 10 countries. 
Region Country Survey series Acronym Years used in this study 

Africa Ethiopia Ethiopia Socioeconomic 

Survey (formerly ERSS), 

LSMS‑ISA 

ESS 2011/12, 2013/14, 2015/16, 2018/19 

Africa Malawi Third Integrated Household 

Survey and Integrated 

Household Panel Survey 

IHS3 / IHPS 2010/11, 2013, 2016/17, 2019/20  

Africa Tanzania Tanzania National Panel 

Survey 

NPS 2008/09, 2010/11, 2012/13, 2014/15, 

2020/21  

Africa Uganda Uganda National Panel Survey UNPS 2010/11, 2011/12, 2013/14, 2015/16, 

2019/20  

Africa Ghana Ghana Living Standards 

Survey (rounds 6 and 7) 

GLSS 2012/13, 2016/17  

Africa Nigeria General Household Survey – 

Panel, LSMS‑ISA 

GHS‑Panel 2010/11, 2012/13, 2015/16, 2018/19 

Latin 

America 

Chile Encuesta de Caracterización 

Socio‑Económica Nacional 

CASEN 2015, 2017, 2022  
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Latin 

America 

Peru Encuesta Nacional de Hogares ENAHO 2015, 2017, 2019, 2021, 2023  

Latin 

America 

El Salvador Encuesta de Hogares de 

Propósitos Múltiples 

EHPM 2015, 2017, 2019, 2021, 2022  

Latin 

America 

Mexico Encuesta Nacional de Ingresos 

y Gastos de los Hogares 

ENIGH 2016, 2018, 2020, 2022 

  

 

2. Literature Review 

 

Global importance of employment in agrifood systems 

 

Agrifood systems (AFS) encompass primary production, processing, transport, marketing and 

food services. Their weight in global employment is enormous. In 2019, around 1.23 billion people 

worked in AFS (about 43% of global employment), of whom 857 million were in primary 

agriculture and 375 million in off-farm activities (Davis et al., 2023; FAO, 2023a). In Africa, about 

62% of total employment is linked to AFS, in Asia about 40%, and in the Americas around 23% 

(Davis et al., 2023; Berdegué et al., 2023). Even considering only non-agricultural segments, AFS 

off-farm activities represent between 8% and 14% of total employment depending on the region, 

with the highest shares in Africa (FAO, 2023a). 

 

These figures show that looking beyond primary agriculture is indispensable for understanding 

labour markets in low and middle income countries (Thurlow et al., 2025). Roughly two thirds of 

agrifood value added comes from post-farmgate activities (processing, logistics, trade, food 

services), while only one third is generated on the farm (Thurlow et al., 2025; Reardon, 2015). In 

high-income countries, about 75–80% of agrifood employment is located in post-harvest stages, 

while primary agriculture accounts for less than 25% (Berdegué et al., 2023; Barrett et al., 2022). 

In low-income countries, most AFS employment is still agricultural, but there is a steady 

expansion of off-farm segments as structural transformation advances (Davis et al., 2023; 

Berdegué et al., 2023). 

 

This shift is part of the classic pattern of structural transformation. As per capita income and 

urbanisation increase, the share of employment in agriculture declines, but many workers relocate 

within the agrifood system itself, into new roles in processing, logistics and services (Barrett et al., 

2022; Swinnen & Barrett, 2025). Reardon (2015, 2021) has described this transformation as a 

“quiet revolution”, characterised by the rapid growth of small and medium enterprises (SMEs) in 

the midstream and downstream of agrifood value chains, a phenomenon that Barrett et al. (2022) 

document and systematise across many countries. Evidence shows that employment in non-farm 

segments of AFS is growing faster than agricultural employment in virtually all country groups 

(Swinnen & Barrett, 2025). 

 

The main driver of this change is consumer demand. As incomes and urbanisation rise, demand 

increases for processed, differentiated and ready-to-eat or out-of-home food, which in turn pulls 
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labour into processing, transport, retail and food services (Barrett et al., 2022; Hernández-

Aguilera et al., 2015; Reardon et al., 2019). In high-income countries, more than 80% of household 

food expenditure goes to processed and marketed products and to food services, where 

employment is concentrated (Hernández-Aguilera et al., 2015). 

 

AFS are also crucial for rural incomes and poverty reduction. In Africa and Asia, around one 

quarter of rural employment already comes from activities such as marketing, storage, transport, 

processing and retailing of food (Vos & Cattaneo, 2019; Berdegué et al., 2023). Earnings from rural 

non-farm micro-enterprises linked to food are often about twice agricultural income in many rural 

households (Vos & Cattaneo, 2019, 2020). Participation in more structured value chains can 

improve household food security, as shown in Tanzania when smallholders integrate into formal 

buyers (Herrmann et al., 2018). 

 

However, a central characteristic of agrifood employment is its high informality and vulnerability. 

Many workers in primary agriculture and in midstream and downstream SMEs lack contracts, 

social protection and labour rights (Berdegué et al., 2023; FAO, 2023b). Women and youth are 

particularly concentrated in informal, precarious or seasonal jobs (FAO, 2023b, 2023c; 

Christiaensen & Maertens, 2022). The challenge is therefore not only to create more jobs in AFS, 

but to create more and better jobs in terms of stability, income and rights (Berdegué et al., 2023). 

The “hidden middle” and the rise of off-farm employment 

 

The “hidden middle” refers to the set of actors and activities located between primary producers 

and final consumers (Reardon, 2015). It includes industrial and artisanal processing, transport 

and logistics, wholesale assembly, distribution and various support services to production 

(Reardon, 2015; Berdegué et al., 2023). It is described as “hidden” because for decades agricultural 

policies and research focused on increasing farm production and on consumer prices, while largely 

taking this intermediate segment for granted (Barrett et al., 2022; Reardon, 2015). In fact, the 

middle of the chain has undergone a quiet revolution led by millions of SMEs in developing 

countries (Reardon, 2021; Reardon et al., 2019). 

 

Food dollar decomposition studies show that between one third and almost one half of total value 

added in food chains is generated in processing, logistics and trade (Reardon, 2015). In parts of 

Africa, urban wholesale grain trade alone can account for about 40% of final food costs (Liverpool-

Tasie et al., 2017). This large share of value goes hand in hand with a large share of employment. 

The midstream provides between one fifth and one quarter of all full-time equivalent jobs, rural 

and urban combined (Reardon, 2021). In Sub-Saharan Africa, around 25% of total rural 

employment is located in food trade, logistics, processing or retail, with similar figures in South 

Asia (Vos & Cattaneo, 2019; Berdegué et al., 2023). At the global level, about 375 million people 

worked in the off-farm component of AFS in 2019 (Davis et al., 2023), a number comparable to 

nearly half of all those employed in primary agriculture. 

 

The distribution by income level is highly unequal. In low-income countries, off-farm jobs 

represented only about 17% of total AFS employment in 2019, compared with around 30% in 

lower-middle-income countries and about 76% in high-income countries (Berdegué et al., 2023). 
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The expansion of the hidden middle is therefore one of the main channels through which 

structural transformation translates into new non-farm jobs linked to food (Tschirley & Reardon, 

2016). 

 

As rural transformation unfolds, rising agricultural productivity releases labour that can be 

absorbed by the food processing, trade and food services sectors (Tschirley & Reardon, 2016; 

Kubik, 2022). This growth tends to be labour-intensive in its early stages, often driven by SMEs 

that emerge when markets are liberalised, roads improve and urban demand for perishable foods 

increases (Berdegué et al., 2023). A prominent example is the proliferation of outsourced 

agricultural service providers, such as small firms and contractor groups offering mechanised 

harvesting, spraying, ploughing and transport to farmers. This is encouraged by rising rural wages 

and labour scarcity (Reardon et al., 2024; Liverpool-Tasie et al., 2020). 

 

In South Asia, the “sprayer-trader” figure has spread (Qanti et al., 2017). These mobile service 

providers apply pesticides and simultaneously buy and market fruit (thus enabling intensification 

of smallholder systems). In central Myanmar, Belton et al. (2017) document a 2,600% increase in 

mechanised harvesting service firms between 2010 and 2017, with explosive job creation for 

machine operators, mechanics, drivers and coordinators. 

 

The hidden middle can also create jobs with high poverty-reduction impact. Berdegué et al. (2023) 

show that in some contexts the poverty elasticity of non-agricultural AFS sectors (such as agro-

processing, trade and transport) is as high as or higher than that of primary agriculture, partly 

because these sectors tend to offer wage or quasi-formal jobs with more regular cash earnings. The 

expansion of agro-processing SMEs in small towns has been associated with reductions in 

surrounding rural poverty, via increased demand for inputs from smallholders and local hiring 

(Berdegué et al., 2023; Schoonhoven-Speijer & Vellema, 2020). In Zambia, the rapid expansion 

of midstream grain activities created new markets and local jobs, although the poorest farmers 

benefit less because of volume and quality constraints (Nuhu et al., 2021). 

 

The hidden middle also provides essential services that improve efficiency and resilience of 

agrifood systems. The establishment of local aggregation and storage centres allows producers to 

sell larger volumes under better conditions. In Uganda, the World Food Programme’s Purchase 

for Progress initiative (through satellite maize collection points) helped smallholders accumulate 

stocks and negotiate joint sales, thus increasing sales income (Kizito & Kato, 2018). These 

bundling, grading, storage and market-linking functions create new jobs for warehouse operators, 

graders and buying agents. 

 

Traditional middlemen persist in many systems because they provide valuable services. In 

Ethiopia, most farmers continue to sell through intermediaries who absorb transport costs, 

advance payments and provide price information (Abebe et al., 2016). In the drylands of Syria, 

intermediaries known as jabbans buy milk from small sheep herders and simultaneously provide 

them with credit and inputs, thereby linking production and finance and generating work in milk 

collection, transport and artisanal dairy processing (Abdelali-Martini et al., 2014). These roles are 

often embedded in social relations and gendered divisions of labour (for example, men handling 

external trade while women process cheese). 
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The composition of the hidden middle is highly heterogeneous. Large, capital-intensive firms 

coexist with family-run SMEs and informal micro-entrepreneurs (Berdegué et al., 2023). As a 

result, there is a wide spectrum of job quality, ranging from formal, well-paid positions to 

precarious seasonal work. Much of the literature treats post-harvest employment as a “black box” 

(Berdegué et al., 2023; Kubik, 2022), without distinguishing which sub-segments and occupations 

are growing, which are more productive, and which are concentrated in vulnerable workers. There 

is a clear need for more granular evidence on the internal structure of employment in the hidden 

middle. 

 

The hidden middle faces several structural constraints. One is the informality and low productivity 

of many SMEs (Berdegué et al., 2023; Ambler, K., et al., 2022). Limited access to credit, 

technology and training restricts their ability to upgrade and generate better-quality jobs. Another 

is market concentration in some segments. In traditional agricultural markets in Kenya, Bergquist 

and Dinerstein (2020) find high trader margins (median around 39%) and behaviour close to 

collusion, which depresses farm-gate prices and discourages entry by new firms that could create 

additional employment. 

 

Pro-competition policies and measures that reduce transaction costs (such as better price 

information, investments in rural roads and wholesale markets, and enforcement against abuses 

of market power) can widen opportunities for producers and for new logistic and trading 

enterprises (Bergquist & Dinerstein, 2020; Negi et al., 2018; Liverpool-Tasie et al., 2020; 

Espinoza, Trivelli, & Fuica, 2025b). In India, improvements in rural roads and mobile phones 

enabled many farmers to sell directly to more distant markets or to cooperatives, changing the role 

of traditional middlemen and giving rise to new aggregators and company agents (Negi et al., 

2018). Recent INCATA syntheses reinforce that improving wholesale market functioning, price 

transparency, and competition policy are central (and recurring) levers to lower coordination 

frictions and strengthen the hidden middle, although the evidence base measuring midstream-

specific outcomes remains thinner than for broader public-goods interventions (Espinoza, Trivelli, 

& Fuica, 2025a, 2025b). 

 

A further bottleneck is limited access to finance. Midstream agrifood firms (including mills, 

transporters and traders) often report difficulties financing operations and expansion, especially 

those led by women (Ambler, K., et al., 2022; Espinoza, Trivelli, & Fuica, 2025b). The spread of 

digital financial services (such as mobile payments, digital credit and index insurance) can reduce 

transaction costs and risk, enabling firms to invest in productive capacity and hire more workers 

(Ambler, K., et al., 2022). This constraint is also strongly emphasized in the INCATA review of 

leading authors’ recommendations, where “finance and risk” instruments (credit, guarantees, 

blended finance, working capital and trade finance) emerge as a core pillar for midstream 

upgrading, alongside logistics and information systems (Espinoza, Trivelli, & Fuica, 2025b); 

however, the INCATA evidence review highlights that rigorous evaluations of what works for 

hidden-middle finance and related services remain scarce relative to the scale of recommendations 

(Espinoza, Trivelli, & Fuica, 2025a). 
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Finally, climate change threatens the very basis of agrifood employment. Climate shocks reduce 

harvested volumes and discourage investment in storage and post-harvest technology, limiting the 

development of related functions and jobs (Liverpool-Tasie & Parkhi, 2021; FAO, 2023d). The 

report The Unjust Climate emphasises that the rural poor (especially women and youth) are the 

most exposed to these impacts (FAO, 2023d, 2023e). Without adaptation, bad harvests can trigger 

bankruptcies among small agro-industries, job losses and forced migration. At the same time, 

climate adaptation can create green jobs in climate advisory services, efficient irrigation, bio-

inputs and clean energy solutions for processing (FAO, 2023d). 

 

Women and youth in agrifood employment 

 

AFS are central for the labour inclusion of women and youth, but there are significant equity gaps. 

Quantitatively, women account for about 36% of AFS workers worldwide, and roughly 27% of all 

employed women work somewhere in agrifood systems (FAO, 2023b). Approximately 38% of the 

agricultural labour force are women, and women’s share in off-farm AFS segments is around 40–

41% (Berdegué et al., 2023). In modernised value chains, there is often a “feminisation” of 

particular jobs. Packing plants for fruits and vegetables, floriculture value chains and factories for 

frozen or canned horticultural products frequently employ a majority of women in tasks such as 

packing, cleaning, labelling and quality control (Maertens & Swinnen, 2012; Barrientos et al., 

2004)These jobs have provided own income and greater economic autonomy for many rural 

women, but they also reproduce patterns of occupational segregation and gender wage gaps. As 

economies develop, men tend to move into better-paid midstream jobs (for example as machine 

operators, transporters, warehouse managers or wholesale traders), while women are often 

concentrated in service and retail positions or in lower-paid processing tasks (Hernández-Aguilera 

et al., 2015; FAO, 2023b). Cross-country data show that when moving from a poor to a rich 

country, the average female-to-male earnings ratio in the food system falls from near parity to 

around 0.94 (Hernández-Aguilera et al., 2015), and this probably understates the true gap because 

it does not control for job type. 

 

Women who own or manage midstream firms face additional barriers, including more difficult 

access to credit, lower ownership of assets and time constraints due to unpaid care work (Ambler, 

Andam et al., 2022; FAO, 2023b). Barrientos et al. (2004) further document problematic labour 

practices in global value chains (such as temporary contracts, lack of social protection and 

discrimination against pregnant workers), showing that job creation does not automatically 

translate into decent work for women. 

 

Closing these gaps requires deliberate action. Priorities include improving women’s access to land, 

finance and technical training, enforcing equal pay and decent working conditions, promoting 

women’s participation in technical and managerial roles, and strengthening women’s 

organisations among both producers and workers (Barrientos et al., 2004; FAO, 2023b). 

Initiatives such as women-led cooperatives, value chains with fair-trade or gender-sensitive 

certification, and programmes for women’s economic empowerment have shown promising 

results in terms of income and autonomy (FAO, 2023b; Hernández-Aguilera et al., 2015). 
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For youth, AFS are the main entry point into the labour market. In many low and middle income 

countries, young people aged 15–35 represent around half of all AFS workers, and a larger share 

of youth than adults depend on agrifood systems for their employment (FAO, 2023c; Swinnen & 

Barrett, 2025). Many start working on the family farm, but as they age they often move into off-

farm jobs within AFS (Berdegué et al., 2023). 

 

Youth are particularly present in food processing, distribution and food services, relative to on-

farm work (Davis et al., 2023; Dolislager et al., 2020). Dolislager et al. (2020) show that in many 

rural and peri-urban areas of Africa and Asia, off-farm agrifood employment represents a share of 

youth jobs that is equal to or larger than agriculture. This implies that any youth employment 

strategy needs to consider the entire agrifood value chain, not only primary agriculture (Tschirley 

& Reardon, 2016). 

 

However, young people face major constraints. Many end up in informal, low-productivity or 

seasonal jobs (such as porters in wholesale markets, motorcycle taxis transporting agricultural 

products or street food vendors). These provide subsistence income but offer few prospects for 

upward mobility (Christiaensen & Maertens, 2022; FAO, 2023c). In Africa, about 7.5% of rural 

youth are openly unemployed and roughly one third work fewer than 20 hours per week 

(Christiaensen & Maertens, 2022). 

 

To harness the potential of youth in AFS, the literature highlights the importance of skills 

development and education tailored to agrifood sectors. Technical and business training can help 

young people access better-paid jobs (for example as machinery operators, food technologists, 

quality supervisors, agribusiness entrepreneurs or extension agents) (Vos & Cattaneo, 2020). 

Vocational training programmes in processing, food safety standards, logistics and business 

management, combined with internships and first-job schemes in food companies, can improve 

youth employability (FAO, 2023c). 

 

Facilitating youth entrepreneurship in agrifood systems (for example in digital food distribution, 

shared machinery services, agri-fintech or market-information start-ups) also requires policies 

that improve access to credit, mentoring and simplified business registration for youth-led SMEs 

(FAO, 2023c; Liverpool-Tasie et al., 2020). Young people’s familiarity with digital technologies is 

a key asset for modernising agrifood marketing and logistics. 

 

In short, women and youth are central actors in the agrifood labour force, but their participation 

is not yet equitable or fully effective. For women, priority should be given to closing gender gaps 

in access to resources, pay and job quality. For youth, key actions include investing in relevant 

education and skills, supporting their entry into dynamic AFS segments and making rural 

territories more attractive places to live and work (FAO, 2023b, 2023c; Tschirley & Reardon, 

2016). 

 

Complementing this, evidence from Trivelli et al. (2025) shows that participation in dynamic 

agrifood clusters, defined as selling crops and/or operating a household MSME, is consistently 

associated with higher inclusive development outcomes across six countries. In the econometric 

results, participation is linked to statistically significant gains in the composite Inclusion Index, 
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with particularly robust improvements in empowerment and non-farm income generation, and 

positive correlations that also extend to smallholders with limited land, suggesting real potential 

for broad-based inclusion when people can access dynamic AFS opportunities. 

 

 

3. AFS MSMEs 
 
Based on the samples of the household surveys and their respective weights, Figures A and B 

describe the scale of MSMEs inside and outside the agri-food system (AFS), using survey 

expansion factors. The headline message is that we are talking about very large numbers of firms, 

often in the millions. Mexico alone is estimated at about 10.5 million MSMEs in total, Tanzania at 

about 6.9 million, and Peru at about 5.2 million, while Ghana and Uganda are around 3.2 million 

and 3.0 million, respectively. Even within the AFS, the counts remain substantial: AFS MSMEs 

sum to roughly 4.2 million in Mexico and 2.4 million in Tanzania, and the midstream by itself 

ranges from about 66 thousand MSMEs (El Salvador) to about 753 thousand (Mexico). 

 

Employment patterns in Figure B show that these MSMEs translate into very large numbers of 

hired workers, again ranging from hundreds of thousands to several million depending on country 

size and structure. Total hired employment associated with MSMEs reaches almost 10.0 million 

in Chile and about 3.4 million in Tanzania, and it is around 2.8 million in Mexico. Even in smaller 

economies, the numbers are sizable: about 1.1 million in Peru and 1.4 million in Uganda. Within 

the AFS, hired employment is also substantial, for example roughly 2.6 million in Chile, about 1.24 

million in Mexico, and about 0.69 million in Tanzania. The agri-midstream alone employs 

hundreds of thousands of workers in several cases, including about 678 thousand in Chile, 263 

thousand in Mexico, and roughly 200 to 250 thousand in Uganda and Tanzania. 

 

Two patterns help frame the discussion that follows. First, non-AFS activities (hereinafter, “other” 

MSMEs) account for a large share of MSMEs and hired workers in every country, which is expected 

given the breadth of services and non-food sectors. Second, within the AFS, the agri-downstream 

is often the largest in firm counts, but the agri-midstream remains large in absolute terms and 

employs a meaningful workforce, highlighting why the midstream is central for understanding 

commercialization, value addition, and the link between farmers and consumers. 
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Figure A. Total number of MSMEs (using surveys’ expansion factors) by sector and country, 

latest survey year available (2019/20 in SSA and 2022/23 in LAC). 

 

Note: Source: Authors’ calculations based on LSMS-ISA panel data (rounds 1–4) for SSA countries (GLSS cross-section 

for Ghana) and CASEN 2015–2022 (Chile), ENAHO 2015–2023 (Peru), EHPM 2015–2022 (El Salvador) and ENIGH 

2016–2022 (Mexico). 

 

  



 
 

19 

Figure B. Total number of hired workers (using surveys’ expansion factors) by sector and country, 

latest survey year available (2019/20 in SSA and 2022/23 in LAC). 

 
Note: Source: Authors’ calculations based on LSMS-ISA panel data (rounds 1–4) for SSA countries (GLSS cross-section 

for Ghana) and CASEN 2015–2022 (Chile), ENAHO 2015–2023 (Peru), EHPM 2015–2022 (El Salvador) and ENIGH 

2016–2022 (Mexico). 

 

 

3.1 Distribution and Dominance  

 
Across countries, agrifood-system MSMEs dominate the enterprise landscape when farm MSMEs 

are included, though their share declines with GDP per capita. This is visible in the stacked bars 

by sector for each country: SSA economies show a higher fraction of MSMEs in agriculture and 

agri-related segments; in LAC the composition tilts relatively more toward non-AFS activities, 

with Chile being the only country where non-AFS MSMEs dominate the landscape, reflecting its 

status as a more advanced economy, where most likely these types of enterprises are created at a 

faster rate than the agri-food system (Figure 1). 
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Figure 1. Distribution of MSMEs (including agricultural production) by sector (%). 

 

 
Note: Source: Authors’ calculations based on LSMS-ISA panel data (rounds 1–4) for SSA countries (GLSS cross-section 

for Ghana) and CASEN 2015–2022 (Chile), ENAHO 2015–2023 (Peru), EHPM 2015–2022 (El Salvador) and ENIGH 

2016–2022 (Mexico). 

 

Even when we factor out farm MSMEs in Figure 2, the agrifood system makes up roughly 40% of 

all non-farm MSMEs. As GDP rises, the share of the midstream in the AFS tends to shrink in favor 

of the downstream (note that this does not necessarily imply a reduction in total food processing 

MSMEs, but rather highlight how other sector grow at a faster pace). 

 

Figure 2. Distribution of non-farm MSMEs by sector (%). 

 

 
Note: Source: Authors’ calculations based on LSMS-ISA panel data (rounds 1–4) for SSA countries (GLSS cross-section 

for Ghana) and CASEN 2015–2022 (Chile), ENAHO 2015–2023 (Peru), EHPM 2015–2022 (El Salvador) and ENIGH 

2016–2022 (Mexico). 
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3.1.1 Why focus on non‑farm MSMEs? 

Farm producers (small‑scale farmers and livestock keepers) account for a large share of 

agrifood‑system enterprises, but their business model differs fundamentally from that of non‑farm 

MSMEs. Farming is highly seasonal; labour is largely unpaid family work; and incomes fluctuate 

with harvets and prices. In contrast, midstream and downstream enterprises operate year‑round, 

hire wage labour and handle cash flows that can be measured in standard accounting units. For 

this reason, most formal enterprise surveys and business‑environment assessments exclude 

agriculture. As stated before, the World Bank Enterprise Surveys manual explains that sectors 

under “Agriculture, forestry and fishing” (ISIC codes 01–03) are excluded because the survey 

instrument will not work for these sectors and measuring productivity requires different questions 

(World Bank, 2025a). Therefore, to produce comparable statistics and to assess policy needs, it is 

most appropriate to focus on non‑farm MSMEs, the midstream and downstream enterprises that 

constitute the hidden middle of food systems. 

Moreover, continuing the analysis with non‑farm MSMEs allows us to explore labour demand, 

formality and profitability in activities that hire workers and pay wages. Farm MSMEs depend 

heavily on family labour and seasonal hiring; their labour demand is not directly comparable to 

that of year‑round businesses. Given the differences in nature and the limitations of survey 

instruments, the remainder of this report concentrates on midstream and downstream MSMEs 

while acknowledging the importance of farm producers in the broader agrifood system. 

3.1.2 Non-farm MSMEs are predominantly micro 

The size distribution graphs in Figure 3 summarize the share of micro‑, small‑ and medium‑sized 

non‑farm MSMEs across the agri-downstream, agri-midsteram, non-AFS enterprises and 

transport segments. We report shares using sampling weights so that each bar reflects the 

estimated universe of firms in each country. The results are consistent: micro‑enterprises 

dominate the non‑farm MSME landscape. In Ethiopia, micro firms account for 97.7 percent of 

non‑farm MSMEs, while small and medium enterprises represent 2.1 percent and 0.1 percent 

respectively. Ghana displays a similar pattern, with micro firms constituting 98.3 percent, small 

firms 1.6 percent and medium firms less than 0.04 percent. Micro‑enterprise dominance is even 

more pronounced in Malawi (98.4 percent), Nigeria (99.7 percent), Tanzania (98.7 percent) and 

Uganda (98.5 percent). In the Latin American sample, micro enterprises still account for virtually 

all firms—99.8 percent in Mexico, 99.7 percent in Peru and 99.6 percent in El Salvador. Chile is 

an outlier: although micro enterprises are still the majority, they account for 94.9 percent of firms; 

small enterprises make up 3.7 percent and medium enterprises 1.4 percent. 

It is of great importance to note that we only utilize the count of hired employees to classify the 

size of the enterprise, since the other variable required – value of assets – is largely missing in 

these surveys. 

These cross‑country differences are reflected across the four MSME segments: micro firms are the 

predominant form, whereas small firms appear slightly more frequently in the Chilean transport 

sector. Yet, even within each segment, micro firms overwhelmingly outnumber small and medium 



 
 

22 

ones. This heavy skew toward micro‑sized enterprises is consistent with international evidence. 

Using World Bank, IFC, ILO, and NBE data, Endris and Kassegn note that in Sub-Saharan Africa 

there are about 44 million MSMEs, 97% of which are micro-enterprises, which shows that the 

MSME sector is overwhelmingly made up of micro firms (Endris & Kassegn, 2022). 

Figure 3. Size distribution of non-farm MSMEs by sector (%). Ranges from 86-100 per cent to 

visualize the share of small and medium enterprises. 

 
Note: Source: Authors’ calculations based on LSMS-ISA panel data (rounds 1–4) for SSA countries (GLSS cross-section 

for Ghana) and CASEN 2015–2022 (Chile), ENAHO 2015–2023 (Peru), EHPM 2015–2022 (El Salvador) and ENIGH 

2016–2022 (Mexico). 

3.1.3 Producer‑owned MSMEs 

To highlight economic activity diversification, the next graph in Figure 4 examines the share of 

non‑farm MSMEs owned by crop‑producing households. In Malawi and Uganda, crop producers 

own almost three‑quarters of all non‑farm MSMEs (about 73.6 percent and 69.9 percent, 

respectively). Ethiopia and Tanzania show producer ownership rates just above 52 percent, while 

Nigeria’s rate is around 55 percent. Ghana is markedly lower, with producers accounting for 32.1 

percent of non‑farm MSMEs. In contrast, producer ownership is very limited in Latin America: 

only 5.3 percent of Mexican, 11.6 percent of Peruvian and 2.6 percent of Salvadoran non‑farm 

MSMEs are run by crop producers, which reflects the fact that already a low percentage of 

households in these countries are crop producers (but with a more advanced rural 

transformation). 
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These differences reflect the role of non‑farm enterprises in agricultural households’ livelihood 

strategies. Studies of rural Africa show that many farming households operate non‑farm 

businesses to diversify income and cope with agricultural seasonality. A World Bank synthesis of 

multi‑country LSMS surveys finds that 42 percent of rural households operate a non‑farm 

enterprise (World Bank, 2023). A recent study of Ethiopia’s Gurage Zone reports that about 25 

percent of rural households participate in non‑farm enterprises, while comparable rates in other 

African countries range from 38.65 percent in Tanzania to 62 percent in Niger. These enterprises 

are typically small, informal and often run by households whose primary livelihood is farming 

(Mekonen & Nega, 2024). The high producer‑ownership rates we observe in Malawi, Tanzania, 

Ethiopia, Nigeria and Uganda are therefore unsurprising; they illustrate that crop producers use 

micro‑enterprises, especially in food retail and other trades, to smooth consumption and generate 

cash flow between planting and harvest seasons. The much lower producer‑ownership rates in 

Mexico, Peru and El Salvador likely reflect the more advanced structural transformation of rural 

economies in these countries and the presence of a larger urban non‑farm sector, which reduces 

the need for farmers to operate side businesses.  

Figure 4. Share of MSMEs owned by crop producers within each sector (%), period average. Bar 

length reflects each sector’s share in total MSMEs (%)

 
Note: Source: Authors’ calculations based on LSMS-ISA panel data (rounds 1–4) for SSA countries (GLSS cross-section 

for Ghana) and CASEN 2015–2022 (Chile), ENAHO 2015–2023 (Peru), EHPM 2015–2022 (El Salvador) and ENIGH 

2016–2022 (Mexico). 
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3.2 Growth Over Time 

When observing the average relative growth of the total number of each type of MSME by sector in 

Figure 5 from survey to survey (usually 2-3 years in between), we observe heterogenous patterns: in 

the lower-income countries such as Malawi, Ethiopia, Uganda and Tanzania, the growth rate of AFS 

MSMEs have surpassed non-AFS (except for transport), potentially suggesting a “catching up” 

phenomenon. 

The overall trend for all MSME types has been upward, but growth is notably slower in Latin America 

than in Sub-Saharan Africa. This pattern is consistent with Latin America’s more advanced stage of 

structural transformation: a larger share of non-farm activity is already formal and enterprise density 

is higher, so the marginal scope for new firm creation is smaller. La Porta and Shleifer (2014) show 

that informality is much larger in poorer economies and declines as countries grow, with the formal 

sector gradually coming to dominate economic life, implying that middle-income regions naturally 

exhibit more moderate net growth in enterprise numbers compared with low-income settings. The only 

outlier is the case of midstream agri-MSMEs in Chile: they have quadrupled from 52.200 (2015) to 

230.000 (2022), translating into a compound average growth rate of about 110% every three years 

(based on survey timing). 

The fastest growth in the past decade is observed in the countries with the lowest per capita GDP 

(Malawi, Ethiopia, Uganda) and slows down as countries develop, reflecting the fact that these 

countries are in different stages of a structural transformation. What’s interesting to note is that in 

Chile, the most developed economy in our datasets, shows a great proliferation of food manufacture 

MSMEs, with an average increase of 120% from 2015 to 2017, and 2017 to 2022. 
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Figure 5. Average survey-to-survey relative change (%) in MSME counts by sector. 

 

 
 

Note: Source: Authors’ calculations based on LSMS-ISA panel data (rounds 1–4) for SSA countries (GLSS cross-section 

for Ghana) and CASEN 2015–2022 (Chile), ENAHO 2015–2023 (Peru), EHPM 2015–2022 (El Salvador) and ENIGH 

2016–2022 (Mexico). 

 

 

3.3 Gender and Rural Composition  

 
The gender distribution (Figure 6A & 6B) of non‑farm MSMEs varies substantially across 

countries. In Ethiopia, men own 39.1 percent of non‑farm MSMEs, women own 41.7 percent and 

joint husband‑and‑wife ownership accounts for 19.2 percent. Ghana stands out for its high share 

of female‑owned firms: women own 69.8 percent of Ghana’s non‑farm MSMEs, whereas male 

ownership is 30.2 percent and joint ownership is not estimable. Similarly, Malawi (47.5 percent 

female vs. 43.8 percent male), Nigeria (54.8 percent female vs. 42.9 percent male), Tanzania (51.7 

percent female vs. 43.3 percent male), Mexico (50.5 percent female vs. 45.4 percent male) and 

Peru (52.0 percent female vs. 45.9 percent male) show a slight female majority. El Salvador 

exhibits the largest gender gap in Latin America, with women owning 60.1 percent of non‑farm 
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MSMEs, men 39.1 percent and joint ownership less than 1 percent. By contrast, Chile is the only 

country where men are the majority owners (56.1 percent male vs. 39.4 percent female, 4.5 percent 

joint).  

 

The gender profile of non‑farm MSMEs varies markedly by segment. Across countries, agrifood 

midstream (food processing, manufacture) and agrifood downstream (food retail) enterprises are 

consistently more female‑dominated than other non-AFS firms or transport businesses. In 

Ethiopia, women own about 48 percent of food‑retail firms and 72 percent of agrifood midstream 

firms, compared with 29 percent of other non-AFS businesses and 36 percent of freight transport 

firms. Ghana exhibits an even starker pattern: women own 82.7 percent of agrifood midstream 

firms and 82.5 percent of food retailers, 63.8 percent of other non-AFS firms and 19.7 percent of 

transport enterprises. Malawi, Nigeria and Peru show similar results. In Malawi, female 

ownership reaches 79.0 percent in agrifood midstream firms and 53.5 percent in food retail, 

compared with 32.6 percent in other non-AFS categories and 8.1 percent in transport. Nigeria’s 

agri-midstream enterprises are 83.3 percent female‑owned and food retailers 71.6 percent 

female‑owned, whereas other non-AFS businesses have a much lower female share (45.7 percent) 

and transport is overwhelmingly male (2.1 percent female). Latin‑American countries display the 

same direction of gender differences: in Peru, women own 86.1 percent of food retailers and 70.0 

percent of agrifood midstream firms but just 37.5 percent of other non-AFS firms and 2.8 percent 

of transport enterprises, suggesting that the hidden middle is more inclusive for women than other 

sectors. 

Our estimates of female ownership in non-farm MSMEs may appear to contradict the narrative 

that women-owned SMEs are a minority. However, several independent data sources confirm that 

women are often the majority among non-farm micro and household enterprises, especially in 

commerce and food-related activities. In Ghana, GLSS7 data show that women account for 65.7 

percent of manufacturing NFEs and 72.0 percent of trading NFEs (Peng, 2022). In El Salvador, 

women own around 62–64 percent of micro and small enterprises (ITU, n.d.), while in Peru 73.6 

percent of commerce micro and small firms are led by women (COMEXPERU, 2024). These 

figures are very close to our estimates for Ghana, El Salvador and Peru. 

Sectoral evidence also supports our finding that agrifood midstream and downstream enterprises 

are particularly female-dominated. World Bank microenterprise surveys from Benin, Ghana, 

Malawi and Togo show that female micro-entrepreneurs are disproportionately concentrated in 

food and non-food retail, whereas male-owned firms are far more present in transport, 

construction and carpentry (World Bank, 2019). Reviews of informal food retail in Africa likewise 

stress that informal food trade provides an important source of employment “particularly for 

women” (Skinner, 2016). 
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Figure 6A. Share of MSMEs by gender of the owner(s) (%), period average. Bar length reflects 

each sector’s share in total MSMEs (%) 

 

Note: Source: Authors’ calculations based on LSMS-ISA panel data (rounds 1–4) for SSA countries (GLSS cross-section 

for Ghana) and CASEN 2015–2022 (Chile), ENAHO 2015–2023 (Peru), EHPM 2015–2022 (El Salvador) and ENIGH 

2016–2022 (Mexico). 
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Figure 6B. Share of MSMEs by gender of the owner(s) (%), period average. Bar length reflects 

each sector’s share in total MSMEs (%) 

Note: Source: Authors’ calculations based on LSMS-ISA panel data (rounds 1–4) for SSA countries (GLSS cross-section 

for Ghana) and CASEN 2015–2022 (Chile), ENAHO 2015–2023 (Peru), EHPM 2015–2022 (El Salvador) and ENIGH 

2016–2022 (Mexico). 

Rural–urban patterns also differ by MSME type. Across our sample (Figure 7), agri-midstream 

firms are the most rural: their average rural share is about 52.5 percent across countries, with 

extremely high rural participation in Malawi (85.6 percent) and Uganda (82.2 percent). Agri-

downstream food retail enterprises are slightly more urban, with an average rural share of 42.2 

percent, though in Malawi (72.1 percent rural) and Nigeria (56.7 percent rural) they remain 

predominantly rural. By contrast, other non-AFS and freight transport enterprises are 

urban‑oriented; their average rural shares are 36.5 percent and 42.3 percent, respectively. These 

figures highlight that agrifood midstream and downstream businesses are not only more 

female‑owned but also more prevalent in rural areas, whereas non‑agrifood segments are more 

likely to be owned by men in urban areas. This pattern aligns with qualitative studies showing that 

women and single‑headed households in rural Africa often engage in agrifood trading and 

processing as a means to diversify income and manage agricultural risk (Mekonen & Nega, 2024). 
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Figure 7. Share of MSMEs owned by rural/urban households within each sector (%), period 

average. 
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Figure 7. Share of MSMEs owned by rural/urban households within each sector (%), period 

average. Bar length reflects each sector’s share in total MSMEs (%) 

 

 
Note: Source: Authors’ calculations based on LSMS-ISA panel data (rounds 1–4) for SSA countries (GLSS cross-section 

for Ghana) and CASEN 2015–2022 (Chile), ENAHO 2015–2023 (Peru), EHPM 2015–2022 (El Salvador) and ENIGH 

2016–2022 (Mexico). 
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3.4 MSME Profits and Gender Gaps 

Weighted median monthly profits (Figures 8 & 9) and revenues allow us to evaluate the economic 

performance of non‑farm MSMEs by owner gender and rural–urban status. Across all African 

countries with data, male‑owned firms consistently earn higher profits than female‑owned firms. 

In Ethiopia, the median monthly profit for male‑owned firms is 18.2 (2021 USD PPP) compared 

with 7.5 for female‑owned firms; corresponding median revenues are 72.9 and 29.2, yielding 

similar profit margins around 25 percent. In Ghana, male‑owned firms record a median profit of 

56.2 versus 38.9 for female‑owned firms, with median revenues of 94.2 and 65.9 respectively. 

Malawi shows an even larger gap: male‑owned firms earn a median profit of 66.2 while 

female‑owned firms earn 25.5. Nigeria exhibits similar disparities (male profit 75.6 vs. female 

26.0), and Uganda’s median profits are 77.1 for male‑owned firms against 29.0 for female‑owned. 

Jointly owned businesses sometimes achieve intermediate profits (e.g., 15.5 in Ethiopia and 46.4 

in Uganda), but in Malawi and Nigeria jointly owned firms perform comparably to or even surpass 

male‑owned firms. These findings mirror broader evidence: a World Bank study finds that profits 

in female‑owned firms are on average 23 percent lower than in otherwise similar male‑owned 

firms, producing an overall gender profit gap of 34 percent (Campos et al., 2019). 

Location also shapes competitiveness. Urban non‑farm MSMEs consistently earn higher profits 

and revenues than rural counterparts. Ethiopian urban firms report a median profit of 23.6 versus 

7.3 in rural areas and median revenues of 97.2 versus 26.8. In Ghana, urban firms have a median 

profit of 58.9 and revenue of 94.2, compared with 29.9 and 55.6 for rural firms. Malawi’s urban 

firms earn 84.1 in profit and 227.1 in revenue, while rural firms earn 33.3 and 82.5. Similar 

patterns emerge in Nigeria (urban profit 41.6 vs rural 26.5) and Uganda (urban 77.1 vs rural 32.2). 

Profit margins, however, are not markedly different between urban and rural enterprises; in some 

countries, rural firms achieve comparable or slightly higher margins (e.g., Ethiopia’s rural margin 

27 percent vs urban 24 percent; Malawi’s rural 40 percent vs urban 37 percent), suggesting that 

lower absolute profits partly reflect smaller scale rather than inefficiency. 

Gender and location intersect to amplify disadvantages. Detailed decomposition for Malawi shows 

that female‑headed enterprises earn 73 percent less profit than male‑headed enterprises on 

average, with the gap 65 percent in rural areas and 34 percent in urban areas; the study attributes 

these disparities to limited education, restricted access to credit and sociocultural constraints 

(Mgomezulu et al., 2024). Such patterns are consistent with broader literature: women 

entrepreneurs across sub‑Saharan Africa earn 34 percent less profit than men on average 

(Dushime, 2022), and the World Bank estimates a US$1.9 trillion financing gap specifically for 

women‑owned MSMEs in developing countries (World Bank, 2025b). These gaps persist because 

female‑owned firms often have lower levels of capital and labour and face structural barriers that 

restrict returns on investment (Campos et al., 2019). Meanwhile, male‑owned firms typically have 

better access to finance, infrastructure and market networks, enabling them to capture more 

revenue and scale up. 
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Figure 8. Median monthly profits (in 2021 USD PPP) in SSA. 

 
Note: Source: Authors’ calculations based on LSMS-ISA panel data (rounds 1–4) for SSA countries (GLSS cross-section 

for Ghana) and CASEN 2015–2022 (Chile), ENAHO 2015–2023 (Peru), EHPM 2015–2022 (El Salvador) and ENIGH 

2016–2022 (Mexico). 

 

Figure 9. Median monthly profits (in 2021 USD PPP) in LAC. 

 
Note: Source: Authors’ calculations based on LSMS-ISA panel data (rounds 1–4) for SSA countries (GLSS cross-section 

for Ghana), ENAHO 2015–2023 (Peru), EHPM 2015–2022 (El Salvador) and ENIGH 2016–2022 (Mexico). Data not 

available for Chile. 

3.4.1 Formalization and credit access 

The formalization (being registered for VAT and/or having a license to operate) analysis in Figure 

10 reveals that informality is high across all non‑farm MSME segments in SSA, though transport 

enterprises are somewhat more likely to be formal. Formalization rates in Sub‑Saharan Africa 

range from 5 percent in Nigeria to 23 percent in Ethiopia, while Latin America exhibits slightly 

higher rates (e.g., 31 percent in Mexico and 35 percent in Chile). When broken down by MSME 

type, the transport sector is the most formalized (average 30 percent formal), whereas 
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formalization rates average 16.6 percent for agri-downstream, 12.8 percent for agri-midstream 

firms, and 19.7 percent for non-AFS businesses.  

Across the four SSA countries with credit data (Ethiopia, Ghana, Nigeria and Uganda), the share 

of MSMEs holding any loan is low for all groups, and most apparent gaps by gender or location 

disappear once we look at the confidence intervals. In Ghana, female-owned firms are clearly more 

likely to have credit than male-owned ones in both urban and rural areas: female urban and rural 

MSMEs report credit use of about 3.8 and 3.3 percent, while male shares are around 2.3 and 1.7 

percent, and the 95 percent confidence intervals do not overlap in either case, so these gaps are 

statistically meaningful. Ethiopia also shows a strong urban pattern: among urban firms, male 

owners have only about 5.6 percent with credit, compared with roughly 10.4 percent for female 

owners and 14.4 percent for jointly owned firms, and the intervals for male versus female and male 

versus joint do not overlap, while in rural areas the differences between male, female and joint 

owners are all within overlapping bands. By contrast, in Nigeria and Uganda point estimates 

suggest slightly higher credit use among female and joint owners (roughly 3–11 percent) than male 

owners (about 2–8 percent), but the confidence intervals for male and female shares overlap 

within urban and rural areas, so we cannot say that gender or rural–urban status makes a 

systematic difference to the probability of having credit in those two countries. 

When we compare segments by MSME type, the picture is even flatter. In Ethiopia and Uganda, 

the share of credit-holding firms is somewhat higher across the board, clustering around 9–12 

percent for other non-AFS firms, agri-midstream enterprises, freight transport and logistics, and 

agri-downstream (food retail and catering), while in Ghana and Nigeria all four segments sit in a 

narrow band of roughly 2.5–4 percent. However, in every country the 95 percent confidence 

intervals for the four types overlap heavily, including in Nigeria where food retail has the highest 

point estimate (about 3.7 percent) but still overlaps with other non-AFS and agri-midstream firms. 

Taken together, the results indicate that credit access is scarce for all non-farm MSMEs in these 

SSA countries, with only a few clear, statistically significant advantages for female and joint 

owners in specific contexts and no robust evidence that any particular MSME segment (agri-

midstream, agri-downstream, transport or other non-AFS) enjoys systematically better access to 

credit than the others. 

Across low- and middle-income countries, MSMEs face a large and persistent financing gap. Stein 

et al. (2010) estimate that among 365–445 million MSMEs in emerging markets, about 70 percent 

do not use any formal credit and that unmet demand for debt finance reaches roughly USD 2.1–

2.5 trillion, while more recent IFC figures put the gap for formal MSMEs at around USD 5.2 

trillion, rising to almost USD 8 trillion once informal enterprises are included (IFC, 2017, 2025). 

Using harmonised World Bank Enterprise Surveys for 109 economies, Islam (2023) finds that 

around 54 and 30 percent of formal firms are credit constrained on average in SSA and LAC, 

respectively (Kuntchev et al., 2013). For agrifood SMEs specifically, ISF Advisors (2022) estimate 

that roughly 220,000 agri-SMEs in Sub-Saharan Africa and Southeast Asia demand about USD 

160 billion in finance annually, of which only USD 54 billion (34 percent) is supplied, while Aceli 

Africa and Dalberg (2020) put the annual financing gap for “missing-middle” agri-SMEs in Sub-

Saharan Africa alone at around USD 65 billion.  
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Comparing competitiveness across segments. Despite their lower formalization, agrifood 

midstream and downstream MSMEs appear just as competitive as non‑agrifood businesses. 

Weighted medians of monthly profits and revenues by owner gender and rural–urban status 

suggest that non‑farm MSMEs remain small across the board, with profits typically under 100 

USD PPP. There is no evidence that agrifood traders and processors earn systematically less than 

enterprises in other services; rather, profitability seems influenced more by gender, location and 

access to resources. This is consistent with the wider literature: Reardon (2015) emphasises that 

the midstream of agrifood value chains accounts for 30–40 percent of total value added and costs 

and has experienced rapid growth and diversification. In Nigeria, for example, midstream 

segments in rice and potato value chains capture 32–42 percent of total margins in supplying 

capital cities. Such findings indicate that midstream and downstream activities can be high‑value 

and profitable, especially when enterprises invest in processing, storage and logistics. 

Figure 10. Share of formal MSMEs by sector. 

 
Note: Source: Authors’ calculations based on LSMS-ISA panel data (rounds 1–4) for SSA countries (GLSS cross-section 

for Ghana) and CASEN 2015–2022 (Chile), ENAHO 2015–2023 (Peru), EHPM 2015–2022 (El Salvador) and ENIGH 

2016–2022 (Mexico). 
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3.5 Labour Demand 

Non‑farm MSMEs are an important source of wage employment in the countries studied. When 

we sum weighted counts across all six of our SSA countries in the latest survey waves available 

(around 2018-19), non‑farm MSMEs generate approximately 19 million jobs in our sample. About 

64.5 percent of these jobs are in other non‑AFS firms (e.g., non‑agrifood services and 

manufacturing), while 21.4 percent are in agri‑downstream enterprises (food retail and related 

services), 5.7 percent in agri‑midstream enterprises (wholesaling, processing and logistics of 

agrifood products) and 8.4 percent in freight transport & logistics. In Latin America and the 

Caribbean, we observe 4.6 million salaried jobs in 2022-23, of which 56.8 percent correspond to 

non-AFS MSMEs, 29.8 to agri-downsteram, 9.2 percent to agri-midstream and 4.2 percent to 

freight transport & logistics. 

There is considerable variation across countries. Nigeria stands out: agri‑downstream firms 

employ 29 percent of the country’s non‑farm workers and agri‑midstream firms another 5 percent, 

reflecting the vast number of micro‑enterprises engaged in food retail and processing. Ethiopia 

and Malawi show a similar pattern, with agri‑downstream accounting for 19–20 percent of 

employment and agri‑midstream around 5 percent. In Ghana and Uganda, agri‑midstream’s 

employment share is higher (around 14 percent), while in Mexico, Peru, El Salvador and Chile 

agri‑downstream employment ranges from 12 percent to 36 percent.  

External research empasises that these patterns are not unique. A recent synthesis of 37 

survey‑based studies found that midstream SMEs play a critical role in food security and are 

“incredibly active and growing quickly”; they touch “around two‑thirds of the food consumed in 

developing regions” and help keep supplies affordable while providing employment and income 

for millions of rural and urban workers (Reardon et al., 2021). The same review reports that 

midstream SMEs contribute around 20 percent of rural full‑time employment and 25 percent of 

urban full‑time employment. These SMEs also employ large numbers of youths and women. 

Similarly, Reardon and colleagues note that midstream SMEs in output and input value chains 

directly employ “a fifth to a quarter of rural and urban full‑time equivalents” and provide the cash 

that allows households to purchase food (Reardon et al., 2021). In high‑income countries, 

structural transformation has proceeded further: jobs in food services and retail now rival or 

surpass farm employment, and workers who leave farming often find higher pay in midstream and 

downstream jobs like food manufacturing and distribution (Yi et al., 2025). These findings show 

the broader global trend whereby labour demand shifts from farming toward agrifood processing, 

logistics and retail as economies develop. 

Another measure of labour demand is the incidence of hiring employees. Across our sample in 

Figure 11, about 16–17 percent of agri‑midstream and other non‑AFS firms hire at least one paid 

worker, compared with 14 percent of agri‑downstream firms. Freight transport & logistics firms 

are more labour intensive: roughly 24 percent of these enterprises report hiring employees, and 

in Tanzania nearly 44 percent do so. Nigeria also exhibits high hiring rates in “other non‑AFS” 

(23.6 percent) and freight (22.4 percent) businesses. In contrast, only about 5 percent of Malawi’s 

agri‑midstream firms hire outside labour, reflecting their small scale. Chile has uniformly high 
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hiring incidence across all types (33–35 percent), consistent with its more formalised business 

environment. Although these rates indicate that most MSMEs operate without paid employees, 

they also reveal that freight and wholesale segments are more likely to generate wage jobs. 

3.5.1 Gender of the employer  

Labour demand also varies by owner gender. When we split the sample by region in Table 2, we 

see that Sub-Saharan Africa tends to display a more balanced gender structure in agrifood 

segments, with a larger presence of joint ownership. In SSA, female-owned firms generate 51.5 

percent of employment in agri-downstream, compared with 39.1 percent in male-owned firms and 

9.5 percent in jointly owned enterprises. In agri-midstream, female-owned firms actually create 

more jobs than male-owned ones (46.7 vs 41.9 percent), and joint ventures contribute a non-trivial 

11.3 percent of employment. Even in this region, however, male owners remain dominant in other 

non-AFS firms and freight transport & logistics, with 66.8 and 83.0 percent of jobs respectively. 

Female-owned firms account for about a quarter of jobs in other non-AFS activities (25.0 percent) 

and about one in ten jobs in transport (10.3 percent), while joint ownership reaches 8.1 percent in 

other non-AFS and 6.8 percent in transport. 

Latin America and the Caribbean show a somewhat different profile, where male ownership is 

more dominant in the more capital- and scale-intensive segments. In LAC, agri-downstream 

employment is still led by female-owned firms, which generate 51.2 percent of jobs, while male-

owned firms contribute 41.2 percent and jointly owned firms 7.6 percent. In agri-midstream, 

however, the balance shifts: male-owned enterprises account for 57.9 percent of jobs, compared 

with 35.3 percent in female-owned firms and 6.8 percent in jointly owned ones, suggesting more 

pronounced gender gaps in this segment than in SSA. Male owners also have a stronger grip on 

other non-AFS firms in LAC, where they generate 75.3 percent of jobs, while female-owned and 

jointly owned firms contribute 22.6 and 2.1 percent, respectively. Freight transport & logistics is 

heavily male in both regions, but in LAC women’s share is slightly higher than in SSA (13.5 vs 10.3 

percent), although still clearly a minority, and joint ownership is less common (3.9 percent). 

Table 2. Salaried jobs generated (in millions) by sector and gender of the MSME owner from 

survey rounds 1 to 4, by region. 
Region Sector Male-generated 

jobs (millions) 

Female-

generated 

jobs 

(millions) 

Joint 

ownership-

generated jobs 

(millions) 

Total Jobs 

generated 

(millions) 

SSA Agri-downstream 

(food retail) 

4.7 6.2 1.1 12.1 

SSA Agri-midstream (food 

processing, wholesale, 

manufacture) 

1.6 1.7 0.4 3.7 

SSA Other non-AFS firms 26.4 9.9 3.2 39.4 

SSA Freight transport & 

logistics 

3.2 0.4 0.3 3.9 
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LAC Agri-downstream 

(food retail) 

3.0 3.7 0.5 7.2 

LAC Agri-midstream (food 

processing, wholesale, 

manufacture) 

1.4 0.9 0.2 2.5 

LAC Other non-AFS firms 19.3 5.8 0.5 25.6 

LAC Freight transport & 

logistics 

0.9 0.1 0.0 1.1 

Note: Source: Authors’ calculations based on LSMS-ISA panel data (rounds 1–4) for SSA countries (GLSS cross-section 

for Ghana) and CASEN 2015–2022 (Chile), ENAHO 2015–2023 (Peru), EHPM 2015–2022 (El Salvador) and ENIGH 

2016–2022 (Mexico). Sum of total hired labor using all available rounds. 

As we mentioned, across most countries, male‑owned MSMEs generate the majority of non‑farm 

employment, but three cases stand out. In Ethiopia, male‑owned firms account for only 48 percent 

of jobs, while female‑owned (19 percent) and jointly owned enterprises (33 percent) together 

create a slight majority of employment. El Salvador also deviates from the norm: male‑owned 

firms contribute 56 percent of jobs and female‑owned firms 44 percent, giving women a much 

larger role in job creation than in other countries. Nigeria, despite having a male majority, shows 

a lower male share (60 percent) than most of the sample, with female‑owned enterprises providing 

more than one‑third of jobs. 

The distribution of jobs between rural and urban areas (Figure 13) varies widely across the ten 

countries. In Malawi and Uganda, rural non‑farm MSMEs account for a majority of employment—

about 54–55 percent of all jobs. Nigeria and Tanzania also have substantial rural employment 

shares (41 percent and 38 percent, respectively). In contrast, employment in Ethiopia and Ghana 

is heavily urban, with only about 29 percent and 26 percent of jobs located in rural areas. Latin 

America shows the most pronounced urban bias: only 20 percent of Mexican and Salvadoran jobs 

and 7 percent of Chilean jobs are rural, however, this number is 52 percent in Peru. These 

differences reflect varying stages of structural transformation and the extent to which agrifood 

enterprises have developed outside major cities. 

In summary, agrifood midstream and downstream MSMEs account for roughly one‑third of 

non‑farm employment across our ten‑country sample, a share that rivals that of other non‑AFS 

sectors and highlights their importanceto job creation. They are particularly important in 

countries such as Nigeria, Ethiopia and Malawi and provide more inclusive employment for 

women. While most firms are micro and operate informally, a non‑trivial fraction hire paid 

workers, especially in freight transport and logistics. These findings align with broader research 

showing that midstream SMEs provide a significant share of rural and urban employment 

(Reardon et al., 2021) and that labour demand shifts toward processing, transport and retail as 

economies develop (Yi et al., 2025). 
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Figure 11. Use of hired labor by type of MSME (%). 
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Figure 11. Use of hired labor by type of MSME (%). Bar length reflects each sector’s share in total 

MSMEs (%). 

 

Note: Source: Authors’ calculations based on LSMS-ISA panel data (rounds 1–4) for SSA countries (GLSS cross-section 

for Ghana) and CASEN 2015–2022 (Chile), ENAHO 2015–2023 (Peru), EHPM 2015–2022 (El Salvador) and ENIGH 

2016–2022 (Mexico). 
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Figure 12. Pie charts of wage employment attributed to each type of non-farm MSME (%).

 
Note: Source: Authors’ calculations based on LSMS-ISA panel data (rounds 1–4) for SSA countries (GLSS cross-section 

for Ghana) and CASEN 2015–2022 (Chile), ENAHO 2015–2023 (Peru), EHPM 2015–2022 (El Salvador) and ENIGH 

2016–2022 (Mexico). 

 

Figure 13. Pie charts of wage employment attributed to rural/urban MSME owners (%).

 
Note: Source: Authors’ calculations based on LSMS-ISA panel data (rounds 1–4) for SSA countries (GLSS cross-section 

for Ghana) and CASEN 2015–2022 (Chile), ENAHO 2015–2023 (Peru), EHPM 2015–2022 (El Salvador) and ENIGH 

2016–2022 (Mexico). 
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Figure 14. Pie charts of wage employment attributed to the gender of the owner(s) of the non-farm 

MSMEs (%). 

 

Note: Source: Authors’ calculations based on LSMS-ISA panel data (rounds 1–4) for SSA countries (GLSS cross-section 

for Ghana) and CASEN 2015–2022 (Chile), ENAHO 2015–2023 (Peru), EHPM 2015–2022 (El Salvador) and ENIGH 

2016–2022 (Mexico). 

  



 
 

42 

4. Agrifood System Employees 

 
As explained in Section 1.2, Ethiopia and Nigeria are excluded from the segment specific worker 

analysis because their labour industry codes are only available at the 2-digit level. 

 

4.1 Type of worker (salaried, self-employed, unpaid) 

Across these eight countries, the structure of employment shifts in a way that tracks their level of 

development. In the lower income African economies (Figure 15), a large share of workers are still 

outside regular wage jobs. Uganda and Ghana stand out, with self-employment around 54–81 

percent of workers and salaried jobs only about 16–28 percent; unpaid family work is also sizeable, 

especially in Tanzania and Malawi, where it reaches close to one fifth or more of total workers. By 

contrast, in higher income Latin American economies such as Mexico and Chile, salaried work 

dominates: about 77–81 percent of workers are employees, self-employment drops to roughly 16–

23 percent, and unpaid family work becomes almost residual, close to zero in Chile and very small 

in Mexico. El Salvador and Peru sit in between, with a mix of self-employment and salaried work 

and unpaid family workers already well below African levels. Taken together, these numbers show 

a clear movement away from self-employment and unpaid family work, and toward salaried jobs, 

as one moves from poorer African economies to richer Latin American ones. 

This pattern is very consistent with cross-country evidence on structural transformation and labor 

markets. Timmer and Akkus’ work on structural transformation in 2008 shows that as GDP per 

capita rises, economies move out of agriculture and informal self-employment into higher 

productivity wage work in industry and services. Using harmonized data for many developing 

countries, Gindling and Newhouse (2014) document that self-employment typically accounts for 

40–60 percent of total employment in low income economies but falls sharply in upper-middle 

income settings, with wage jobs becoming dominant. More recent cross-country work by Poschke 

and others shows that self-employment rates are markedly higher in poorer countries, and that 

the share of wage employment rises steadily with GDP per capita. At the same time, global 

evidence on “vulnerable employment” finds that the combined share of own-account workers and 

unpaid family workers declines as countries move from low to middle and high income status.  

Studies of unpaid and contributing family work also report an inverse relationship between the 

prevalence of family workers and the level of economic development, with unpaid family workers 

much more common in poor agrarian economies and far less frequent in richer, more urbanized 

countries. In this sense, your country-level figures are very much in line with what the academic 

and policy literature describes as the “normal” evolution of employment structures as GDP per 

capita rises. 
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Figure 15. Distribution of salaried, self-employed and unpaid workers by country. 

 

Note: Source: Authors’ calculations based on LSMS-ISA panel data (rounds 1–4) for SSA countries (GLSS cross-section 

for Ghana) and CASEN 2015–2022 (Chile), ENAHO 2015–2023 (Peru), EHPM 2015–2022 (El Salvador) and ENIGH 

2016–2022 (Mexico). 

 

4.2 Importance of the Agrifood System as an Employer 

To assess labour demand in Figure 16, we use weighted worker counts from the employer‑level 

summaries for eight countries (Uganda, Tanzania, Malawi, Ghana, Chile, El Salvador, Peru and 

Mexico). Other non‑AFS firms (services and manufacturing not linked to the agrifood system) 

employ about 52 percent of all workers1. The agriculture & livestock sector, mostly farm operations 

employing hired labour, accounts for another 30 percent of jobs, confirming that farming remains 

a major employer even when the focus is on non‑farm MSMEs. Within the agrifood system, 

agri‑downstream enterprises (food retail and catering) generate around 11 percent of employment 

and agri‑midstream enterprises (wholesale, processing and logistics of agrifood products) account 

for roughly 4 percent. Freight transport & logistics firms provide only 1–2 percent of jobs. Thus, 

the agrifood system is a highly important employer, being responsible for near half of the jobs 

generated across countries. This importance is more pronounced in SSA and less in LAC. 

Country differences are clear. In Malawi and Ghana, agriculture & livestock remains the largest 

employer, accounting for 43–48 percent of jobs (and an impressive 74 percent in Uganda), 

whereas other non‑AFS firms provide 20-35 percent. By contrast, Chile, Peru and El Salvador 

exhibit economies outside of the agrifood system: around 60 percent of workers are in other 

non‑AFS firms (reaching 73% in Chile), and agriculture & livestock supplies less than 15 percent 

of employment (except in Peru with 23%), however, the agrifood system as a whole is still 

responsible for 40 percent of the jobs in Peru, around 35 percent in El Salvador and Mexico, and 

25 percent in Chile. Despite these differences, labour demand in the agrifood value chain is 

significant in every country. Midstream and downstream MSMEs together employ roughly 17 

percent of workers, and their share is highest in El Salvador, Mexico and Ghana. This finding 

corroborates evidence from case studies showing that midstream SMEs supply about 20 percent 

 

 
1 We include salaried (public and private) and self-employed workers. 
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of rural full‑time employment and 25 percent of urban employment, providing important 

opportunities for youth and women (Reardon et al., 2021). It also aligns with recent research from 

high‑income countries demonstrating that as farm employment declines, jobs in food services and 

retail now rival or surpass farm employment, and workers leaving farming often find higher pay 

in midstream and downstream roles such as food manufacturing and distribution (Yi et al., 2025). 

Figure 16. Distribution of salaried/self-employed workers by sector of employment (%). 

 
Note: Source: Authors’ calculations based on LSMS-ISA panel data (rounds 1–4) for SSA countries (GLSS cross-section 

for Ghana) and CASEN 2015–2022 (Chile), ENAHO 2015–2023 (Peru), EHPM 2015–2022 (El Salvador) and ENIGH 

2016–2022 (Mexico). 

4.3 Workers' Demographics 

In our data (Figure 17) young people aged 15–29 make up a much larger share of the agrifood 

workforce, but the segment of the value chain they occupy varies plenty by region and country. In 

Africa, youth employment remains anchored in agriculture and livestock. In Malawi nearly half of 

farm jobs are filled by young people and this subsector absorbs over 71% of all youth employment; 

in Uganda agriculture accounts for a similar share of youth jobs, while non-AFS provides about 

one‑fifth of youth employment. Ghana’s youth labour force is more diversified: 27.9% of farm 

workers are youth and only 44% of all youth jobs are in agriculture, with another 29 % in non‑agri 

MSMEs and 19% in downstream food retail/catering. Tanzania is an outlier; only 29.6% of farm 

workers are youth and over 63% of youth jobs are in the non-AFS sector, suggesting that young 

people have moved away from agrifood activities. In Latin America, youth employment skews 

strongly toward the non-AFS sector: in Chile nearly 68% of youth jobs are in non‑agri MSMEs and 

only 6.9% are in farming; Peru and Mexico also show that two‑thirds of young workers are in 

non‑agri sectors, with modest shares in downstream retail/catering and farming. This regional 

contrast echoes findings from the OECD’s Jobs for Rural Youth report, which shows that in 

lower‑income countries youth account for roughly 40 % of food‑economy workers and 54–93% of 

youths have their primary job in the food economy. The report also notes that agriculture is the 

dominant form of youth employment but that in middle‑income countries youth are more likely 

than adults to work in downstream activities such as food processing, marketing and catering 
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(OECD, 2021). Complementary analysis by Dolislager et al. (2020) using a large cross‑country 

dataset finds that own‑farming accounts for about 51% of rural youth employment in Africa but 

only 12% in Latin America, while post‑farm agrifood jobs (processing, wholesale, logistics, retail 

and food service) make up around 21–23% of youth employment across regions. These studies 

support our observation that African youth are still rooted in farming but Latin American youth 

have shifted toward non‑agri and service‑oriented roles along and beyond the food value chain. 

Figure 17. Age distribution of salaried/self-employed workers by sector of the employer (%). 

Note: Source: Authors’ calculations based on LSMS-ISA panel data (rounds 1–4) for SSA countries (GLSS cross-section 

for Ghana) and CASEN 2015–2022 (Chile), ENAHO 2015–2023 (Peru), EHPM 2015–2022 (El Salvador) and ENIGH 

2016–2022 (Mexico). 

Across the study countries the gender profile of the workforce varies strongly by segment of the 

agri‑food system and by region. Based on Figures 18 & 19, in the African economies women 

account for about half of the labour force in agriculture and livestock (≈48% on average), while 

they dominate downstream retail and catering (≈66%) and have a strong presence in the agri-

midstream sector (≈56%). Nevertheless, women are almost absent from transport, storage and 

packaging (<3% of employees), a pattern that persists in Latin America where only about 13% of 

transport workers are women. Within Africa there is variation: in Ghana and Malawi women make 

up more than two‑thirds of agricultural manufacturers and wholesalers and over 80% of 

downstream employees, whereas in Uganda they hold just 44% of agri-midstream jobs and 71% of 
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downstream roles. Tanzania is unusual because less than half of employees in any sector are 

female, except for food retail where they make up 63%, and most women work in non‑agri MSMEs 

rather than farming or food retail. Latin America shows a vastñy different structure: agriculture is 

heavily male‑dominated (only ≈23% female), while downstream retail (≈68% female) and the  

agri-midstream (≈47% female) attract many women, and non‑agri MSMEs also have sizeable 

female participation (≈42%). These differences translate into contrasting employment 

distributions: in Africa about 53% of female workers are in farming and 27% in non‑agri MSMEs, 

with modest shares in downstream retail (≈15%) and only 5% in the agricultural midstream; by 

contrast, in Latin America more than 62% of female workers are in non‑agri MSMEs and 23% in 

downstream retail, while agriculture employs less than 9%. International studies corroborate 

these patterns: a FAO analysis of women in the Latin‑American agri‑food system reports that 

women make up roughly 36% of the workforce and that 7% of them work in non‑agricultural 

segments such as processing and trade; over half of food manufacturing workers are female, yet 

only about 9 % of transport workers are women. The IFAD Rural Development Report similarly 

notes that agrifood SMEs (processing, trading and transport) employ a larger share of women than 

men and that rural women depend more on such enterprises; across 13 developing countries 

women’s jobs in agrifood SMEs account for about 30 % of their total employment versus 19 % for 

men. 

Figure 18. Gender distribution of salaried/self-employed workers by sector of the employer (%). 

Note: Source: Authors’ calculations based on LSMS-ISA panel data (rounds 1–4) for SSA countries (GLSS cross-section 

for Ghana) and CASEN 2015–2022 (Chile), ENAHO 2015–2023 (Peru), EHPM 2015–2022 (El Salvador) and ENIGH 

2016–2022 (Mexico). 
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Figure 19. Gender distribution of salaried/self-employed workers by sector of the employer (%). 

Bar length represents share of the sector in all MSMEs (%). 

 

 
 

Note: Source: Authors’ calculations based on LSMS-ISA panel data (rounds 1–4) for SSA countries (GLSS cross-section 

for Ghana) and CASEN 2015–2022 (Chile), ENAHO 2015–2023 (Peru), EHPM 2015–2022 (El Salvador) and ENIGH 

2016–2022 (Mexico). 

 

Finally, we compare workers’ educational attainment across employer types in Figure 20. The 

median years of schooling are highest in other non‑AFS firms, averaging about 10.4 years. Freight 

transport & logistics workers have a median of roughly 9.1 years of schooling. Workers in 

agri‑midstream and agri‑downstream businesses have similar levels of education, around 8.9 

years, which may suggest that while these jobs require more skills than farm work, they remain 

accessible to people with moderate education. Agriculture & livestock has the lowest median 

educational attainment at about 5.5 years, consistent with the sector’s reliance on unskilled labour. 

Taken together, these differences reflect that AFS jobs remain accessible to those with lower 

education. 
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Figure 20. Average years of education of salaried/self-employed workers by sector of the 

employer (%). 

 
Note: Source: Authors’ calculations based on LSMS-ISA panel data (rounds 1–4) for SSA countries (GLSS cross-section 

for Ghana) and CASEN 2015–2022 (Chile), ENAHO 2015–2023 (Peru), EHPM 2015–2022 (El Salvador) and ENIGH 

2016–2022 (Mexico). 
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4.4 Rural–Urban Differences 

 
Figure 21. Rural/urban distribution of salaried/self-employed workers by sector of the employer 

(%). 

Note: Source: Authors’ calculations based on LSMS-ISA panel data (rounds 1–4) for SSA countries (GLSS cross-section 

for Ghana) and CASEN 2015–2022 (Chile), ENAHO 2015–2023 (Peru), EHPM 2015–2022 (El Salvador) and ENIGH 

2016–2022 (Mexico). 

The rural–urban divide in Figure 21 also shapes where people work within the agri‑food system. 

In African countries most rural workers are still in farming: more than 70% of rural workers in 

Uganda, Malawi and Ghana are engaged in agriculture, while Tanzania is an outlier where the 

majority of rural workers (≈52%) are in non‑agri MSMEs. Agri-midstream activities in Africa 

employ only about 3–4% of rural workers on average. By contrast, rural workers in Latin America 

divide their time between farming and non‑agri SMEs; in Peru and Mexico agriculture still absorbs 

the largest share of rural labour (≈72% and 42%, respectively), yet in Chile and El Salvador the 

majority of rural workers are in non‑agri enterprises and fewer than half farm. Urban labour 

markets are overwhelmingly service‑oriented in both regions: more than 51% of urban workers in 

Africa and 71% in Latin America are employed in non‑agri MSMEs, while downstream 
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retail/catering accounts for roughly 16% of urban jobs and agriculture provides less than 7% in 

Latin America and 24% in Africa. Only in Malawi does agriculture still employ around one‑third 

of urban workers. These figures align with evidence that the midstream and downstream segments 

are expanding fastest in urban areas; IFAD notes that agrifood midstream employment constitutes 

around 25% of urban jobs in developing regions and that its share is higher in sub‑Saharan Africa 

(31%) than in Latin America (18%) (IFAD, 2021) Overall, the data reveal that rural economies 

continue to rely on farming, especially in Africa, whereas urban economies across both regions are 

dominated by non‑agri SMEs, with downstream retail and the hidden‑middle providing significant 

employment opportunities as agrifood systems modernize. 

 

4.5 Formality and Wages 

 
Figure 22. Incidence of written contracts (salaried workers only) by sector of the employer (%). 

Note: Source: Authors’ calculations based on LSMS-ISA panel data (rounds 1–4) for SSA countries (GLSS cross-section 

for Ghana) and CASEN 2015–2022 (Chile), ENAHO 2015–2023 (Peru), EHPM 2015–2022 (El Salvador) and ENIGH 

2016–2022 (Mexico) 

Figure 22 shows the incidence of written contracts among salaried workers across countries and 

sectors. Malawi is excluded because the LSMS does not collect information on written contracts 

for that country. Overall, the prevalence of written contracts is clearly lower in Sub-Saharan 

African countries than in the Latin American cases. Chile stands out as an outlier, with very high 

rates of written contracts across most sectors, reflecting a much more formal labor market. Within 

the agri-food system, three groups are considered: agricultural producers, agri-downstream (food 

retail and services), and agri-midstream (processing, manufacturing and wholesaling). Across all 

countries with data, agri-midstream firms show the highest incidence of written contracts among 

these three groups, even though they account for only about 5–10 percent of total employment.  
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This concentration of more formal salaried jobs in the midstream segment is consistent with the 

finding that agri-midstream workers earn higher median hourly wages than salaried workers in 

other parts of the agri-food system.Across the eight countries examined in Figure 23, hourly wages 

vary markedly across segments of the agrifood value chain but, in most cases, midstream and 

downstream activities pay nearly as well as non‑agri‑food micro, small and medium enterprises 

(MSMEs). In the African countries the median wage among agri-midstream traders, processors 

and wholesalers averaged about US$0.87 per hour (PPP 2021), roughly 70% of the US$1.23 

median wage observed in the non‑agri‑food MSMn E sector; workers in freight transport, storage 

earned about US$1.02/hour (≈0.78× the non‑agri wage), while downstream retail and catering 

workers earned US$0.64/hour (≈0.51×) and agricultural labourers only US$0.76/hour. Yet there 

are notable country differences: in Malawi agri-midstream and agri-downstream wages were only 

24% and 7% lower than those in the non‑agri sector (US$1.07 and US$1.31 vs. US$1.40), whereas 

in Ghana all agrifood segments paid substantially less (e.g., hidden‑middle: US$0.49 vs. US$0.79 

in non‑agri). Latin American wages are higher in absolute terms but exhibit similar patterns.  

 

Chile’s midstream wage (US$4.72) and transport wage (US$5.31) were close to the non‑agri wage 

of US$5.39; even the retail/catering sector paid US$4.42. Mexico and Peru show slightly wider 

gaps—midstream wages around US$3.29 and downstream retail about US$2.68–3.75 versus 

US$3.88–5.15 in non‑agri SMEs—but these differences are modest relative to the huge gap 

between farm work and other segments. These findings echo recent research demonstrating that 

structural transformation in food systems shifts labour out of farming into processing, logistics 

and retail and that workers who leave farming typically find higher pay in midstream and 

downstream jobs (Yi et al., 2025).  

 

Among the agrifood system in Figure 23, the agricultural midstream consistently pays higher 

hourly wages compared to the agri-downstream and farming. When looking regionally, the gap is 

smaller in Africa: agri-midstream wages average US$0.87 per hour compared with US$0.64 in 

retail and catering, a difference of about 23 cents or 36% more. In Latin America the gap is wider 

in absolute terms but similar in percentage: hidden‑middle workers earn about US$3.81 per hour 

versus US$3.10 in retail and catering, a difference of about 71 cents or 23% more. At country level 

the ratio varies widely, from 2.5 times in Uganda and more than double in Peru to parity or even 

a slight disadvantage in Malawi, but the overall pattern holds: midstream wholesalers and 

processors tend to be better paid than retailers and food‑service workers. 

 

Wage premia reveal persistent inequities within the agrifood labour force. Across all countries 

women’s median wages were about half those of men in primary agriculture and roughly 18–21% 

lower in the agricultural midstream and downstream segments, whereas in transport and non‑agri 

MSMEs women’s median wages exceeded men’s by 51% and 5%, respectively. These disparities 

mirror findings from a global meta‑study which notes that female employment in agrifood value 

chains is concentrated in informal, lower‑paid segments and that women earn around 82% of 

men’s wages in agricultural and non‑farm jobs (Berdegué et al., 2023); moreover, a recent global 

study reported that as workers leave farming for midstream and downstream jobs, gender pay 

inequality grows, with women tending to move into lower‑paid retail and food‑service roles while 
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men dominate higher‑pay logistics and manufacturing jobs (Yi et al., 2025). Formalization matters 

too. Written contracts are rare in farming (≈5% of workers) but more common in transport and 

non‑agri sectors (≈50% and 47%, respectively). Having a contract delivers a sizable pay boost; for 

example, across countries the median wage of contract workers in agri-midstream and 

downstream SMEs is about 62–65% higher than that of similar workers without a contract, and 

even in agriculture the premium is roughly 5%. These wage premia suggest that while the agrifood 

system offers better pay than often assumed, especially in midstream activities, it still replicates 

broader labour‑market inequalities, highlighting the need for policies that promote formalization 

and address gender and generational gaps. 

 

Figure 23. Median hourly wage (USD PPP 2021) by country and sector 

Note: Source: Authors’ calculations based on LSMS-ISA panel data (rounds 1–4) for SSA countries (GLSS cross-section 

for Ghana) and CASEN 2015–2022 (Chile), ENAHO 2015–2023 (Peru), EHPM 2015–2022 (El Salvador) and ENIGH 

2016–2022 (Mexico) 

 

  

0 1 2 3 4 5 6

AG
AG MID

AG DOWN
TRANS/LOG

OTHER
AG

AG MID
AG DOWN

TRANS/LOG
OTHER

AG
AG MID

AG DOWN
TRANS/LOG

OTHER
AG

AG MID
AG DOWN

TRANS/LOG
OTHER

AG
AG MID

AG DOWN
TRANS/LOG

OTHER
AG

AG MID
AG DOWN

TRANS/LOG
OTHER

AG
AG MID

AG DOWN
TRANS/LOG

OTHER
AG

AG MID
AG DOWN

TRANS/LOG
OTHER

M
W

I
U

G
A

T
Z

A
G

H
A

S
L

V
P

E
R

M
E

X
C

H
L

Median hourly wage (USD PPP 2021) by country and sector



 
 

53 

5. Synthesis and Comparative Insights  

 

Taken together, the MSME and worker perspectives show that the agrifood MSMEs in Africa and 

Latin America are already a central part of both enterprise structures and labour markets, not a 

marginal niche or a future opportunity. It absorbs large numbers of firms and workers, especially 

women and rural households, and it contains some of the better paid and more formal jobs that 

agrifood systems currently offer.  

Looking at firms and workers jointly, three elements stand out. First, even when primary 

producers are removed, agrifood midstream and downstream MSMEs account for around two 

fifths of all non‑farm enterprises and about one third of non‑farm wage jobs in the ten countries. 

This means that the growth of the hidden middle is one of the main channels through which labour 

leaves farming but stays connected to food. Second, midstream and freight segments have a 

distinct profile: they are more likely to hire employees, to use written contracts and to pay wages 

that are close to or above those in other non‑agrifood MSMEs. Downstream retail and food 

services are more numerous, but they offer lower wages and remain highly informal (but still key 

to employment generation). Third, as countries move from low to middle income, the relative 

weight of agriculture in employment falls and non‑agrifood services expand, yet agrifood MSMEs 

remain important and shift towards more urban, wage‑based and formalised forms. 

The evidence points to a sequence of transitions rather than a single jump out of agriculture. In 

many low‑income African settings, farm households first diversify into small, mostly informal 

agrifood businesses in trade, basic processing and food vending, combining self‑employment with 

unpaid family labour. A thinner layer of midstream and transport firms then emerges that hires 

workers from outside the household and starts to formalise. In the more advanced Latin American 

cases, a larger share of workers have already moved a second time, from agrifood MSMEs into 

other non‑agrifood services and industry, while those who remain in the hidden middle are more 

likely to be salaried employees. Latin America therefore offers a partial picture of where African 

countries might be heading in terms of the balance between farming, hidden‑middle work and 

non‑agrifood employment. 

One of the most striking findings is that the hidden middle has a strong female and rural footprint. 

Women own a large share, and in many cases a majority, of non‑farm MSMEs, with especially high 

participation in agrifood midstream and downstream activities. They also fill most jobs in food 

retail and a substantial share in midstream firms, while remaining almost absent from freight 

transport. At the same time, agrifood MSMEs are more rural than other non‑agrifood MSMEs, 

and in several African countries a high fraction of non‑farm agrifood businesses are owned by 

crop‑producing households. This combination means that the hidden middle is already one of the 

main entry points for rural women into non‑farm work, both as owners and as workers. 

Yet the same patterns reveal a clear segmentation. Female‑owned firms earn lower profits than 

male‑owned firms in all African countries with data, even within the same broad segments, and 

women workers in agriculture, midstream and downstream activities earn less per hour than men. 
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Male‑dominated segments, such as freight logistics and many non‑agrifood MSMEs, are more 

capital intensive, more formal and better paid. A key conclusion is that the expansion of the hidden 

middle can both widen and narrow gender gaps. It widens them if growth is concentrated in male-

dominated, better paid segments while women remain confined to low-margin micro-enterprises 

and informal retail. At the same time, even these lower-paid activities can represent a substantial 

welfare gain for women relative to unpaid family work (which yields zero earnings by definition 

and is typically excluded from wage-gap comparisons). It narrows them if women can move into 

midstream and logistics roles and if the profitability and resilience of the female-dominated micro 

base improve. 

The joint MSME and worker results also highlight a strong structural dualism inside agrifood 

systems. At one end lies a very broad base of micro‑enterprises, almost all informal, that provide 

vital income smoothing and self‑employment but little prospect of scale. At the other end lies a 

much thinner group of midstream and transport firms that hire workers, pay relatively high wages 

and are more likely to operate with contracts and licenses. The risk, already visible in some 

countries, is that the number of hidden‑middle jobs keeps growing through informal 

micro‑enterprises, while the share of workers who access the more productive end of the chain 

remains small. In that case, agrifood transformation would generate more jobs without a 

commensurate improvement in average job quality. 

Regional contrasts help to clarify possible future paths. In Sub‑Saharan Africa, agriculture still 

accounts for a large share of total employment, many non‑farm MSMEs are owned by farmers and 

self‑employment dominates both agrifood and non‑agrifood work. In Latin America, farming 

employs a smaller share of workers, salaried work is dominant and non‑agrifood services provide 

most jobs, yet agrifood midstream and downstream remain important. Youth in Africa are still 

concentrated in farming, with a modest presence in midstream and downstream jobs, whereas 

youth in Latin America are much more present in non‑agrifood services. Women in Africa appear 

heavily in both farming and agrifood MSMEs; women in Latin America are more concentrated in 

downstream retail and in other service jobs. This suggests that Africa may move towards a labour 

structure where fewer workers depend directly on agriculture, more work in non‑agrifood services, 

and agrifood MSMEs continue to matter as an employer but with more wage jobs and more urban 

firms. It does not imply that the gender and youth patterns of Latin America will necessarily repeat 

in Africa, since these depend on education, norms and policy choices. 

These findings have several broad implications for the focus of policy and research, without 

pointing to particular instruments. First, food system strategies should treat the hidden middle as 

both a set of firms and a labour market. Monitoring and analysis that include job numbers, wages 

and contracts in midstream and downstream segments is as important as tracking farm yields or 

consumer prices. Second, there is value in distinguishing clearly between midstream and 

downstream activities. Midstream processing, wholesale and logistics are where better wages and 

more formal jobs tend to cluster, while downstream retail is where many women and rural 

households find work and enterprise opportunities, but often with low margins and high 

vulnerability. Third, gender and youth gaps are not only about who participates, but about where 

they participate inside the agrifood system. Understanding and easing the barriers that keep 

women and young people out of better paid midstream and transport roles, and out of more formal 
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non‑agrifood jobs, is as important as supporting the micro‑enterprise base where they are already 

active. Finally, future research that follows firms and workers over time, and that measures 

broader dimensions of job quality, would help to clarify which concrete transitions in the hidden 

middle do most to reduce poverty and improve livelihoods in both regions.  
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7. Annex 

 
Table A. ISIC Industry codes used to classify MSMEs. 

 
MSME type / Classification Industry codes (ISIC) 

Agriculture, livestock and 

aquaculture producers 

111, 112, 113, 114, 115, 116, 119, 121, 122, 123, 124, 125, 126, 127, 128, 129, 130, 141, 

142, 143, 144, 145, 146, 149, 150, 164, 170, 311, 312, 321, 322 

Agricultural Midstream (Food 

manufacture & processing, 

wholesaling) 

161, 162, 163, 1010, 1020, 1030, 1040, 1050, 1061, 1062, 1071, 1072, 1073, 1074, 

1075, 1079, 1080, 1101, 1102, 1103, 1104, 1200, 4620, 4630, 4653 

Agricultural Downstream (Food 

retail & catering) 

4711, 4721, 4722, 4723, 4781, 5610, 5621, 5629, 5630 

Transport & Logistics 4912, 4923, 4930, 5012, 5022, 5120, 5210, 5221, 5222, 5223, 5224, 5229 

Others (Non-AFS) 210, 220, 230, 240, 510, 520, 610, 620, 710, 721, 729, 810, 891, 892, 893, 899, 

910, 990, 1311, 1312, 1313, 1391, 1392, 1393, 1394, 1399, 1410, 1420, 1430, 1511, 

1512, 1520, 1610, 1621, 1622, 1623, 1629, 1701, 1702, 1709, 1811, 1812, 1820, 1910, 

1920, 2011, 2013, 2022, 2023, 2029, 2030, 2100, 2211, 2219, 2220, 2310, 2391, 

2392, 2393, 2394, 2395, 2396, 2399, 2410, 2420, 2431, 2432, 2511, 2512, 2513, 

2520, 2591, 2592, 2593, 2599, 2610, 2620, 2630, 2640, 2651, 2652, 2660, 2670, 

2680, 2710, 2720, 2731, 2732, 2733, 2740, 2750, 2790, 2811, 2812, 2813, 2814, 

2815, 2816, 2817, 2818, 2819, 2821, 2822, 2823, 2824, 2825, 2826, 2829, 2910, 

2920, 2930, 3011, 3012, 3020, 3030, 3040, 3091, 3092, 3099, 3100, 3211, 3212, 

3220, 3230, 3240, 3250, 3290, 3311, 3312, 3313, 3314, 3315, 3319, 3320, 3510, 

3520, 3530, 3600, 3700, 3811, 3812, 3821, 3822, 3830, 3900, 4100, 4210, 4220, 

4290, 4311, 4312, 4321, 4322, 4329, 4330, 4390, 4510, 4520, 4530, 4540, 4610, 

4641, 4649, 4651, 4652, 4659, 4661, 4662, 4663, 4669, 4690, 4719, 4730, 4741, 

4742, 4751, 4752, 4753, 4759, 4761, 4762, 4763, 4764, 4771, 4772, 4773, 4774, 

4782, 4789, 4791, 4799, 4911, 4921, 4922, 5011, 5021, 5110, 5310, 5320, 5510, 

5520, 5590, 5811, 5812, 5813, 5819, 5820, 5911, 5912, 5913, 5914, 5920, 6010, 

6020, 6110, 6120, 6130, 6190, 6201, 6202, 6209, 6311, 6312, 6391, 6399, 6411, 

6419, 6420, 6430, 6491, 6492, 6499, 6511, 6512, 6520, 6530, 6611, 6612, 6619, 

6621, 6622, 6629, 6630, 6810, 6820, 6910, 6920, 7010, 7020, 7110, 7120, 7210, 

7220, 7310, 7320, 7410, 7420, 7490, 7500, 7710, 7721, 7722, 7729, 7730, 7740, 

7810, 7820, 7830, 7911, 7912, 7990, 8010, 8020, 8030, 8110, 8121, 8129, 8130, 

8211, 8219, 8220, 8230, 8291, 8292, 8299, 8411, 8412, 8413, 8421, 8422, 8423, 

8430, 8510, 8521, 8522, 8530, 8541, 8542, 8549, 8550, 8610, 8620, 8690, 8710, 

8720, 8730, 8790, 8810, 8890, 9000, 9101, 9102, 9103, 9200, 9311, 9312, 9319, 

9321, 9329, 9411, 9412, 9420, 9491, 9492, 9499, 9511, 9512, 9521, 9522, 9523, 

9524, 9529, 9601, 9602, 9603, 9609, 9700, 9810, 9820, 9900 
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Table B. Country-specific MSME size threshold based on hired employees 

 
Country Micro Small Medium 

Ethiopia ≤ 5 6–30 31-100 

Malawi 1–4 5–20 21–100 

Tanzania 1–4 5–49 50–99 

Uganda ≤ 5 6–49 50–100 

Nigeria 1–9 10–49 50–199 

Ghana 1–5 6–30 31–100 

El Salvador ≤ 10 11–50 51–100 

Peru ≤ 10 11–100 101–250 

Mexico 1–10 11–50 51–250 

Chile 1–9 10–49 50–199 

Note: Ethiopia has no official classification for medium enterprises, so the usual upper bound of 100 used in the other 

SSA countries is used. Source: official government definitions. 
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