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ABSTRACT  
The incidence of similar firms gathered and operating from the same location remains an 

interesting paradox even today when technology and communication advancements should have 

supposedly defeated this occurrence. The popular opinion is that if firms are in competition then 

they would want to set up as far apart as possible from each other; taking up their own territories 

and becoming ‘masters’ in the process. However, several examples like the Silicon Valley or the 

Italian fashion industry provide contrary evidence. This paper is an investigation into the 

clustering of firms in Ghana, specifically at the Abossey Okai automobile spare parts market.  

This market which has existed for over three decades became the central focus of the study 

because it has grown to become the centre of spare automobile parts in Ghana and neighbouring 

countries. There is a popular saying in Ghana ‘If you can’t find the spare parts you are looking for 

at Abossey Okai, sell your car to scrap dealers’. The primary literature utilized as reference points 

to understand this phenomenon was the Resource Based View of The Firm and Porters Diamond 

of National Advantage. These outlined the basis for identifying the resources used at Abossey 

Okai by traders and how these resources are used to compete and survive in this market. 

The findings of this study are based on a six week field work conducted at Abossey Okai including 

mainly interviews and observations. The main competition driver was found to be price though 

some of the traders had identified special market segments they sought to serve as their unique 

factor. Mostly, traders did not collaborate with each other but only chose Abossey Okai to set up 

their shops because of the goodwill the location has earned for itself over the years. There 

seemed to be a lack of appreciation for technology and its applications in the trade; from basic 

record keeping to the use of social media for marketing and other business functions.  

The study draws to an end with even more ideas for further research; concerning how moving 

forward, technology could be the competition that traders at Abossey Okai should be concerned 

about.  
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1. Introduction  
Clusters in Ghana  

In the Accra Metropolitan area, Kumasi and other main 

business centres in Ghana, it is not uncommon to see 

clusters of entrepreneurs engaged in the same trade. 

For instance, talk about the Ofankor barrier overhead 

bridge that has become home to several traders who 

spread their wares under the bridge for sale (See 

Insert). The space beneath the overhead bridge 

transforms into a lively market place at night with all 

kinds of foodstuffs and merchandise available for sale. 

The Accra Metropolitan Assembly has often organised 

evacuation exercises where such ventures have been 

chased away and many of their wares destroyed in the 

process. However, in a matter of days the market 

starts all over again. There are also similar 

‘unauthorised’ markets springing up in other areas of 

Accra like Lapaz, Circle and Achimota, traders along 37 

Military Hospital road and its environs with the pavements, walkways and bicycle lanes taken over 

by traders and their wares.  

Besides the above described markets, there are also some quite structured clusters of businesses 

some of which have association groups and authorized locations for operation. Examples of such 

include the Arts Centre, Suame Magasin, among others.  It is not quite certain whether the 

individual firms that form these clusters perceive each other as competitors; if so then one cannot 

help but wonder why they choose to operate from the same local physical location. Could this be 

the reason why such small businesses experience incremental growth? Sengenberger and Pyke 

(1992) identify one major problem of small enterprises to be their isolated nature rather than 

their small size. In other words being in the company of other related firms could do a lot of good 
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to an up and coming small scale enterprise. Or could such clusters exist because of the nature of 

local knowledge that swiftly passes along among these local entrepreneurs?   

 

The need and motivation for small businesses in Ghana 
As earlier mentioned there is the springing up of interestingly similar small scale businesses in 

Ghana; sometimes in the same location. There are myriad business ventures across Ghana’s ten 

regions; from well organised business structures housing traders, seamstresses, and carpenters 

among others to hawkers along the street and even freelance service providers that move from 

house to house or office to office offering beauty treatment and cleaning services, just to mention 

a few. Even though popular stories about entrepreneurial giants like Google, Microsoft, Facebook 

and Uber exist, most people in Ghana set up their own firms as a last resort; not as a joyful risk 

taking venture, but as a basic means to place food on the table. Small and medium scale 

enterprises contribute largely towards economic development in several countries including 

Ghana in Africa, Europe and other continents too. It has been reported that SMEs created about 

85% of all new jobs in Europe between 2002 and 2010 (European Commission Press Release, 

2010). However, in Africa, due to the lack of ready finances to invest in such small businesses and 

the inability of such SME’s to present meaningful business plans as well as audited reports to 

financial institutions, they are denied loan facilities and hardly grow beyond their original sizes 

(Steel and Webster, 1991).  

In an attempt to avoid risky ventures that will default in loan repayments most commercial banks 

in Ghana demand collaterals as a security against which loan amounts are offered. Most SMEs 

that do not have such assets cannot gain access to loans or are eventually offered loans at high 

interest rates. Currently, the base rate in most Ghanaian commercial banks hovers between 27% 

and 28% p.a. (Eduku, 2016). However this figure only represents the basic interest rate below 

which the bank will not offer a loan. After the risk level of the individual SME owner has been 

calculated, another interest rate is generated usually base rate plus a risk margin before the loan 

is given out. To go into the details of the dynamics of interest rates and the accessibility of loan 

capital to SME’s will be beyond the scope of this paper. But this analogy is simply an attempt to 

draw out the hurdles SMEs must overcome in an attempt to keep business going. Of course there 
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are exceptional cases like that of South Africa where SME’s are flourishing, taking up about 95% 

of the entire business sector (Naude, Soontiens & Vivier, 2002).   

One might be tempted to attribute the vast increase in SME’s in Ghana to some incentive or 

positive driving factor probably from the government or some other internationally instituted 

policy. But one key reason why many new business ventures are springing up in Ghana is due to 

lack of employment opportunities for the youth. 

 

Unemployment and the drive for start ups 
Every year several students graduate from tertiary institutions and secondary schools in search 

for non-existent jobs. This is probably because the skills such graduates have are not labour 

market relevant. According to the news item by citifmonline.com, Ghana has been able to 

increase access to education, but as to whether this education has enough quality to secure jobs 

for the youth, or provides the youth with labour market relevant skills is not certain. Several basic 

courses like English and Mathematics are taught in the basic education and high school curricula 

including integrated science, chemistry and many such depending on the student’s specialty. In 

fact the current president of Ghana has promised as part of his campaign message to offer free 

education up to the senior high school level of education. However, most youth do not have an 

idea how they can convert such knowledge into practical ventures that can serve as a source of a 

living. For instance, using my life and Ghanaian education as a point of reference, I could not 

determine how the double entry formula in accounting was useful to my life and future career as 

I studied it back in high school; especially now that technology has taken over much of the manual 

accounting methods of record keeping. Entrepreneurship as a study is only introduced into the 

curriculum at the university level and this course option is usually only limited to students who 

made it into the business schools. For this reason, Senior Economist at the World Bank, Sara 

Johansson, reports that many youngsters between the ages of 15 and 24 remain unemployed in 

Ghana (Allotey & Opoku Mensah, 2016). It is no surprise that such young people end up 

establishing small enterprises along the streets, in vantage corners, market places and other areas 

in the urban centres and residential areas to make quick money.  
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From mobile money operators, to basket weavers, road side seamstresses and market women, 

Ghanaians are grasping at anything legal that could be a source of making a living. In the absence 

of extensive efforts to provide entrepreneurial training and start-up capital to attract young 

school leavers towards job creation rather than job seeking (Baah-Boateng, 2013), the youth in 

can Ghana can be seen setting up small wooden structures ,in an attempt to begin their  dream 

businesses. Whilst some of these start-ups have gone on to become entrepreneurial giants in 

Ghana like Kofi Amoabeng’s famous UT Financial Services, others continue to wallow in slow 

growth in the informal sector; 

‘80 percent of the Ghanaian workforce is employed in the informal sector. The sector is 

characterized by underemployment, bad working conditions, uncertain work relationships and 

low wages. The majority of people are living with high income insecurity’ 

(Osei Boateng and Ampratwum, 2011). 

 

 

A picture of Ghana’s informal sector 
The Ghanaian informal sector can be divided into the rural informal sector and the urban informal 

sector. The latter consists of entrepreneurs rendering services, construction and manufacturing 

work (Osei Boateng and Ampratwum, 2011). Among the activities in the urban informal service 

category are garage operators who acquire their skills through apprenticeship. Accra which is the 

capital of Ghana has several mechanic shops and auto dealers but the Abossey Okai spare parts 

cluster, the focus of this study, serves as the home to several automobile related businesses upon 

which customers rely for their car spare parts supplies. According to a case study conducted by 

Adeya (2006) the formation of a similar cluster within the Suame vicinity in Kumasi led to the 

creation of several associations including the Ghana National Association of Garages and the 

Association of Micro and Small Metal Industries. Through these associations, the cluster has been 

able to win contracts from the government that have led to increased growth opportunities for 

new members. As it stands now, the benefits of being a part of this group are already evident to 

potential new members, but what would be particularly interesting is the reasons or motivations 
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that lead to the creation and survival of such clusters from the onset when benefits are not 

entirely evident. 

A walk through the Makola market in Ghana will show several groups of traders dealing in the 

same merchandise. Groups of vegetable sellers calling out to customers with their bells, clothing 

arranged in heaps and lanes of shoes have been the ordinary nature of business over several 

years. Even the head porters who carry the heavy wares of customers during their shopping, stand 

at the same vantage points waiting for the next customer to assist with their shopping. A cluster 

could be defined as a group of enterprises that belong to the same sector and conduct their 

operations close to one another (Schmitz, 1992).  

The above description of the springing up of small and medium sized enterprises in Ghana’s 

informal sector and the unemployment situation is meant to create a preamble to explain what 

could be the reason behind the clustering situation evident across several markets. Nevertheless 

Ghana, is not the only country that experiences this clustering of firms. On the international 

market, beyond technological advancements and connectivity, firms still gather in a single 

location to transact. 

 

Clusters beyond Ghana’s borders... 
The initial perspective and explanation to this close proximity of competing entrepreneurs was 

the expensive nature of communication and information transfer. According to Gilder (2000) and 

Cairncross (1997), it was expected that as communication technologies emerged and the cost of 

information transfer became cheaper, the reasons for businesses congregating and clustering 

would become more and more irrelevant. However it happens that several years after these 

predictions were made, and even now that the cost of information has decreased more than 

significantly entrepreneurs still find the need to gather and work together.  

As explained in the works of Brown and Duguid (2002), the clustering situation still ongoing in the 

silicon valley could be attributed to the sticky and leaky nature of some information that do not 

transfer as easily in the face of several communication channels. Other reasons include, the 

tendency of innovative people wanting to gravitate towards others who uphold similar visions 

and help to advance their ideas. It would be interesting to know whether the same reasons for 
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clustering identified in the Silicon Valley by Brown and Duguid (2002) also apply to Sub Saharan 

Africa, particularly in the informal sector of Ghana where it is easy to find groups of local 

entrepreneurs such as the Abossey Okai cluster of spare parts dealers trading from a single 

location. 

 

This study seeks to answer the following research questions; 

1. Why do competing firms cluster? 

a. How was the Abossey Okai cluster formed? 

2. What are the advantages to firms in the cluster? 

a. How do these advantages sustain the cluster? 

3. How do firms survive in the face of competition? 

 

The study will take up the following structure; chapter two, being a description of the two main 

theories to be reflected upon in writing up the case- the resource based view of the firm by 

Penrose and Porter’s Diamond; chapter three, a write up on the method and process of gathering 

up and analyzing data gathered during the fieldwork conducted in Ghana; the next chapter, the 

case study and story of Abossey Okai and the nature of trade and competition, finally chapters 

five and six will be the analysis, discussion and conclusion of the study. 
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2. Theory 
As this study seeks to determine why firms at Abossey Okai cluster amidst competition, it is 

essential to know how such competition occurs and what kind of resources are used in the 

process. Barney’s perspective on the resource based view of the firm is an essential starting point 

of reflection to identify the essential resources at play within Abossey Okai and whether these 

resources are what equip traders to obtain competitive edges if any. As these issues are identified, 

the hope is that the case of Abossey Okai could be written up knowing whether these resources 

and advantages are what attract traders to set up and trade in this particular location. Porters 

Diamond provides a broader understanding of competitiveness; as the theory generally provides 

factors that contribute to national competitive advantage. The competitive indicators in Porters 

Diamond are explained and used as a projection into how the traders at Abossey Okai could 

alternatively create unique competitive advantages moving forward.  

 

The Resource Based View of the Firm 
Getting to the root of the source of competitiveness for firms would remain an interesting topic 

for discussion as long as the monopoly is not the only kind of market that exists. In a world where 

there was an abundance of resources there would be no need for differentiation or marketing 

efforts, since there would be enough to go around. But the reality is, this isn’t the case and day in 

and out, firms need to find new ways to remain relevant to ensure continuity. Traditional 

frameworks proposed by Andrews (1971), Ansoff (1965) and Hofer & Schendel (1978) generally 

suggest that firms are able to sustain their competitive edge by harnessing their internal strengths 

in response to environmental conditions and neutralizing threats in the process (Barney, 1991); 

basically choosing how these opportunities and strengths should be matched in order to choose 

efficient and effective strategies. Other works like that of Porter (1980) have attempted to show 

how environmental conditions could influence performance positively. 

The main distinguishing feature of the resource based view from other traditional theories that 

seek to explain the competitive dynamics surrounding business operations is their differing 

underlying assumptions. The early environmental models assume that firms within an industry 

are resource and strategically identical and that in the rare case where such firms come into the 
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possession of resources that make them differ, such heterogeneity would be short lived since 

resources are highly mobile (Porter, 1981; Scherer, 1980; Hirshleifer, 1980). In essence, such 

theories eliminate resource immobility and heterogeneity as reliable sources of competitive 

advantage for a firm. However these happen to be the underlying tenets of the resource based 

view; that assumes firms may be different in terms of the strategic resources they own and that 

such heterogeneity may be sustainable should such resources be imperfectly mobile across firms. 

Barney (1991) in explaining the resource based view shows how these assumptions can work by 

proposing a framework for determining whether or not firm resources can be a source of 

competitive advantage.  

Theoretically, this study seeks to investigate the competitive clustering dynamics at Abossey Okai 

using the resource based view of the firm as a point of reference.  Resources according to Barney 

(1991) are defined as those assets, capabilities or firm attributes that are relevant to the firm’s 

ability to create effective and efficient strategies. The resource based view provides a framework 

for identifying which assets are considered resources as some of these assets may have no effect 

on strategy at all, may reduce strategic efficiency or prevent the firm from conceiving valuable 

strategies altogether. Barney (1991) further categorises resources into physical capital resources 

(plant and equipment, geographical location, physical technology), human capital resources 

(training, experience, relationships) and organizational capital resources (planning, reporting and 

coordinating systems). Only such attributes that add to a firm’s efficiency and effectiveness are 

considered resources (Wenerfelt, 1984). The objective of most organizational operations is for a 

firm to remain in business and possibly lead the market. Most firms even if not profit oriented, 

have the objective of remaining a going concern and pursue continuity in the face of competition 

and other harsh economic or market conditions. A firm is described as having competitive 

advantage in the market when it is implementing some form of strategy that is not 

simoultaneously being practiced by any current or future competitors (Barney, 1991). This is 

where the confusion dwells actually because who is to predict accurately what future competitors 

are going to practice and how can a business today determine whether its chosen strategy is not 

going to be practiced by any potential competitors in the same or similar way? An even more 

interesting concept is that of sustained competitive advantage whereby a firm is practicing a 

unique strategy not being implemented by any current or potential competitor and such a 
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strategy’s benefits cannot be duplicated (Barney, McWilliams and Turk, 1989; Baumol, Panzar and 

Willig, 1982). The sustenance here does not refer to some calendar time within which that 

advantage must be maintained as some authors like Jacobsen (1988) claim, but basically the 

ability of that advantage to be duplicated should be near impossible for current and potential 

competitors - to merit the title ‘sustained’ (Barney, 1991). These, Barney (1991) explains, should 

not be advantages that can be easily duplicated away. Usually, the main loss of a true competitive 

advantage occurs through ‘Schumpeterian Shocks’, a term that describes some forms of 

unanticipated economic change that makes what used to be an advantage not valuable to a firm 

anymore (Schumpeter, 1934; Rumelt and Wensley, 1981). This goes to show that what constitutes 

a sustained competitive advantage in one market era may be irrelevant in a different industrial 

setting. (Image Source: Strategic Management Insight) 

The theory further explains how 

conditions of homogeneity and 

perfect mobility of resources do not 

facilitate competitive advantage 

among firms; the reason being that 

the same knowledge and 

information would be available to 

all such firms and they would not be 

able to differentiate themselves in 

value even if for example one firm had the privilege of moving into a location first and had secured 

supplier privileges. Resultantly, all potential competitors will have the ability to enter the industry 

freely (no barriers to entry) because they own the same resources and can perceive the same 

result bearing strategies adopted by currently operating firms in the market. As such, barriers to 

entry and first mover advantages can only be sources of competitive advantage if firms are 

heterogeneous in nature. This being said, the main resource features that make them qualified 

as sources of advantageous and sustainable competition are that such resources should be rare 

(firms should not have the same amounts and kinds of relevant resources), valuable (should 

exploit opportunities and neutralize threats), imperfectly imitable (gained through some 

privileged and subsequently unavailable reason or source) and not easily substitutable. As the 
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traditional SWOT (Strengths, Weaknesses, Opportunities and Threats) analysis model suggests, 

firm attributes which can exploit or neutralize threats need to be identified. After such attributes 

are identified the resource based model discussed here is needed to know which of such 

attributes are sustainable as a competitive advantage.  

The first desirable feature is the rarity of resources. The resource based view purports that a 

valuable resource should be one which the firm in question exploits in a unique way. Basically, 

the strategy adopted by a firm using the said valuable resource should not be simoultaneously 

implemented by other firms because they own the same resources. A good example is 

information, which is a valuable resource when it is not known to everyone. When the resource 

is owned by everyone, then many firms can exploit that resource in the same strategies and no 

competitive advantage can be enjoyed by either firm. Of course common resources are important 

because they can be exploited to create competitive parity and enable business continuity 

(Barney, 1989; McKelvey, 1980). How rare a resource should be to ascertain its ability to create a 

competitive advantage for its owners cannot be easily quantified in numbers but an easy way to 

determine this is the fact that firms that own that particular resource bundle should be less than 

the firms that do not (Hirshleifer, 1980). For instance Porter (1998) argues against the opinion 

that special historic location privileges could be sources of competitive advantage because of the 

development of technological advancements in communication and transportation that have 

made it possible for most resources to be sourced from a distance through global markets and 

corporate networks.   

Competing firms using other resources and strategies to obtain the same results as a firm that 

has a competitive advantage should not be possible for such an advantage to be sustained. 

Valuable resources are described as strategically equivalent when they can each be exploited 

differently to achieve the same results. Valuable and rare resources could also be competed away 

if competing firms develop different strategies that yield similar results as those valuable 

resources produce. Leading firms will only remain competitive if they own resources that enable 

them to strategically innovate and conceive of strategies that other firms cannot since they do 

not have the same attributes. The unique location privileges or historical occurrences will yield 

the resource imitability advantage for a firm, if only competing firms do not have any other 
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attributes that can be exploited separately to implement the same strategies – a situation termed 

as strategic equivalence (Barney, 1991).  

If the unique path a firm has followed through its growth from inception is the key to its successful 

resource exploitation strategy then it becomes difficult for other firms to imitate because that 

path has been walked by that firm alone. Examples include a special organizational culture that 

has emerged from the early stages of the firm’s existence which cannot currently be developed 

by competing firms (Zucker, 1977). Concerning causal ambiguity, it is simply difficult to explain 

why some firms outperform other firms by rationing out their operations, even to the extent that 

the successful firm may not know which of its own strategies is the underlying reason for success. 

In such a case, competing firms will not know which of the leading firm’s resources or strategies 

to imitate because of the numerous explanations for this occurrence. In order for causal 

ambiguity to be a source of sustained competitive advantage all competing firms should not be 

able to determine what the relationship between the resources owned by the excelling firm and 

its competitive advantage is (Lippman and Rumelt, 1982). Imperfect imitability can also be 

maintained if this feature lies within social complexities like special relationships, goodwill and a 

good reputation with suppliers. This makes it difficult for a competitive advantage to be imitated 

even if firms have the same physical or technological resources (Wilkins, 1989).  

For the above mentioned reasons, Barney (1991) perceives that information processing systems 

and formal planning systems do not qualify as sources of sustained competitive advantages since 

they can be easily imitated and are hardly difficult to access on learning databases. Much like 

Porter (1998) describes, competition today has gone beyond the mere battle of which firm has 

the lowest input-costs. Rather competition rests in which firms can make the most productive use 

of such inputs in new resource combinations. This new age of connectivity has made it easy for 

competing firms who may not have location advantages build similar strategies or alliance 

relationships across borders that might produce similar results as firms with geographic ties 

(Peteraf and Shanley, 1997; Gomes-Casseres, 1994); similar to what Barney (1991) describes as 

substitutability of strategy and resources. Subsequently, such competitive advantages become 

unsustainable.  
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Despite the advantages technology has brought and the fact that many location related 

advantages can be substituted by the communication and transportation advantages that 

technology offers, competing firms still cluster for some reasons. Examples include finance on 

Wall Street, technology development in the Silicon Valley and electronics in Japan. A typical 

example of such a cluster of entrepreneurs is demonstrated in the Silicon Valley that stretches 

from San Fransisco to south of San Jose, California. It serves as a home to a cluster of technology 

developers, as well as other professions that provide useful services to these developers including 

lawyers, project designers among others.  

Another example is the carpet producers in Georgia and the television producers of Los Angeles. 

One major understanding from the works of O'Sullivan (2007) is that the presence of firms in one 

industry attracts firms in other industries. For instance the ATM machines of several banks could 

be found at the food court of a shopping mall. Some firms choose to locate close to each other 

because they need to share an intermediate input provided by a particular supplier. For instance 

firms that make high fashion dresses might want to be conveniently located near their choice 

customised button maker (Vermon, 1972). Similarly, in high tech industries, such producers face 

rapid changes in demand for their products which requires rapid response. As explained by 

O’Sullivan (2007) there is an essential element of ‘Facetime’ that is required to facilitate 

interaction between the final product and the supplier of the intermediary input, especially when 

such inputs are not standardized. Again, there is the advantage of sharing common facilities that 

attract firms who would not want to acquire their own facility or capital input into a cluster. Such 

resources could include machinery, a research laboratory or even a labour pool that could be 

tapped into by various firms. According to Alfred Marshall (1916), even though the most logic 

thing to do might seem to be that entrepreneurs should set up their businesses as far apart from 

competition as possible, it so happens that businesses with striking similarities set up their 

physical location, workshops and factories side by side. Cluster theories offer a new way to 

consider the role of location in competition dynamics among firms. 
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Cluster Theory  
‘Clusters are geographic concentrations of interconnected companies and institutions in a 

particular field’ (Porter, 1998, pp. 78). Researchers including Bresnahan, Gambardella, & Saxenian 

(2001), Saxenian (1994), Zucker, Darby, & Armstrong (1998), Miller & Shamsie (1996), May, 

Mason & Pinch (2001) have conducted several studies to investigate the role clusters play in the 

competitive success in industries. Porter (1998) explains that a cluster also extends beyond the 

group of competing firms in a particular field to customers and manufacturers of related products 

who are related to that industry by skill or common inputs. It may also involve the participating 

of government agencies in its operation. The value chain surrounding a particular market segment 

and its associated players create a long list of cluster participants. For example the Italian leather 

fashion cluster spans across shoe and scarf manufacturers, suppliers of leather goods and several 

other machinery component and accessory traders. In a Ghanaian perspective, for example lots 

of hair dressing salons are surrounded by other retail shops that trade in hair products and 

accessories creating a somewhat cluster over time; one that gravitates around hair and beauty. 

Similarly Elsner (2010) acknowledges the vertical and horizontal relationships that connect firms 

in a cluster. This functionality approach creates an avenue for firms that support and enhance the 

same category of trade identify with the group. There are several linkages and synergies among 

participating businesses and this Porter (1998) describes is what defines the boundaries of a 

cluster; commonalities and complementarities. 

Considering Porters definition of the term cluster as ‘a geographically proximate group of 

interconnected companies and associated institutions in a particular field, linked by 

commonalities and complementarities’ (Porter, 1998, p. 199), there has been much discussion in 

the literature about how this definition favors the dictionary explanation of a cluster being a 

‘concentration’, ‘clump’, or ‘bunch’, denoting the gathering of something into a geographic space. 

The differing perspectives on what the meaning of a cluster should be arises from the fact that 

clusters can be defined from two general perspectives. Much of the conceptual confusion 

concerning the spatial delimitation of clusters can be attributed to this fact that clusters can be 

seen as both industrial and spatial phenomena, i.e. either confined to industrial sectors defined 

from a functional (national) perspective (Porter in his 1990 definition), or defined by based 

geographical (regional) boundaries (Porter in his 1998 definition). However according to Asheim, 
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Cooke and Martin (2006), Porter himself explains in his later works that the geographic scope of 

a cluster can range from a single city or state to a country or even a network of neighbouring 

countries implying that borders – shared or unshared – does not necessarily denote networking 

or clustering.  

 

The term ‘cluster’ evolved out of the study of industrial complexes inspired by Perroux 

(1955/1971), that consisted mainly of large corporate entities and associated linking structures. 

This study was also inspired by Schumpeterian assumptions and has been a part of ongoing 

studies revolving around the Ruhr Valley and the Silicon Valley in an attempt to understand the 

economic landscape at the time. Studies keep on emerging and adding on to the literature on the 

role of location in competitive success. Saxenian’s (1994) study for instance compared the success 

of the Silicon Valley to the demise of Cambridge-Boston’s and attributed this apparent failure to 

the absence of social capital in the latter. The resource based view which studies a firm as the 

unit of analysis and Porters Diamond which has the entire industry as the unit of analysis still have 

some lines of intersection. Definitions and conceptualisations tend to become wider when 

researchers studying clusters in very poor countries (e.g., most of Sub-Saharan Africa) are 

contrasted to researchers studying clusters in less poor countries (e.g., Latin America). The reason 

is that clusters become more mature and dynamic (more “Porterian”) and physical infrastructure 

(transport & communication) improves, thus reducing the necessity of locating in close vicinity.  

 
 

Clusters play an important role and serve as primary contributors to the industrialization process 

(Weijland, 1999). The specialization that goes on within clusters goes to show that large 

investments can be broken down into small tasks with reasonable risk levels that demand 

relatively smaller investments. This in turn, allows entrepreneurship to surface and flourish 

(Schmitz, 1997). This emergence of entrepreneurial effort is very popular among developing 

countries as Small and Medium scale enterprises continue to spring up at an alarming rate (Mead 

and Liedholm, 1998). This is attributed to the fact that such small organisations are able to pay 

more attention to the details and identify unused resources and implement them in ways that 

promote efficiency (Schmitz and Nadvi, 1999).  
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Most often than not, clusters are not created but they evolve through important actors and 

relationships. Like other organisms, clusters are born, evolve and ultimately disappear (Neven 

and Droge, 2001). They do not always conform to standard industrial classification systems and 

as such they can go unnoticed if they lie within other more noticeable industry categories that 

overlap. Relationships existent within clusters are both collaborative and competitive as rivals 

compete to attract and maintain customers while at the same time such firms depend on and 

relate with various institutions within the existing hierarchy. Such frequent interactions and 

exchanges result in the development of trust and better coordination leading to efficiency, 

effectiveness and flexibility advantages (Porter, 1998). In effect, it would be flawed to simply 

perceive clusters from a geographical perspective – the associated infrastructure, resource 

endowments and other exogenous factors which may be influenced by the government – whilst 

the existence and progress of the cluster could rather be largely dependent on interactions among 

members ‘in some loosely defined manner without prior planning’ (Tallman, Jenkins, Henry and 

Pinch, 2004).  

In his model, Porter (1990, 1998, 2000) develops a relationship between the above mentioned 

location advantages and the knowledge generated by such local organisations over time. He is of 

the view that such firms that share a common geographical background have privileged 

information that serve as a competitive advantage over other competitors. Similarly, Almaida and 

Kogut (1999), Zucker et al., (1998) and Tallman et al., (2004) share the same opinion from a 

business strategy perspective that some form of rare information exists amidst clusters that 

functions as a valuable attribute. Reed and Defillippi (1990) further explain that such information 

privileges though they serve as a means for firms within the cluster to outperform competitors 

outside the cluster, it also allows for individual firms within the cluster to achieve different levels 

of sustained performance.  As such the relevant information needed for the success of such firms 

is based on knowledge stocks that are held at firm level and cluster level and certain mechanisms 

must exist that limit the dissemination of such information.  

The development of industrial clusters and such localized concentrations are no recent 

development. It was a common phenomenon in the nineteenth century in Europe, United States 

and other places. But as time went along a new pattern of production besides clusters became 

the main driver of economic growth; Post-Fordism (Piore and Sabel, 1984). Fordism was all about 
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mass production and mass consumptions during the industrialization of the Western world. The 

primary goal of most assembly lines in this era was the division of labour and this mass production 

led to the creation of affordable products which workers could afford because they were paid 

somewhat high wages. New innovative strategies were introduced by Henry Ford to reduce the 

assembly time for each car; reduced pricing was the resulting effect which also led to increase in 

demand. The response to this demand was to adjust mass production techniques to meet demand 

as soon as possible. As such, Post Fordism came about in response to some of the limitations that 

were identified during mass production. A typical example being production inflexibility where 

consumers could not have some of their preferences, like color of vehicle, provided. This led to 

the situation in which consumers demanded customization and producers in turn stopped 

viewing them as a mass market but as different groups making production less homogenous and 

standardized. This transition is what characterized the industrial localization era which has further 

developed into times where location and proximity for business performance largely have lost 

their relevance to technology (O’Brien, 1992; Gray, 1998; Piore and Sabel, 1984). 

The interesting contrast in recent studies shows that competitive advantages in an economy are 

highly localized because of these sophisticated customers and the specialized skills needed to 

serve them. More contradictorily, other recent research also argues that global integration does 

not take away the benefits of localization, but rather reduces transport and communication costs 

that allow firms to agglomerate with other similar firms to increase their innovation and growth 

as they rely on local external economies of scale (Krugman, 1991; Fujita, Krugman & Venables, 

1999; Brackman, Garretsen and Marrewijk, 2001).  There have been discussions about localization 

of innovative production in the works of Brown and Duguid (2002) about the Silicon Valley and 

why many tech developers are physically present there, investigations into learning regions and 

regional innovation systems by Asheim and Gertler (2005) as well as studies into the rise of new 

industrial spaces in California and local production systems by Scott (1988) and Crouch, Le Gales, 

Toglia, & Voelzkow, (2001). As to the reasons why enterprises decide to operate in this manner 

of proximity several researches have yielded different answers. For instance Schmitz (1995) 

identified and analysed collective efficiency as a major benefit. He explained that through the 

sharing of resources, information, technical expertise and knowhow, firms belonging to a cluster 

could substantially reduce transaction costs. Of course this would depend on what kind of a 
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cluster it is, the degree of rivalry among firms and if the traders present are even willing to share 

resources anyway. 

  

Among academic research about localization, one of the most appreciated works is that of Porter 

(1990) who provides a new way to think about economies and their development as a key policy 

tool. As at the time of Michael Porter’s research studies at the Harvard Business School, there 

were already existing Neo-Marshallian Italian research in the works by Piore and Sabel (1984) 

concerning the shift from mass production to flexible specialization in Italian SME industrial 

districts. The core idea behind this framework was that such specialized firms outperformed mass 

producers especially in times of crises. The flexible specialization paradigm characterized by 

product characteristics (instead of price), market segmentation, economies of scope through 

adaptive machinery, broader participation by multi-skilled employees in the production process, 

product innovations, quickly following the consumers, promoted innovation and organic 

relationships among firms. This gave some degree of legitimacy to Porters work.  

(Porters Diamond Picture Source: wikireedia.net)  

In his earlier work, Porter 

argued that in order for the 

export firms within a nation to 

experience (competitive) 

success it would depend on a 

favourable national 

‘competitive diamond’ 

consisting of four sets of 

factors: firm strategy, structure 

and rivalry; factor input 

(supply) conditions; demand conditions; and related and supporting industries. Two other 

influencing factors “Chance” and the “government” also play a role in the competitive dynamics 

but are not determinants themselves. These six factors interact to create a system that differs 

from location to location, and this explains why some firms (or industries) succeed in a particular 

location and not others. Not all six factors need to be optimal for firms or industries to be 
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successful. Rather, he identifies that these factors largely determine the intensity of competition 

and the profit making ability of competing firms in an industry. This goes to say that these factors 

are also the key threats to profit making that firms need to master in order to succeed. The source 

of profit is not found in the firm necessarily but in the interaction of these forces (Schoemaker, 

1990). The more developed and intense the interactions between these four sets of factors, the 

greater will be the productivity (‘competitiveness’) of the firms concerned (Porter, 1990). He 

further argues that the intensity of interaction within the ‘competitive diamond’ becomes even 

greater if participating firms are also geographically localized or ‘clustered’. This is the key theme 

of the popular Porters Diamond and has formed the basis of many studies and cluster literature.  

Porters Diamond theory explains how each of the above mentioned four core determinants is 

influenced by the other three determinants. Key firm attributes that contribute towards firm 

productivity are relevant to the firm but cannot be pursued in isolation as the reliance on only 

one factor cannot be a sustainable source of competitive advantage over time. According to 

Adeboye (1996) dependence on cheap factors, like labour for example, is the low road to 

competitiveness. Ironically most firms do rely largely on this path to efficiency but as Porter (1990) 

points out, such abundant factors though they may be the most travelled road to competitiveness 

by most firms often lead to inefficient deployment.     

  

 

 

Explaining the components of the model 
Porters Diamond model was published in his book ‘The Competitive Advantage of Nations’. It is a 

model that helps one to understand how a nation becomes a home to successful internationally 

competitive businesses in a particular industry and why other nations do not. Porter (1990) is of 

the view that earlier theories by David Ricardo and Adam Smith are insufficient to explain 

competitiveness in nations of today. Competition is most often looked at narrowly by firms 

because when they think about competition the immediately refer to the next business producing 

similar products. But Porter’s Diamond creates the awareness that competition goes way beyond 

this to customers since they have bargaining power, suppliers, new entrants that are striving for 

a share of the market and so on. So the implications of these key components in the industry help 
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a firm to develop strategy to avoid the identified constraints. He proposes the four determinants 

listed in the previous section and perceives them to be the indicators that mark the playing field 

for the industries within a nation. These determinants are hereby explained;    

Factor conditions; The factors that are most relevant to competitive advantage in industries in 

advanced economies are not inherited but are created in those nations. There are different types 

of factors and it is important to distinguish between them in order to understand their role in 

competitive advantage. Porter (1990) distinguishes between advanced factors – which include 

skilled labor, knowledge, capital and infrastructure – and basic factors like raw materials and 

unskilled labor which can be acquired by any other organisation and as such do not generate any 

competitive advantage. These basic factors lack the rarity that the Resource Based View identifies 

to be a necessary condition to achieve a competitive advantage. Porter (1990) also highlights 

specialized factors that include resources that are only relevant to a particular field or have a 

limited range of applicability - say applicable to a single industry. The German automobile industry 

for instance has had the privilege of specialized labor factors like its highly skilled workers trained 

in specialized apprenticeship programs. 

The next determinant in the model is the demand conditions; A nation will gain competitive 

advantage if the demand within that nation from consumers gives local firms a clear picture of 

customer needs that foreign competitors may not be able to perceive. If consumers are 

sophisticated, they will in turn demand sophisticated goods and in an attempt to meet demand, 

local firms will soon specialise in producing such sophisticated goods should demand for them 

continue. Though the size of the market being served is relevant in a firm achieving competitive 

advantage, the degree of demand intensity and sophistication also plays a big role in determining 

what is produced. In the event of early market saturation, home firms are forced to continue 

innovating and searching for foreign markets to buy into their products. For instance the fashion 

industries in Paris or Italy, or the home electronics industry in Japan that are characterized by 

short product life cycles. Customers here are quite homogenous, status conscious and demand 

sophistication. This gives the local firms a competitive advantage over foreign rivals because they 

are privy to such market/consumer demand preferences. 
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Also, there is the related and supporting industries determinant in the competitive diamond 

Porter developed. The presence of international supplier industries in a nation creates advantages 

in downstream industries. Such are able to receive preferential access to cost effective inputs. 

The benefits of home base suppliers is also evident in the process of innovation and upgrading 

where local firms get access to preferential supplier innovations. Competitive industries that are 

related lead to the creation of other competitive industries through their interactions and 

operations. Related industries are those that firms can coordinate with or share activities with in 

the value chain when competing. 

Finally there is the determinant called firm strategy, structure and rivalry which is concerned with 

how the many aspects of a nation can affect a firm. There’s no one size fits all description here 

however, because of the social norms or individualistic and group attitudes and other unique 

national conditions that affect firm operations. Firms experience and react to such national 

conditions differently and this may vary according to the motivations of management and 

employees. For instance, rivalry between firms may force local competitors to constantly improve 

efficiency, better quality and probably make expansions into international markets in order to 

grow; as they compete based on different attributes to meet different segments of the consumer 

market.      

The two other factors - chance and government conditions - that form a part of the diamond also 

influence how the other four determinants interact. In the case of government policy, 

government decisions may either upgrade or create some resources or sometimes undermine 

them. For instance, education and training are greatly influenced by government decisions and 

this in turn may affect firm operations as they remain decisive in national competitive advantage. 

Also there’s the ability of the government to influence demand. For instance the government may 

provide demand for some locally made producers by placing an embargo on that product’s 

substitutes or by providing incentives for that local product’s production. For instance the 

Nigerian government went into a public private partnership with local milk producers by assisting 

them with the best practice technologies in milk production transport and other logistics to 

increase profits of local farmers (Sotunde, 2012). Also another example of an early demand for 

newly advanced sophisticated locally developed products is the Danish government’s 

procurement of hearing aids for those who needed them leading to the growth of firms in this 
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industry. Thus, governments support local industries and nurture clusters to enable them 

compete with larger corporate rivals. Sustaining competitive advantage requires that a nation’s 

firms take a global approach to strategy. Government policies should not impede the smooth flow 

of foreign currencies that are needed for trade or the importation of skills, or foreign investment. 

However, most often, a strong local competitor hardly becomes a firm with an international 

competitive advantage. Chance events are outside the influence of firms and even the 

government. Examples include major shifts in foreign demand or sudden discovered innovations 

and inventions. They play a relevant role in shifting competitive advantage. 

According to Porter, industry analysis and looking at the competitive environment is the starting 

point of any strategy formulation process. Knowing what the industry looks like and who or what 

the drivers of competition are is the key to developing useful strategies. Figuring out what exactly 

the industry is and drawing the boundaries creates a focus within which the business operates. It 

is not always easy to define an industry and its structure. The use of the model is not only to 

identify the competitive determinants in the industry, but to discover how the industry under 

consideration is changing; it provides the tools useful to identify industry dynamics. Organisations 

are able to determine useful stuff like how they hope to transform the industry. The diamond 

described is considered as a system. Home demand influences the kind of factors created. For 

instance because of the prestigious perception of the luxury high power automobile 

manufacturing industry in Germany, job seekers strive to acquire specialised skills relevant to this 

industry in order to penetrate it. There is also a strong competitive rivalry among car brands that 

strive to constantly develop and launch more innovative products. Related and supporting 

industries include the iron and steel industry, banks for capital, component suppliers and the role 

of the German government in supporting scientific research which cannot be overlooked. 

Sizeable demand is necessary according to Porter to attain a competitive advantage. But there 

are industries that have flourished because of demand from foreign consumers, like Nestle. Also 

there are arguments surrounding his assertion that the availability of natural resources are not a 

sufficient condition to attain a competitive advantage though studies in Canada have proven 

otherwise.  Porter explains that there are many factors to consider when developing strategy for 

a firm, suppliers are looking for a better deal, customers and even the firm, but the diamond 

framework is a method a business can use to step back and access operations from a broader 
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perspective. To him strategy should not be a secretive piece of information available to only top 

management and owners in a business for the fear that competitors will gain access to vital 

information. On the other hand, employees, channels, suppliers must all know the strategy. This 

he explains is because if competitors know what a business stands for, and what its committed to 

then they might avoid going into a ‘price-war’ with the market leader but basically look for 

another market segment to serve. 

As clusters continue to become more and more saturated, some firms move on to serving foreign 

markets relying on their locally acquired expertise and experience from the trade (Cawthorne, 

1995). Mostly, the predominant story line is the inverse version where foreign businesses extend 

their services and products to Africa as the foreign market becomes more and more saturated. 

Probably unfavorable terms of trade and barriers to entering the international market or the 

absence of institutional backing have made the former highly difficult to achieve (Uzor, 2004). 

The main issues of interest from the above explained theories on resources and competitive 

advantage are the nature and features of resources (Value, rarity, imperfect imitability, and 

substitutability), the factors that characterize competitiveness in an industry and how these 

contribute to trading at Abossey Okai if these factors are present at all.  
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3. Methodology 
This section on methodology seeks to explain how I planned to access information to answer my 

research questions and created an understanding on why businesses cluster. According to 

Nachmias and Nachmias (1996), research methodology is a system of explicit rules and 

procedures upon which research is based and against which claims for knowledge are evaluated. 

I visited Ghana for six weeks between late January and March, 2016. I explored the Abossey Okai 

cluster in its natural setting and the human behaviours evident among the traders. I have 

gathered their stories and will retell these using non-numeric data. In essence this section outlines 

the design of the study, the kind of data collected, how it was collected and analysed and how I 

ensured that the quality of this paper remains top notch.  

The informal and trade sector in Ghana is booming with several SME’s springing up in both 

authorized and unauthorized locations. The issue of concern is why businesses that trade in the 

same merchandise and seek after the same or similar target markets operate from the same 

physical location as can be seen in the case of the Abossey Okai cluster of spare auto parts traders. 

This study seeks to explain why such a cluster comprising of sprayers, vulganisers, auto 

electricians, welders among others who attained their skills mainly through apprenticeship do not 

leave the cluster after their training but stay there to continue their trades in the face of 

competition and other factors.  

With reference to Tallman, Jenkins, Henry and Pinch’s (2004) perspective on the role of 

knowledge dissemination in the sustenance of clusters and Porter’s (1998) perspective on the 

interaction of demand conditions, firm strategies, structure and rivalry as well as factor inputs 

and supporting industries, the following research questions were developed to aid in the 

investigation.  

1. Why do competing firms cluster? 

a. How was the Abossey Okai cluster formed? 

2. What are the advantages to firms in the cluster? 

a. How do these advantages sustain the cluster? 

3. How do firms survive in the face of competition? 
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4. Why do some business men (in the same trade) set up in other areas outside the cluster? 

 

Research Design 
Saunders (2007) defines research design as the actual techniques or steps taken to collect 

relevant data to answer the research questions- that is the actual activities the researchers 

employ to collect relevant data for the study. It ensures that the researcher gathers the 

appropriate information to analyse the research area and solve the research problem. Colins 

(2007) found these three research designs to be either explanatory, exploratory or descriptive. 

This study could be described as an exploratory research because I have read existing ideas about 

clustering in places like the Silicon Valley but my interest in conducting a case study is to 

determine if what goes on at the Abossey Okai cluster could be explained by a currently existing 

theory like Porter’s Diamond. Even though this case is largely descriptive, it is exploratory in the 

sense that there are no current studies on clustering and competitive dynamics that focus on this 

particular cluster of traders.  

This is a qualitative study with its basic underlying philosophical paradigm being social 

constructionism. Among other paradigms social constructionism falls under the broad philosophy 

called Interpretevism. In summary these ideologies (allowing research to be respondent led 

through their story telling and looking at situation though their experiences) are all focused on 

the nature of experiences people encounter and the resulting meanings. Thus, researchers in this 

study field believe that people are responsible for creating, constructing and understanding the 

world around them (Williamson, 2002). In the same way, social constructivism deduces that 

knowledge is formed based on interactions between an individual and the society; as Williamson 

(2002) describes, this is a naturalistic approach. This research could be described as a case study 

that made use of ethnographic techniques as the researcher immersed herself into the natural 

setting where the cluster operates and conducted some interviews to gather information on the 

systems and processes evident among members.   
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How I used the social constructivism concept and how ethnography fits into it 
The ontological assumption in this social constructivism paradigm is that there are multiple 

realities and each reality is subjective. Participants may have different explanations for 

experiences occurring within the cluster based on their backgrounds; as Kelly (1955) explains in 

the case of personal construct theory. Though they may pass though the same issue, they have 

different perspective or biases on the same occurrence. I and participants developed varying 

realities as we discussed such experiences. Epistemologically, I was determined not to influence 

the nature of knowledge developed as participants shared experiences. For instance in my first 

interview, I had the privilege of having a one hour dialogue with interviewee (for the purpose of 

this thesis referred to as Mr X), who happened to have a Masters in International relations from 

the University of Ghana and was also a trader within the cluster. I immediately identified with Mr 

X as a fellow researcher and the fact that I had my bachelor’s degree from the same university he 

attended. This could have influenced the way I got information from him in some way. I could 

really relate with him on a research level and tried to avoid the mistake of not probing further 

into most of his responses though he was a learned man. We cocreated and coconstructed 

realities as we interacted. In spite of this, I still acknowledge that my own preconceived biases 

towards or against the nature of business at Abossey Okai could have in some way affected the 

authenticity of data collected. As Charmas (2003, p.273) explains, ‘constructivist grounded theory 

is not “objectivist.” It ‘recognises that the viewer creates the data and ensuing analysis through 

interaction with the viewed” and therefore the data do not provide a window on an objective 

reality’. 

Of course the values and beliefs of participants are very important for the axiological stance of 

the social constructivism paradigm chosen, especially in knowing how these values may influence 

their interpretation of the goings on in the cluster. I collected information about the values and 

backgrounds of each participant but Mr Nkrumah was the only participant that shared a similar 

level of education with me and as such I had to take a critical look at the observations I made from 

him to ensure I had not overlooked any details.  

Interestingly, Ghana, the focus country of this study is my motherland and I have schooled there 

all my life till I had to leave for Denmark for my Master’s study, it was one of my ‘struggles’ during 

the study to put my preconceived perceptions about everything I knew aside including culture, 
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business and behavior in order to take up an inductive approach toward this qualitative study. 

The grounded theory approach I adopted proposes that grounded theories are constructed and 

not discovered; constructed by the many factors that interact – in this case during trade, during 

the interviews and even down to the data analysis level. 

 

Why a qualitative methodology? 
The aim of this research in taking up a grounded theory perspective was to generate a new idea 

based on the data collected from traders at Abossey Okai and then to present this information 

and the underlying processes observed as Glover (2005) describes. This method was chosen 

especially because of the investigative and exploratory nature of the research questions asked 

which took on the form ‘what, why and how’.  Qualitative research methods study the meaning 

of people’s lives, under real life circumstances. Basically studying the cluster of traders and the 

systems of survival amidst competition through the lens of traders experiences because it is their 

everyday lifestyle. This is the subjective way in which they perceive their own social environment 

from which I aimed at obtaining insight into their view of their own world. In spite of the role of 

subjectivity, qualitative research is still largely guided by methodological principles for data 

collection, analysis and interpretation and formulation of theories (www.oxfordjournals.org). 

The research design is iterative even though it follows a process of reviewing literature, 

developing an interview guide, collecting data and analyzing it to understand results… these 

procedures are interrelated and not mutually exclusive. I repeatedly checked whether data 

collected had anything to do with the theory in focus, and the interview questions were 

formulated based on insights from the chapter on theory. Since meaning, relationships and 

interactions, behaviours and actions largely contribute to the grounded theory approach and 

social constructivism philosophical approach adopted, this approach complements the research 

objectives and questions well as it provides insights into how traders at Abossey Okai conduct 

business within the cluster (Ezzy, 2002). Interview questions were formulated with reference to 

the main theories for this study; the resource based view and porters diamond; especially 

dwelling on issues such as unique location advantages, valuable and imperfectly imitable 

resources and advantages. The ethnographic research method adopted here is most often 

http://www.oxfordjournals.org/
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associated with participant observation as the individual researcher engages in social interactions 

with participants in an attempt to understand them (Ezzy, 2002). The participant observation puts 

together several other research techniques including interviewing, focus groups, observations 

and questionnaires but there is no hard and fast rule as to which of these should be included or 

not. This largely depends on the research constraints like time and money. This study dwelt mainly 

on interviews and observations since most of the traders did not have the time to fill out survey 

questions or meet as a group for a group interview. 

 

Data collection procedure, population and sampling 
Before every interview conducted, it was explained to each participant why a voice recorder was 

needed and permission sought. Unfortunately not all were comfortable with this and in such cases 

extensive notes had to be taken in detail to make up for the absence of the voice recorder. I was 

the main steering force of the conversations held with traders, in that I had the responsibility of 

making sure that discussions remained within the research’s relevance. In the case of two 

participants some words in the interview questions had to be translated to the Ghanaian local 

dialect ‘Twi’ because I realised that the participants did not understand the questions when they 

were asked in English. Most interviews simply aimed at gaining insights into the survival of 

businesses within the cluster amidst tight competition. Though specific interview questions were 

formulated before the interactions took place, I was flexible enough to make changes as and when 

necessary as the conversation progressed or took an interesting angle 

Both primary and secondary data were used for this study. Primary data was collected from 

traders within the cluster as I observed and conducted interviews. Internet sources and news 

items served as sources of secondary data to supplement what was discovered on the field. This 

was because most of the traders I interviewed were referrals from friends and family; a 

purposeful sampling technique. Generally these were members of the population from which I 

could learn a great deal about issues of central importance to the purpose of this research; thus 

the term purposeful sampling (Patton, 1990, p. 169). There was the risk that such traders may not 

provide the most transparent responses because of their relationship with the one who gave me 

the referral. Thus it became inherent that I found other secondary sources of data to complement 
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the primary observation and interview data. I had to rely on referrals because, considering the 

male dominated nature, busy and fast pace moving features of the market, randomly walking into 

the cluster to observe and interview traders would have proved futile. This would also have 

required a longer period of time to obtain saturated information which I did not have since the 

fieldwork period was only allocated a six week window. The main population under study was the 

approximate 30000 traders that make up the Abossey Okai cluster but for the purpose of this 

study only ten traders were interviewed considering the time constraints of the study and the 

difficulty in connecting with traders who were willing to contribute to the research. Studying 

every member of the population is generally cost-prohibitive and may confound the study due to 

measurement errors (Wimmer and Dominic, 2003). 

Information collected from participants   included; number of years of trading in the cluster, the 

size of store, number of employees, language/ethnicity and expectations to leave the cluster in 

the foreseeable future. In order to get such information from participants I always introduced 

myself and told them a little bit about my research in order to ease things up and create a level 

of trust by opening up to them. Most participants had similar backgrounds and I observed that it 

did not take more than six interviews until I came to a point where no more new information was 

being gathered from asking the chosen focus questions. Most interviews lasted thirty minutes 

with the exception of one which lasted an hour and a half. 

A research population refers to the collection of all the possible elements of interest. It is inherent 

that the population of every scientific research be conveniently identified. Abossey Okai was the 

chosen area of study because I noticed that gathering information in the informal business sector 

was relatively easier than the formal sector in Ghana. I made this observation during my 

undergraduate studies when I had to conduct a research about rural banks in Ghana. From my 

experience most formal businesses are characterized by several bureaucracies and obtaining 

information form participants in such a study can be near impossible and more time consuming. 

Also there has been a study on a similar group of autopart and mechanic business men in Ghana 

but in a different region; the Ashanti region. I thought it would be interesting to know what 

happened in this perspective considering that Accra where the focus study was conducted is the 

nation’s capital.  
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The following were the main questions that served as a guide for interviews and conversations 

about the nature of business and competition. 

How old is the Abossey Okai cluster? How was it formed? Who first settled and how did it grow? 

What were the reasons for initially starting the cluster in this particular location? 

What kind of trading activities are the companies engaged in?  

Is there any other industry that the Abossey okai cluster is affiliated to besides the machinery 

and spare parts? 

What skill sets do members have? 

 

Are traders categorized in any way? If yes, on what basis? (functionality? Merchandise?) 

How does one join the cluster? Any examples of firms who relocated into or out of the cluster? 

Why? 

What commonalities do firms in the cluster share? Any other shared resources? 

What benefits do companies in the cluster have? 

What are the relationships with companies that are local outside of the cluster? How are these 

different from those with companies in the cluster? 

How did the cluster survive after the fire outbreak that occurred some years ago? 

Do businesses perceive each other as competitors, partners or both? 

How open are the members at Abossey Okai to sharing trade information with traders outside 

the cluster? 

 

What kinds of apprenticeship can be undertaken at Abossey Okai? 

How long does it take to learn the trade as an apprentice? 
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What happens after apprentices complete their training? Do they stay or move elsewhere? 

 

Can any company just come and locate in the cluster or are there rules or barriers stopping this? 

Do any formal clubs or associations exist? If so what are they? 

What kind of activities or social interactions do members have? 

 

Why do customers come to the cluster? Mostly to visit one individual trader or to check out 

multiple traders? 

Does knowledge flow freely among all firms?  Are there any hierarchies? 

Do firms know how other firms perform financially within the cluster? Does this breed any 

rivalry?   

Do members think that business can go on as usual if their shops were located elsewhere? 

How much of these success can be attributed to membership in the cluster and how much to 

individual effort? (causal ambiguity and imperfect imitability) 

Does it take time for new companies in the cluster to start receiving the benefits of being there  

 

How do firms source their supplies? As a group or otherwise? 

Are there any organized joint import strategies for members? 

Besides taxes, does the government interfere in the clusters activities or contribute in any way? 

(government policies?) 
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List of interviewees and their profiles 

Participant Ethnicity Shop size No of 
years in 
trade 

Expecta-
tion to 
leave 

Trade Specialty 

Mr X 
Participant 
1 

Northerner Relatively 
small (less than 
10*10) 

15 None Auto parts 
(car lights, 
interior engine 
small parts) 

Mr Blackeye Akan Medium sized 
(less than 
12*15) 

12 None Auto parts 
(car lights, 
interior engine 
small parts) 

Ms Vera Akan Large (less 
than 15*15) 

20 None Travel and Tours 
Mobile money 
and bank agent 

Participant 
4 

Akan Small 7 None A mixture of 
second hand 
parts 

Participant 
5 

Ga Large 2 None Brand new 
engine fixtures 

Participant 
6 

Akan Small 14 None Car tyres 

Participant 
7 

Akan Small 8 None Car tyres 

Participant 
8 

Akan Small 12 None A mixture of 
scraps 

Participant 
9 

Ga Medium 5 None Second hand 
goods 

Participant 
10 

Akan Medium 9 None Auto parts 
(car lights, 
interior engine 
small parts) 

Results from interviews and observations are available in the Appendix 

The following steps as identified by Williamson (2006) were adopted for the purpose of the 

analysis of data gathered; 

1. Transcribe the data so that you have it in printed form. 

2. Read through the data, making notes or memos about key points. 
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3. Categorize or label passages of data according to content so that identically labelled or 

categorized data can be retrieved as needed. Categories are made up of a short title, a definition 

if needed, and the data that relate to the category. Initially categories are usually broad and are 

subdivided to be more precise as the analysis progresses. 

4. Conceptually organize the categories. This should start early in the process and continue 

throughout. It means thinking about the similarities, differences, and relationships among the 

categories, preferably representing this pictorially as recommended by Miles and Huberman 

(1994). 

5. Develop themes in preparation for the writing up of the research findings. 

 

Admittantly, I had a very small sample size as compared to the huge population size and to some 

critics this might be a misrepresentation of the real goings on in the cluster. However as 

Williamson (2006) explains, randomly selecting a large sample size does not necessarily mean that 

all the participants belonging to that sample will actually participate. In effect though my sample 

was relatively small, it was one in which all the traders contributed to the research. Also grouping 

the responses of these ten participants into categories may not necessarily be forthcoming 

because their views generally did not easily fall into any such categories. However, the positive 

side of this situation is the fact that the ‘not-so-straightforward’ or categorisable responses of 

participants and their way of thinking about things provides a chance for the complexities of the 

real world to emerge out of this study since the initial ontological assumption is that there would 

indeed be multiple realities.  
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4. The Case Description  
This case study is written up with reference to ten interviews conducted at Abossey Okai, some 

observations during visits to the cluster as well as secondary data gathered from internet sources. 

The case written may apply to some other traders besides those interviewed but generally it is a 

representation of the perspectives of participants. The researcher in using the words ‘traders’, 

‘they’ and other collective descriptions refers to the participants of the study and any other 

groups of people that participants may have referred to. This is not an all-inclusive case study but 

a snippet of what could be the competitive world of traders at Abossey Okai. The case takes on 

an auto ethnographic perspective using self-reflection to explore the researcher’s personal 

experience and observations. 

A walk through Abossey Okai…  
(Picture Insert Source: 3news.com)  

Abossey Okai, popularly known 

as the “Metal City” is about the 

size of two standard football 

fields and home to over fifteen 

thousand shops. Each shop has 

between one and two employees 

and shops vary in size form well 

stocked and roofed shops to table top roadside along-the-pavement shops. In effect, Abossey 

Okai could be concluded to contain not less than thirty thousand spare parts traders (Graphic 

Online, 2013). The cluster derives its name from the early settlers in the vicinity who named it 

‘Abossey Okai’ after one of the pioneer inhabitants’ in the suburb. The trade has been ongoing 

for over thirty years and mainly traders deal in spare automobile parts for ‘light vehicles’ like salon 

cars, minibuses, 207’s, SUV’s, etc (Interview 7).  

The major activity is the sale of spare parts but other services can also be seen ongoing including 

financial services, car servicing, travel and tour services and even food catering. Abossey Okai has 

become a home to the spare parts business along with several other related industries. As such 
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besides the fifteen thousand auto parts shops there are also banks, mobile money agents and 

other businesses present. 

Autmobile related trades Other indirectly related activities 

Spare parts retailers Restaurants    

Welders Food hawkers (carrying food on head 
trays) 

Scrap sellers along the pavement Banks 

Care tyre shops Travel and Tour agent 

Second hand engine shops Mobile Money agents 

Warehouses Telephone service providers 

Freelance mechanics   

 

On one of my visits to the cluster, I met with one trader who operated a travel and tour agency, 

was a mobile money agent and also worked as an agent to two financial institutions. Many traders 

within the cluster preferred to bank with her because they could avoid long queues typical of the 

regular banking halls. She also depended on referrals from the traders for her travel and tour 

business as well as the mobile money service (Interview 3). Mainly the automobile spare parts 

trading business takes precedence over other businesses in the cluster and little mechanical 

servicing is offered. Most traders have limited car servicing skills though majority of car parts can 

be installed at Abossey Okai by freelance mechanics who usually have no shops there. Many 

apprentices who have trained as mechanics but have not been able to set up shops loiter around 

the spare parts market to render services to car owners that purchase their wares. The vicinity is 

also home to families and homes that settled there way before it developed into a spare parts 

hub. Some residents have sold out their homes to shop owners, banks and other institutions 

related to the trade that simply cannot find a space to set up. 

 

Cluster Structure 
There is no structured categorisation of shops but the most obvious grouping is that of brand new 

and used parts shops. Traders of car tyres could also be seen mainly concentrated towards one 

end of the market (Interview 8). There is also a main street within the cluster where most banks 

have opened branches; more like their own micro-cluster within the cluster. Abossey Okai has 

become a household name in Ghana. It is well known as the centre for car parts, though there are 
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other smaller spare parts markets in Accra like the one at Kokompe. My first visit to Abossey Okai 

during my fieldwork was to meet a participant who I had booked a short appointment with at his 

shop. Upon my arrival, I was greeted by a great wave of heat and several men offloading car tyres 

and mostly what seemed like junk form a huge truck. The moment I arrived I was greeted by 

shouts like ‘Madam, come over, we will sort you out’, ‘Don’t go in there to be cheated’ and similar 

remarks. These were the roadside traders, but the participant I was going to see owned a shop 

within the cluster so I had to make my way through to his place. Indeed it was a man’s world.  

There were several small alleys, stalls and table tops all crowded together and a lot of anxious 

looking customers who needed solutions for their vehicles. ‘The thing is Ghanaians like second 

hand vehicles because they cannot afford brand new. And as long as they continue to use second 

hand, we will always be in business’ (Interview 5). In a documentary I discovered on YouTube 

titled ‘Scraps or spare parts; The untold stories of Abossey Okai’ Rabiu Alhassan a reporter, 

explains how some way side traders pick up scrap metals from rubbish dumps and mechanic 

shops and bring them into the cluster to be repaired and sold again to innocent and unsuspecting 

customers. Usually the scrap dealers hang around the entrance of the market and try to entice 

customers with their extremely low prices (Alhassan, 2016). 

 

How traders start up at Abossey Okai 
All ten interviewees started out as apprentices at Abossey Okai, learning the trade from other 

shop owners who had established themselves in the trade before their arrival. The most 

interesting account was from Mr X. The first participant I met, for the purpose of this study 

referred to as Mr X, had been in the trade for about fifteen years. He started out at Abossey Okai 

because after his Bachelor’s degree he could not find any immediate employment. ‘The 

unemployment situation in Ghana has been terrible even from the time I graduated’, he lamented 

(Interview 1). The good news was that he had some saved up capital from some student voluntary 

jobs he had taken up while schooling and some saved up pocket money. He had a friend from 

University whose parents had been in the trade for many years so when he realised that there 

was little hope for him finding a regular white-collared job after about six months of graduation 

he decided to go to the cluster to assist his friend and his parents with the trade and this was how 
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he learnt the secrets of the trade and ended up opening his own shop in a matter of a year and a 

few months. Opening his shop was a means to an end, it was never his dream to be a trader at 

Abossey Okai. I couldn’t have done it without Kojo, infact I would have failed. I have seen several 

shops open and close because they could not keep up. Even I do not know all the secrets, Kojo 

(Mr X’s friend) now owns one of the biggest warehouses here. ‘He complemented his father’s 

trade secrets with his academic knowledge and they are making it big now’ (Interview 1, 3).  

He explained that the building that housed his shop and twenty other shops belonged to one 

trader who had left the cluster to go into the hospitality industry and had left his shop in the hands 

of his son; as was the habit of most traders who sold until a ripe age and handed over their 

businesses to trusted family members. The only incidences he could recall of traders exiting the 

cluster were the cases of an old friend of his who left because of old age and the fact that he did 

not have the physical strength to continue selling there and the other cases of bankruptcy of 

freshly relocated shop owners who had not properly learnt to manage the trade. ‘Mostly people 

rather relocate into the cluster and not the other way round’ (Interview 6).  He chose to remain 

at Abossey Okai because ‘everyone who wants to buy spare parts comes there; there are spare 

parts shops in Tema but mechanics still come all the way from Tema to buy from Abossey Okai’ 

(Interview 1).  However he explained that trading was not all rosy at the market and there have 

been very tough times since he started trading over ten years ago. 

 

Participant 2 – What is your greatest source of income? (Interview 2) 

Just like the fifth interviewee explained, Ghanaians have a taste for second hand cars. 

‘Unfortunately for the state and fortunately for me, this is a good source of income’. Most drivers 

who provide public transport services, buy very old cars for this business because they do not 

have the resources for a brand new van. Most of these rickety vehicles he explained need 

frequent servicing and replacement of parts because they are already ‘scrap’ by the time they get 

here; either overused or accident vehicles imported from other countries. The commercial vehicle 

which is the main form of transport provides about sixty percent of total passenger movement 

and is also friendly on the pocket (Appiah, 2014). The benefit to me is that I am the solution for 
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drivers who wish to transform these minibuses into passenger transport vehicles. ‘From extra 

seats, to door adjustments, I am the go to man’. 

 

Recounting the struggles of the trade 
As mentioned in most of the conversations with participants, one of the main issues of contention 

and debate for traders at Abossey Okai has been the many levies and taxes they have to pay 

during the importation of their merchandise. There were times in the year 2014 when the once 

vibrant Abossey Okai market had become near inactive because of the high import duties and 

weakening Ghanaian currency (what was the rate) compared to the US dollar and other foreign 

currencies of international trade. At the time this was happening I was still a Bachelor’s degree 

student at the University of Ghana and I remember how vividly my lecturer at the time was 

encouraging us (my course mates and I) to buy US Dollars because each day before we woke up 

the dollar was worth many more cedis than for what it was purchased. Of course the government 

was against this and eventually put in some restrictions on the purchase of US Dollars, but the 

Ghana Revenue Authority was still allowed to Index import duties in US Dollars which was very 

bad for traders who had to sacrifice many more Ghana cedis to clear their merchandise from the 

ports. 

The hustle and bustle that characterized a typical market day, the noisy delivery trucks and voices 

that filled the street could barely be heard or seen and business became highly unprofitable. 

Instead there was free flow of human and vehicle traffic and a lot of idling around. These were 

extremely hard times that led some businessmen to close their shops because sales were not 

made all month with turnover falling by more than sixty percent. In fact, traders were forced to 

increase the prices of the wares just to make a little more income to use as transportation to and 

from the market (Acheampong, 2014). This was the case because the spare parts wholesalers who 

used to often travel (to other countries for stocks) or order merchandise in bulk were not able to 

do so leading to a resulting increase in the prices of the few goods that were still available for 

sale. The cost of clearing 20-feet and 40-feeter containers had doubled in addition to the income 

taxes traders already had to pay. And even though most shops were virtually empty, rent bills still 

had to be paid at the end of the month to keep the shop space. Practically all traders in Ghana 
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were looking up to the Ghana Union of Traders Association to lobby for more favorable trade 

terms at the government levels especially with regards to the tax and forex policies. 

Besides the high import levies and tax requirements, Value Added Tax on raw materials and 

machinery and high domestic and international airline tickets, traders have also suffered the 

reoccurrence of fire outbreaks one too many a time and there is hardly any government 

intervention to assist traders with these problems. Over the period between 2012 and 2015, 

several traders have lost hundreds of thousands of Ghana cedis worth of goods because of 

negligent attitudes that caused fires. On the night of Monday the 27th of July 2015, the Ghana 

National Fire Service received a distress telephone call reporting that some containers loaded 

with car tyres had caught fire that threatened to spread to nearby buildings. It was the popular 

story that since that particular land was under litigation, an assailant could have deliberately gone 

to the scene to start the fire. Though eye witnesses and the task force suspected foul play, there 

was no evidence to prove this and the fact that most traders still do not how to manage and 

properly store such inflammable materials like car tyres remains a problem. Three years before 

this incident, a similar outbreak was reported where a warehouse containing spare auto parts 

caught fire due to a suspected electrical fault. A more recent account by the National Disaster 

Management Organisation identified the source of fire to be some marijuana smokers who 

usually hide behind the large containers to smoke at night and probably left a lighted smoke butt 

there afterwards (citifmonline.com). The dark alleys and overcrowded nature of the market 

provide a good hiding place for such activities. (The Ghanaian culture frowns upon all kinds of 

smoking from cigarettes to marijuana to sheesha, anything ‘smoky’ that I have witnessed is not 

so much of a big deal in Europe or Denmark to be precise is unacceptable by Ghanaian standards; 

hence the hiding).  

 

Cluster survival through the hard times 
Looking at all these misfortunes, it appears from their reoccurrence that the traders have not 

learnt their lessons and their carelessness and disorganized nature of trade and shop 

arrangements have been the cause of most of these fire outbreak reoccurrences. Rent 

misunderstandings, lack of knowledge on how to properly manage inflammable merchandise like 
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engine oil and car tyres, unallocated smoking areas (probably because smoking is culturally 

frowned upon) among other avoidable reasons have been identified, comparing these accounts.  

But the interesting turnout is that no matter how many times fire has broken out at Abossey Okai, 

and no matter how many tears have been shed form the resulting loss of property and capital, 

business men still pick themselves up and continue the trade in the same location. The market 

still lives and Abossey Okai has still maintained its brand name as the metal city. Not even the 

raging fires have been able to tear it apart. Funny enough, amidst the struggles, the traders at 

Abossey Okai were able to make a joint decision to reduce their prices by thirty percent in 

expectation of the campaign promises made by the then president elect to reduce the exorbitant 

taxes and import levies should he win the election. Whilst some members of the public saw this 

action as an attempt to sabotage the image of the outgoing government, traders at Abossey Okai 

insisted that their decision was only in readiness to receive the promised reduction in import 

charges at ports of entry (topfmonline.com, 2016).  

 True to his word and to the 

joy of traders, the Minister of 

Finance announced the 

abolishing of about eight 

taxes and re-adjustment of 

four others including the 

abolishment of import duties 

levied on the importation of 

spare auto mechanic parts by the government only three months into the new presidency. 

Hundreds of traders took to the streets to jubilate over the government’s decision (See Insert). 

The traders explained that it was a decision that would ease up difficulties in importing. However, 

the minority members of Parliament of the National Democratic Party along with other Ghanaians 

explain that the decision will do more harm than good since many substandard ‘junk goods’ could 

now be imported with ease.  Reports from 2017 and research on the valuation of the Ghana cedi 

indexed against the other major trading currencies like the dollar and euro suggest that the recent 

cuts in taxes will lead to a further depreciation of the cedi if other policies are not implemented 

to mitigate this effect as was the case some five years ago (citifmonline.com, 2017).  



  

43 
  

A critical look at the public transport 

system in Ghana, shows that a lot of 

rickety vehicles that have no road 

worthiness at all have by some means 

found their way into the country and now 

serve as public transport buses locally 

known as ‘trotro’. In fact from my own 

experience in Ghana during the field work 

and data collection period, some of these 

vehicles are so old that the window seals and poor hinges are very rusted and a single graze or 

cut when alighting at one’s destination could leave one infected with tetanus or some other 

infection. The picture inserted shows a typical example of what such ‘trotro’ vehicles look like. 

The fear is that, if most import duties on such vehicles and associated spare parts have been 

reduced, Ghana will become a dumping ground for many international countries to get rid of their 

scrap metals or machinery. Even with the high taxes and import duties, such cars are already 

towing the roads in Ghana, so how much more when the price of bringing such goods into the 

country has fallen? Its good news to the importer, bad news to the passengers and even better 

news to traders at Abossey Okai who insist that they have the customers’ interests at hand and 

will now be able to easily access their dealers in China, Turkey and Dubai (their reality is within 

the boundaries of the cluster and not a national concern).  

The spare parts trade is not owned by any single person. In fact as many as desire to join the trade 

can participate as long as they have the resources needed; mainly being the specialised spare 

parts trade knowhow and capital. After all, no single person has the resources, storage or capital 

to sell every kind of auto mechanic spare part that is needed by car owners in Ghana, not to talk 

of those that come from neighbouring countries to buy. As such each trader at Abossey Okai 

specialises in the aspect of trade that he perceives he can handle considering all the factors that 

come into play before choosing to stock a particular product. Of course there are some 

intersections among stocks sold by each shop. Nevertheless, ‘no single shop owner so far stocks 

everything’. Competition is very keen because a customer must bypass very similar shops before 

arriving at a particular regular supplier. (Interview 5).  
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Competitive dynamics  
During my visits I observed that in the event where a customer did not find the product needed, 

the shop owner goes over to nearby shops and searches for the desired product on the customer’s 

behalf. This they explained was the secret to keeping a customer other than taking him over to 

other sources and perpetually losing patronage. ‘It is not worth the risk sending the customer to 

other sources to keep them delighted. Maintaining relationship is key but not at the risk of 

continued purchase’ (Interview 2). ‘This is why the traders here largely depend on each other to 

satisfy customers though they are competing among each other’ (Interview 4). In order to remain 

relevant shop owners try to master or study the ‘moving stock’ those that have very short shelf 

life and focus on supplying these to the market to ensure that their capital quickly rolls over and 

is available to be used in the next trade cycle. However, it’s not only the moving stock that that 

determines what is imported. Other factors like import duties, availability and contact with the 

needed suppliers and even the market size or demand of such ‘moving products’. ‘Sometimes you 

can see a lot of shops stocking and selling off a particular product but it may be because that shop 

has a standing order with some mechanics or car company’ (Interview 9). Copying this ‘moving 

stock’ and stocking up on the same merchandise would be useless if competing traders do not 

have any existing market to sell these to. 

Since there is no joint import strategy for traders, except for friends who decide do this together, 

each trader is responsible for finding his own suppliers whether international or local, usually 

through referrals or for a few others through online resources. It is also a common practice for 

traders to trade valuable information in exchange for other valuable information. Usually those 

who trade online are the educated ones and the other traders who are not internet savvy but 

need such internet resources rely on these educated traders to cater for their online needs 

(Interview 9). This is an opportunity for exploitation for only a few traders or none at all especially 

since there’s an undefined level of loyalty that exists in the market though traders are largely 

competitive. This loyalty stems from the honest fact that each trader has their own strengths and 

can only tap into them or benefit from the strengths of other traders if a relationship built on 

trust is maintained. 

Each trader operates and succeeds based on how best he has ;learnt how to through experience 

in the trade or through apprenticeship, goodwill earned, valuable information from supplier 
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partners about which products are more durable, which exporting countries can offer quality 

supplies for cheap among other trade secrets. Each trader has the right to share such information 

based on his own discretion. Some trusted friends may share such or probably this information 

can remain in the hands of a particular segment of the market for several months or years. Some 

traders were of the view that expansion depended only on the amount of capital owned and the 

ability to attract the right suppliers with good quotations but the remaining eight interviewees 

confirmed that besides capital attracting customers and maintaining them is the key to winning 

over competition. The most popular held view was that traders were attracted to the cluster 

because they wanted to be located at the core of the spare parts business. ‘We are not willing to 

trade being at the centre of the autoparts market for being alone, away from competition. It’s a 

risk worth taking for us because the benefit of staying is greater than the benefit of leaving’ 

(Interview 2). 

Traders are independent, no joint import strategies. Also they do not see the market as a cluster. 

They just see it as a place where they come to sell and make a living. The interconnectedness of 

actors is the least of their worries and to them matters not. We don’t share any common 

resources relevant to the trade; only case would probably be among good friends (Interview 10). 

We sometimes share water because that could be hard to find but the source is the local residents 

and homes. 

 

Viewing the cluster through the eyes of traders 
Most traders are operating in the market but do not look at it from the perspective that the 

players present within the cluster are interrelated and interdependent. In fact, most traders did 

not see themselves as part of any ‘cluster’. They just saw themselves as business men trying to 

make a living and choosing the most likely place to succeed. As such there was little interest 

among them to be a part of the Association’s activities which explained why the Abossey Okai 

association which was established with the intention of pursuing the mutual benefits of traders 

was not properly functioning. Participants explained that the association collected periodic dues 

and embarked upon corporate social initiatives like making donations to orphanages and helping 

the poor. Besides this they could not recall any other activity of the association besides the end 
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of year party which does not come off every year anyway. Traders thought that the association 

should only focus on social activities like what it already does because there is simply not enough 

time to form a syndicate of businessmen who share other shipping and trading intellect with each 

other. They saw no reason why they should depend on each other to progress. In fact the main 

position most traders had towards the market was the ‘survival of the fittest stance’. ‘We don’t 

see ourselves as some group doing things together, it’s a survival kind of thing’ (Interview 10). No 

monies are given out as loans to members by the association because whoever comes to trade at 

Abossey Okai usually has his own capital and traders can use the stocks in their own shops as 

collaterals to secure loans. 

Mr X perceived from experience that competition among traders in Abossey Okai for customers 

is what beats prices down which is beneficial to customers and mechanics and keeps them coming 

back to buy more. ‘Because we all sell from the same location, we each try to beat down prices 

even before customers arrive to buy’ (Interview 5). Customers cannot compare prices if they buy 

form spare parts traders elsewhere and as to whether the quoted price by such an individual 

seller is genuine could only be left to the customers’ imagination. Asked if they knew how other 

shops were performing financially, traders explained that its easy to identify the successfully 

trading shops by observing the rate at which stocks remained on the shelf and the number of 

customers that queue at a particular shop in a day. ‘It is better we do not know how each other 

perform financially because there is already enough rivalry among traders as it stands now’ 

(Interview 2), one participant explained. Sometimes the success of some shops are attributed to 

mystic and spiritual reasons. Most of the traders who are Ghanaian, though there exist some 

Nigerian and other West African nationalities present, believed in the influence spiritual forces 

could have on surviving competition. Some traders attributed the strange success of some shops 

to the use of special charms to attract customers and maintain them. Mr X was the only trader 

who thought that such forces had nothing to do with succeeding at the trade. However, most 

participants believed strongly that this was the cause for the mysterious death of traders or 

demise of some once successful shops.  

Mr black eye, one of the participants in the study (Interview 3), has no laid down marketing 

strategy for attracting new customers. He focused his effort on maintaining customers that buy 

from him rather than going out to look for new ones. He thought that going out to search for 
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customers was not necessary because most Ghanaians in Accra who need auto parts know they 

need to visit Abossey Okai. Similarly five other participants thought that the name ‘Abossey Okai’ 

was enough to get the first few customers to get business started but not to sustain it. Asked how 

that customer will locate his shop when they arrive in the cluster, he explained that referrals are 

key and once they need what he is selling they will buy them.  

The reputation of each firm also determines whether or not referrals would be received by 

customers. Firms cannot rely on the reputation of the cluster but each trader must work out his 

own reputation by delighting customers and helping them find their needs even if that trader 

does not sell that particular item.  Assisting customers this way may seem like they would be lost 

to other traders, but as he refers customers to other traders, those traders also refer customers 

to him. Besides not all goods are perfect substitutes and may vary in grade and quality across 

shops. One wrong move with a single customer, like selling an inferior poor quality product that 

does not work properly to a client, could result in the loss of about five or more other customers. 

This was because a lot of customers are mechanics who share contacts of spare parts repairers 

among themselves and across garages. As such the bad quality suppliers are quickly identified 

through such mechanics and vice versa for traders with good deals (Interview 3,5,2). 

Traders are very skilled at making sales. Some traders can make you buy anything, I mean 

‘anything’. Indeed most traders have little formal education, but they are really good at what they 

do. Eventually what makes the mark is making the sale and not owning the biggest shop. And 

that’s why shops can go from table top to warehouse; sales, sales, sales (Interview 7)!   

The greatest inhibitions for customers according to participants, from importing their own spare 

parts is the fact that the quantities are small, the time for shipping might be too long, and the 

quality or grade of item ordered cannot be ascertained online. Traders feel that besides this, the 

heavy taxes on importing such products coupled with the cost of clearing items from the port 

upon delivery is a great discouragement they know will keep individual customers from taking the 

initiative to order their own auto parts online (Interview 10). There is also the expensive shop rent 

that traders in the cluster must pay monthly because the location has become a prime area 

because of the goodwill the area has earned for itself (Interview 2). Only time can tell, hopefully 
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the cluster will continue to exist and succeed if some radical change does not take traders by 

surprise, like how Uber took over the Taxi service in Ghana. 

It is just interesting that what drew me to choose Abossey Okai as the focus of my study was the 

fact that I thought it was a typical traditional example of a cluster. But the traders do not see 

themselves as such. It is simply, they choosing a good location for trade with little concern for the 

connections and interdependencies that make the market run. As such, relationships with firms 

inside or outside of the cluster are pretty much the same. Relationships are usually only built 

through referrals as traders begin to feel a sense of ‘I owe you a referral’; and trust is built in this 

process. The location however has nothing to do with this (Interview 2,8,6). 
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5. Analysis 
This section compares the above narrated case to the theory discussed in the previous chapters 

in an attempt to identify how different the goings on at Abossey Okai are from what the existinf 

theory suggests. The chapter begins by explaining whether or not Abossey Okai should be 

considered a cluster. Subsequently the main resources at play within the cluster are identified 

according to Barney’s (1991) parameters.  

Is Abossey Okai really a cluster?  
From the above case, it could be deduced that traders at Abossey Okai indeed form a cluster. As 

Porter (1998) defines it, a cluster is a geographical concentration of interconnected companies, 

specialized suppliers, service providers, firms in related industries, associated institutions (e.g. 

universities, standard agencies, trade associations) in a particular economic field, that compete 

but also cooperate. The spare parts market in Ghana is definitely not a monopoly which means 

there is no single person who is the sole supplier of automobile spare parts in Ghana. As such it is 

characterized by competition and a battle to obtain the most advantageous resources and 

strategies for profit maximization by businessmen. Abossey Okai contains not less than fifteen 

thousand shops and there’s also some considerable amount of competition outside the cluster 

like the Kokompe market which is also a smaller kind of spare parts market in Accra.  

‘Other people sell spare parts, we are not the only ones. The only difference is we are the most 

popular’ (Interview 4 & 5) 

It started out with a few table top trading activities and shops infront of houses and gradually 

became what it is today. Traders did not start out with the thought of creating a cluster. In fact 

they still do not see it as such currently. ‘Most often than not, clusters are not created but they 

evolve through important actors and relationships. Like other organisms, clusters are born, evolve 

and ultimately disappear’ (Neven and Droge, 2001). Besides traders in spare parts, Abossey Okai 

is also home to other related institutions like banks, insurance companies, travel and tour agents, 

mobile money service providers, food vendors and other micro-finance institutions that 

contribute to the trade. These interconnected businesses and their activities have all contributed 

towards the existence and continuity of the cluster over the years. 
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There have been difficult economic times in Ghana in the past few years but this has created a 

surge for entrepreneurship as Ghanaians strive to make a living (citifmonline.com). Competition 

among businesses for customers is very fierce especially at the Abossey Okai market. Firms at 

Abossey Okai need to identify their strengths, capitalise on these strengths and use them against 

constraints that work against them in order to obtain a favourable competitive position in the 

market (Andrews, 1971; Ansoff, 1965 and Hofer & Schendel, 1978). However, traders at Abossey 

Okai do not seem to recognize the interdependencies and connectivity that the cluster provides 

and as such have not benefited from them; at least among the traders interviewed this was the 

general opinion. 

These interdependencies rely strongly on dense inter-firm linkages and networks of associations 

and interest groups (Pitelis, 2012). Unfortunately, most traders in the market, though they 

interrelate to a degree, do not partake in any of the meetings organised by the Abossey Okai 

Association and put in little effort in forming linkages with other traders. As such the Abossey 

Okai Association has become dormant and is only known for a few corporate social initiatives like 

donations made to orphanages during Christmas and other festive occasions. 

‘During festive occasions, the association donates food stuffs and other basic items to 

orphanages and needy children. This is what the association usually does. There is no kind of 

borrowing or other personal benefit we get from it. Even the meetings how many of us attend 

or contribute? I don’t contribute so I don’t expect anything from it anyway’ (Interview 8). 

There is a difference 

between the kind of 

clustering that happens at 

the Silicon Valley and at 

Abossey Okai. Whereas 

firms at Silicon Valley 

locate there to interact and 

co-create with innovative 

knowledge that flows in 

social ties (Brown and 
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Duguid, 2002), the traders at Abossey Okai go there because of the advantage that the location 

provides to run their own businesses without seeing the necessity in interdependency on each 

other (benefits including popularity of the area for the spare parts trade nationally and 

internationally). Shops at Abossey Okai have similarities but traders do not set up considering the 

presence of other firms and how they can harness their strengths to their mutual benefit. The 

error in this line of thought is that the popularity of location is dependent on the existence of 

other firms there. If all other traders were to leave the cluster and relocate elsewhere the 

‘Abossey Okai’ location will have no value. So it is the traders that bring the value to the location 

and not only the location that brings value to the traders. Because of the ‘what can this place 

bring to my business’ approach and not the ‘how can I benefit from the firms here’ ideology, 

traders at the cluster have an independency and ‘survival of the fittest’ mentality, are present in 

the cluster but are only looking beyond the cluster for benefits whilst they could benefit from 

each other through collaborative efforts. The cluster could thus be described as a very large group 

of individualistic spare parts traders with very few synergies. Similar to what is described in 

Tallman et al (2004) success of some clusters seems to be tied to endogenous factors that evolve 

through the interaction of the member firms in some loosely defined manner, but without prior 

planning. In that traders here do not plan on relying on each other and do not acknowledge the 

dependencies that occur but they do indeed exist nevertheless.  

The diagram above provides a visual showing weak ties between traders but strong ties between 

traders and customers or suppliers. In either case the idea of a ‘cluster’ or any interdependency 

between traders is absent represented by the broken lines. 

 

A. Resources, strengths and competitive advantage of traders 
In an interview with one of the traders during a visit to the cluster, he acknowledged that his good 

sales skills were his secret to winning customers from the competition; “a trader at Abossey Okai 

can make you buy ‘anything’, even the lowest quality item because we are really good at 

convincing and will make a customer feel like he is buying a gold mine”, he boasted (Interview 7). 

But it is not only identifying the strength that is important, it is about identifying how that strength 

can be used to mitigate the risks in the environment. As Barney (1991) suggests with his 
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framework on firm resources and competitive advantage, firms obtain a competitive advantage 

when they implement strategies that not only exploit their internal strengths using environmental 

opportunities but also neutralize threats and weaknesses in the process. So as these skillful sales 

are being made there are still other forces that are fighting against the traders like taxation, like 

customer behaviours and lobbying strengths, how suppliers provide and other factors. Traders 

should thus be interested in knowing how they could use their sales strengths to neutralize these 

environmental threats. This is the way forward for competitiveness. 

As argued by Barney (1991) the main contentions between the resource-based view of the firm 

and other earlier environmental models of competitive advantage has been the underlying 

assumptions concerning heterogeneity and mobility of resources (Scherer, 1980; Rumelt, 1984). 

At least in the context of Abossey Okai, firms are not strategically identical. Certainly there are 

some resources that are similar; some shops stock the same items, other shops have the same 

set up and layout. Obviously they are in the same location and may enjoy similar location 

advantages, sometimes traders buy form the same supplier, but in no way are resources highly 

mobile especially when it comes to information sharing.  

Firms at Abossey Okai are able to keep up with the competition because of their ability to hold 

on to valuable information, use it to their advantage as long as they can; which is usually a long 

period of time before that advantage gets to the rest of the market. Usually such information 

privileges are not short lived. Thus at Abossey Okai resources are not immobile but are certainly 

not highly mobile either. It falls somewhere in between the spectrum but is largely skewed 

towards the immobility angle. These are the underlying tenets of the resource based view and it 

better describes the Abossey Okai market. 

…’these numerous possible firm resources can be conveniently classified into three categories: 

physical capital resources; physical technology (Williamson, 1975), human capital resources 

(Becker, 1964) and organizational capital resources (Tomer, 1987)’ (Barney, 1991). 

Considering the above categorization of resources shops at Abossey Okai appear to be lacking in 

terms of the physical capital resources. Basically the traders that work there do not look at the 

business from a business perspective in terms of the formalities; like writing up action plans, 

reporting to whoever needs to be reported to and implementing coordinating systems. There are 
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no laid down systems, there is more of a ‘do as you go along process’ and it works for them and 

they see no reason why they should change.  

In terms of their differences, shop owners interviewed had varying years of experience. 

Participant five had spent the least time trading there for two years and Ms Vera had been 

assisting her husband in the trade and running her own business there for the past twenty years. 

Human capital resources like training, experience and relationships are evident between some 

traders along with their customers as well as between suppliers and traders. Social ties, special 

relationships and goodwill are among the resources that Barney (1991) considers could create 

competitive advantage because of their immobile nature. In my second interview, the trader 

explained how he had specialised in providing the materials needed in rehabilitating minivans 

into public transport vehicles and had become very popular in the public transport business for 

that reason. So he had the goodwill of the drivers and he had the special relationship with such 

public drivers and for this reason he usually got referrals from people who worked in the same 

bus station with drivers who were his customers. ‘Lucky enough for me, trotro drivers usually do 

not buy brand new minivans to start the trade. I don’t think this part of the market I have chosen 

to specialise in is going to become extinct’ (Interview 2). Unfortunately, after new entrants finish 

up their apprenticeships, they do not maintain the relationship they once had with their trainers. 

This could probably have been a source of synergy between traders as relationships after 

apprenticeship could grow into a ‘business partners’ kind rather than a solely ‘rivals’ relationship. 

Usually apprenticeships have a flexible timeframe; anywhere between two weeks and one year. 

Those that spend long periods of time in their apprenticeship (one year and beyond) have closer 

relationships with their trainers after they leave (Interview 3). 

Physical technology is absent in most shops, traders usually just have their physical presence in 

the market and that’s how far their existence goes. There’s no online presence, a few traders who 

are a bit internet savvy advertise their wares on Whatsapp group chats. But that’s as far as it goes. 

None of the shops I visited had a website or an active online presence. Plant and equipment is 

not evident either since no manufacturing takes place. Most stock items are either imported by 

traders or bought from warehouses owned by middlemen. One of the largest capital assets I 

witnessed was a warehouse. The most common physical capital resource from which most firms 
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in the cluster benefited was the geographical location of the market. Traders admit that their 

presence at Abossey Okai alone is a motivation and it assures the first few sales to a firm; ‘just 

being in the cluster will get you your first customers but of course maintaining them and attracting 

other customers depends on other strengths besides location like relationships and referrals’ 

(Interview 10). 

 

Which of the above attributes are really resources and provide a competitive advantage 

Among the above mentioned resources or attributes firms own in the cluster, only those that add 

to the firm’s efficiency and effectiveness are considered resources according to Barney (1991). 

Thus it could be deduced that the geographical location and the relationships are the greatest 

resources that traders have. After the ten interviews with traders the general impression I had 

about them was that of survival; they want their businesses to continue operating into the 

foreseeable future and are largely profit oriented. But as to whether they have any strategy in 

place that no other firm is operating (which Barney (1991) describes as the source of competitive 

advantage), is hard to determine because there is little formal planning and few coordinating 

systems. Traders cannot say ‘this year we implemented Strategy ‘A’,’B’, ‘C’, and ‘B’ failed but 

‘A’and ‘C’ are picking up and we are hoping to get there. Traders simply try out new things and 

take what works and leave what doesn’t work behind but they do not have any strategy in place 

that they know they are doing at a particular point in time and measuring the impact that comes 

along with it. This makes it problematic to know whether there is even any competitive advantage 

or not. 

Considering Barney’s definition, a competitive advantage should be a strategy that no other firm 

is implementing simultaneously or would be easily able to imitate or duplicate. But traders at 

Abossey Okai don’t seem to be curious and proactive, investigative or interested in knowing what 

works for other firms, they simply try to get better at what they are already doing. In the rare case 

where comparisons are made to other firms, its’ not with the intention of learning; some have 

the attitude of trying to criticize the success of other firms. For instance one interviewee explained 

that the success of one warehouse owner was because of the use of traditional medicine locally 
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known as ‘juju’ to attract customers which sounds ridiculous but that was his reality and the key 

he thought was to the success of that firm (Interview 7). 

Mr X appeared a bit more structured in how he went about his trade. He has stock time he expects 

his stock to spend on the shelf and when they spend longer than that period and still remain on 

the shelf without getting sold, then he knows that something wrong is happening; this is some 

kind of system at least. He also follows up on customers and tries to get a few follow up and 

telephone numbers from customers so he can reach out to them after they have visited his shop. 

So this was his form of proactivity but the rest of the traders just attend to their customers as 

they walk in. Most traders do not sit down to ask themselves ‘how can tomorrow be different’? 

As Mr Blackeye, a trader, explained he did not have enough time to go out looking for new 

customers or even spend time making telephone calls and follow ups. ‘My shop is always busy 

and it is because of the good referrals. My good customer service and quality products are good 

enough to get customers hooked’ (Interview 3).  

As stated earlier on, it is very difficult to pinpoint a sustained competitive advantage that either 

firm has because traders do not put in the effort to develop, design or measure up their impact 

or successes. Mostly its only about recording expenses, revenues and paying the bills, getting the 

sales done and keeping the shop running. 

The competitive advantage of the ‘old family business’ 

The old family business that taught Mr 

X how to handle the trade, had over 

twenty-five years of trading experience 

as a valuable asset. Thus they have a 

large stock of knowledge and have seen 

the trend in stocks and how stocks and 

brands have gone in and out of the 

market, have learnt what the best 

brands are and who can supply these 

through experience. The family 

business also has a general manager who holds an MBA and Bachelor’s degree in Business 
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Administration (Mr X course mate from university decided to assist his family after graduating). 

His book knowledge coupled with his parents long earned experience form a resource 

combination that most firms in the cluster lack. 

Most firms in the cluster have experience and knowhow from trading over the years but they do 

not have this rare combination of applying academic knowledge with experience. Mr X who also 

has the resources of his formal education lacks the experience that his friend’s family has; though 

they took him on as an apprentice, there are still some trade secrets that Mr X will never know 

(Interview 1). As such that family business has a unique advantage but it might not be sustainable 

because its just a matter of whether another family business will have a member who is educated 

and willing to facilitate the trade with his knowhow too. 

This is an example of the perfect immobility feature of the resource based view concerning 

competitive advantage. Kojo’s family business has gathered up a substantial amount of 

experience and vital information over the years and this is how it has been able to transform from 

being a small scale retailer to a large scale wholesaler supplying stocks to other shops in the 

cluster. They might not have been able to achieve this had all their resources and information 

been available to all other firms. So not all firms can simply enter the market and start doing what 

they are doing; implementing the same strategies. I honestly do not know exactly what strategies 

this family business puts in place but I can assume that Kojo’s exposure to technology, planning 

systems and accountability is a big plus. In any case family businesses that have this unique 

advantage will be fewer than those that don’t; making this attribute quite rare (Hirshleifer, 1980). 

‘Even if in a particular industry formal planning is rare, the formal planning process has been 

thoroughly described and documented in a wide variety of public sources (Steiner, 1979 quoted 

in Barney, 1991). Any firm interested in engaging in such formal planning can certainly learn 

how to do so…’  
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 Most of the traders seemed 

disinterested in formal 

planning systems. They are not 

going to look for the best 

database for keeping track of 

stock because most of them do 

not even have computers on 

their shop tables. They are 

using manual systems to record the sales, stock levels, shelf life and other data and it is not easy 

to identify patterns among the sales, expenses and other useful data when everything is manual. 

And this looks like the unique source of advantage for the family business because Kojo (Mr X 

friend with the family business) has introduced such methods and they have a competitive edge 

because these systems help them identify patterns in their trade experiences over the years and 

exploit their resources using such findings. ‘It may be that the formal planning system in a firm 

enables a firm to recognize and exploit other of its resources, and some of these resources might 

be sources of sustained competitive advantage’ (Barney, 1991, p.113). 

This is probably possible because of the scale of operations that their warehouse has that enables 

them to adopt such useful formal planning systems. Also they get to attract better supplier 

quotations than individual shops do. As a result smaller shops turn to them as suppliers instead 

of importing their own stocks. Out of the ten traders I interviewed, none of them had any formal 

planning systems. Mr X explained that his shop was too small to bother about such systems 

(Interview 1). 

As the family business continues to adopt formal planning systems, technologies and adopt other 

current business management tools introduced by the general manager, other traders remain at 

a disadvantage if only they can find a strategy based on different resources that can compete 

away this family business advantage. Only then will the family business’ unique combination 

cease to be a valuable resource. Unfortunately other shops have not developed any such strategy; 

most of the      other traders have almost all the same resources. According to the theory (Barney, 

1991) if we all have the same resources then we can guess the same strategies and all end up in 
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the same place. Some firms have special customers but that’s not an advantage because other 

firms have that too.  

 

 

Which of the identified resources are rare, imperfectly imitable and not easily substitutable? 

Experience, knowhow, good supplier relationships, physical stocks, physical location, money, and 

sales skills are among the resources I identified, but which of these are rare, imperfectly imitable, 

not easily substitutable in order to generate a competitive advantage? 

Valuable resources are those which the firm exploits in a unique way and not simoultaneously 

implemented by other firms because they own the same resources. When the resource is owned 

by everyone then it can be exploited by all firms in the same strategies and no competitive 

advantage can be enjoyed (Barney, 1991). For instance all shops have some form of capital, 

stocks, human resource some form of sales skills and these are normal resources providing 

competitive parity. There is common information that goes across all shops like government 

policies, or joint actions that all traders wish to embark upon like what they did prior to the 

election but there’s also the kind of information that is limited to only a few shops or only one 

seller. Mr X explains that one of such resources is information related to trending stocks. Example 

the difficulty in getting to know the moving stock because at one time what is moving stock is no 

longer moving stock in another period. So shop owners are interested in knowing when to buy 

what. And such information is usually known by experienced shop owners who know the times; 

when to withdraw and when to invest.  

 

Confidence in the markets location and perpetual continuity 

Most of the traders acknowledge that there is technology but they don’t see how that is related 

to their businesses and that is indeed a big problem. They do not see technology coming at them 

and they cannot imagine a world where people will not visit the Abossey Okai cluster. Some of 

them made comments like ‘as long as Ghanaians like second hand vehicles, Abossey Okai cluster 
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will continue to exist’ (Interview 5). But now technology is taking over, and all kind of apps exist. 

It’s a matter of someone just identifying the gap and developing a solution. Then there could be 

the possibility of people doing their own direct purchases and there will be no need for any middle 

men. One of the main reason why mechanics visit the cluster is that car owners do not want to 

visit the cluster (Interview 6). Like my first visit, there were so many dark alleys and shops and the 

whole situation was very frustrating and difficult though I wasn’t even there to buy anything. So 

car owners end up handing over the job to their mechanics who go out there and find the prices, 

products and parts. But there is the convenience of doing this from one’s own home; and this 

convenience technology can provide. As the world becomes more and more of a global village, 

people will be able to reach out to suppliers and will no longer have to go through middle men 

like mechanics and traders at Abossey Okai to get their spare parts from somewhere like Japan. 

As Porter (1998) suggests, now that many solutions (Information, products) can be accessed by 

the click of a mouse, the conventional methods by which companies compete must be 

reconsidered.  

Indeed there might be a time coming soon when the traders will have to acknowledge that 

technology is the threat that they need to be striving to neutralise and not necessarily the shops 

they compete with in the cluster.  

 

Concluding thoughts on resources and competitive advantage 

Reflecting on the above discussion on resources and competitive advantage among firms in 

Abossey Okai shows that firms individually own their business attributes and are either negligent 

of or simply are disinterested in creating synergies that could yield greater benefit from such 

attributes. Also, most traders do not regard Abossey Okai as a cluster but only see it as a good 

location for doing business. As such even though clusters are known for both competition and 

collaboration, the latter is minimal at Abossey Okai.   
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B. Viewing the cluster through the Lens of Porters Diamond 
Analysing the Abossey Okai cluster through the lens of Porter’s Diamond model seemed like a 

daunting task from the onset because of the broadness with which Porter views firms and 

industries and the narrowness with which firms within the Abossey Okai cluster perceive 

competition. The formal planning systems, strategy formulation meetings and other 

infrastructural developments that connote Porter’s description of the model cannot be found in 

the Abossey Okai cluster which finds itself situated in an emerging economy; Ghana. 

However this narrowness of competitive thinking; seeing competition as basically being ‘who can 

offer the lowest prices’, and ‘how can I keep my customers coming’ is actually what the model 

proposed by Porter seeks to solve.  Indeed, little impact is made by traders at Abossey Okai in the 

international market and traders do not see how their individual activities have any national 

importance; but this can only be felt when the synergies and links between all the industrial actors 

begin to be recognized by traders. 

During my research about the cluster theory and how competition works, I came across a video 

on YouTube published by the Harvard Business Review and it was an interview with Michael 

Porter himself explaining the five competitive forces that shape strategy. As he explained,  

‘The basic idea of the competitive forces is that competition is often looked at too narrowly by 

managers and the five forces says that yes you are competing with your direct competitors but 

you are also in a fight with…’ 

The general idea is that other firms in the cluster are not the ‘enemy’; or in essence the only 

constraint and threat that firms should focus on building resistance against. There are other 

considerations like customers and suppliers who have great bargaining power and other firms 

that wish to take over a share of the market, as well as other externalities that can affect growth 

and the ability to make profit. Traders at Abossey Okai do not have these as a concern in 

determining what the right path for strategy is for them and understanding the industry and 

looking at all the actors together in one big picture seems unnecessary to them.  

The preoccupation of traders is how to make a living and place food on the table. Most of them 

do not have the dream of making any big change or impact in the economy. Their greatest 

economic concern was the imposition of taxes and how import duties make pricing difficult for 
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them. The major source of competition for most traders was the pricing strategy. The shop that 

offers the best quality products at the lowest price is seen as the successful firm among the cluster 

and this is what most traders were striving to attain. Their main aim in lobbying for the 

government to reduce import duties was just so that they could offer goods at lower prices and 

obtain more favourable positions in the price war that usually goes on in the cluster. 

 

The bane and gains of Information asymmetries and lack of transparency 
Sometimes when the customer arrives and does not have any particular shop to buy from, some 

of the freelance guys just engage the customer in a conversation and figure out what kind of 

product he is searching for. Then the boys give the customer a place to wait around the corner 

and then go into the shop to get the product for the customer. He adds a margin to the price and 

sells the product to the customer at this price takes the margin and returns the rest of the money 

to the shop owner. Shop owners are not really bothered about this exploitation once their 

products are moving off the shelf; besides whatever conversation that went on between the final 

customer and middleman, the shop owner never gets to know (Observation 2). Besides 

competing based on price, traders also compete for the attention of such freelance middlemen 

marketers who visit their shops and take products to sell to confused customers loitering around 

the cluster. They are considered a good sales source by some traders. 

However, other traders disagree with this method of sales. This is because customers end up 

walking away with a good quality product that is twice its original price. This is what has driven 

final customers away and made them recruit their mechanics to visit the cluster on their behalf. 

Lack of transparency is what has caused this. ‘It’s always about the price and quality. Traders who 

can afford to import their own stock from foreign countries are privileged because they benefit 

from transparency and can easily offer their products at cheaper prices. But smaller shops that 

have not yet gotten enough capital to do their own import transactions have to rely on 

warehouses to get their stock which will naturally come at a higher price than self-importation. 

Since the quality of product is the same for us who buy from the warehouse the only other factor 

that we can compete on is the price’. 
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According to Porters model the questions that should interest traders should not be ‘How can I 

offer my products at lower prices?’ but rather… ‘what causes profitability?, what are the trends 

of the most significant factors that change the game in the industry, where are the constraints 

that if I managed to relax I could get a better competitive position’. It is these factors that 

determine what stocks the wholesalers import and resell to retailers. 

‘..because the spare parts market is very broad. Not all stock are ‘good stock’ and not everyone 

knows’  

Those experienced traders that offer the apprenticeships to new beginners and teach them the 

moving stocks will always remain the shops that stay ahead of the market if such beginners do 

not begin to ask the questions that matter instead on relying on others to point them in the right 

direction by which time the benefit in that direction would have been largely reaped by the 

pacesetters. As Porter rightly explains, ‘the five forces framework prevents you from getting 

tricked by the latest trend or technological sensation and focus on the underlying fundamentals’. 

As it stands now, information asymmetries are considered by majority of traders a good resource 

and strategy for profit making especially concerning the true price of stocks; both wholesale and 

retail. Such information privileges though they may serve as a means for firms within the cluster 

to outperform competitors outside the cluster, it also allows for individual firms within the cluster 

to achieve different levels of sustained performance (Reed & DeFillippi, 1990). Unfortunately it 

could also be disadvantageous when customers are overexploited and the cluster begins to earn 

a bad name over time. Probably if a more holistic perspective was adopted by traders then they 

would see the reason why teaming up to do joint importation of merchandise is not such a bad 

idea. The bargaining power of local wholesale suppliers over small shop owners seems 

unchangeable at the moment because these suppliers are their only source of affordable stock. 

But that power can be taken out of the hands of such suppliers if traders came together and 

decided to add their individual capital together and import their own merchandise; paying import 

duties and other shipping as well as clearing costs at the port could be reduced. However the idea 

of doing anything jointly by traders seems like a defeat of their trading goals. Though the main 

aim for most traders is continuity of business and not competitive rivalry, most traders do not 

want to create mutual benefits though collaboration. 
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Porter has the view that strategy should not be locked up and hidden away from all actors, but 

rather it should be known to all including suppliers, customers, and other industry players. The 

rationale behind this is that competition is not ‘zero sum’ as he puts it but each firm can identify 

a unique need in the market that it can meet and as such multiple rivals can be simoultaneously 

successful. Once there are several success indicators or determinants besides price, multiple firms 

can succeed leading to the overall development of the industry and possibly gaining the attention 

of the government in the process for beneficial interventions. 

Attributing the success of some traders to spiritual influences and other traditional medicine 

solutions is simply an indicator of causal ambiguity and also points to the narrowness of thought 

path in determining what the key to such successes are. There seems to be an apparent veil that 

covers the eyes of traders and prevents them from seeing the other actors besides spiritual 

influences’ that could be changing the game within the cluster.  

 

Having identified most resources owned by traders, using Barney’s resource based view of the 

firm, where does the Abossey Okai cluster stand and what could be its future considering 

Porters Diamond of competitive strategy? 

 

Even though the theory lists certain factors that determine the competitiveness of an industry 

and not all of these are totally evident in the Abossey Okai cluster, shops and traders at Abossey 

Okai are still competitive in ways related to Porters Diamond though on a lesser scale. Their daily 

activities still depict some of the factors in Porters Diamond; which shows that Porter’s Diamond 

can still be applied to developing economies contrary to my initial doubts.  

In terms of factor conditions, Porter (1990) categorises resources into human, physical, 

knowledge and capital resources which he argues can be created by a nation. He also 

distinguishes between basic and advanced factors such as skilled resources and technological 

advancements. Abossey Okai does not have enough government attention to attract government 

investments in the training of labour to suit this market. Traders however receive their own form 
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of informal training through apprenticeships with experienced traders and craftsmen. There is 

little technology used in the cluster and most of the procedures are manual. Nevertheless, labour 

is a great factor that contributes largely to the competitiveness of the cluster.  Like one of the 

interviewees from the YouTube video on Abossey Okai argued he learnt how to adjust and make 

alterations to vehicle parts which he has been doing for over ten years now; ‘I use my own brain, 

to create a distributor that makes your car spark’ (Alhassan, 2016). 

In terms of supporting industries, the importation of used vehicles and the public transport 

system that relies largely on second hand cars and scraps that need frequent adjustment and 

maintenance provide traders with some frequent patronage. According to the there was an 

attempt some time ago to limit the importation of used vehicles to vehicles that have been used 

for not more than ten years. But the Ghanaian government reacted to the outcry of citizens that 

they could not afford such vehicles and as such that law could not be passed (Alhassan, 

2016).There are several courses of study in engineering in the government University (Kwame 

Nkrumah University of Science and Technology) related to machinery and auto mechanics, but 

the government and students are yet to build a link between the spare parts market and 

academia. The University, located in Kumasi has formed some kind of alliance with the Suame 

Magasin, a similar kind of auto mechanic cluster located in another big town in Ghana. However 

the benefits of such an alliance have not yet reached Abossey Okai probably because of the 

distance of the University from the cluster or some other reasons. Nevertheless, such an initiative 

could be extremely beneficial to the cluster especially in providing more standard measures of 

quality that would keep products at a safe, quality grade for road use.  

With respect to demand conditions, customers keep demanding lower prices and traders are 

trying to meet their demands. Customers are generally satisfied with what works and lasts and 

for this reason do not mind if such a solution is home-made or imported. There is a large number 

of artisans customizing products to suit what customers need and match the durability that they 

require. These artisans are trained locally. Unfortunately there are no formal standards against 

which the quality of product adjustments are measured. The hope and confidence is solely in the 

experience of the traders and artisans. Sources have it that even Japan motors and other huge 

auto companies in Ghana do not import brand new parts since these have been identified through 

experience as the least durable (Alhassan, 2016). 
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In terms of strategy structure and rivalry, traders are very concerned about the large number of 

scrap dealers penetrating the market. In fact they are mainly concerned with the fact that 

customers want cheaply priced commodities which the scrap sellers are able to offer them. 

However there is also another new entrant who also poses a threat that traders have not yet 

recognized. This is the threat of entrants that do not need a physical presence at Abossey Okai; 

having a virtual presence everywhere using the technological approach. Such rivals will have no 

need for the book keeping procedures and stock taking methods that characterize physical shops. 

Most online presence or sales platforms provide analytics that can be accessed with the click of a 

button and sales, expenses and customer trends could easily be known. 

Currently, the major influence of the government is felt in terms of the imposition of taxes and 

levies. In fact, after all the jubilation and excitement concerning the reduced levy on the 

importation of spare parts, news reported on the fourth of April this year shows that the 

government is going to have some problems implementing its promise since Ghana already 

entered into an ECOWAS agreement, the (Common External Tariff), that can only be reviewed in 

five years. As such tensions have risen within the cluster again and it seems traders might need 

to rely on some other means of reducing input cost other than relying on government tax 

reductions. 

 

The future of spare part trading in Accra 
In a time where technology has taken over many industries, the role of manual labor is becoming 

more and more insignificant, transport and communication costs have been cut down 

substantially, and this leaves one wondering whether people will still be travelling to Abossey 

Okai from nearby countries to buy a single auto part (Porter, 1998). Probably this will last as long 

as Ghanaians remain ignorant to internet solutions and other simple ways of importing the car 

parts they needed. I noticed a Facebook page called Abossey Okai Online which most traders had 

no idea existed at all. 

This Facebook account appears to be owned by someone who has noticed that car owners only 

enthrust the purchase of their new car parts into the hands of their mechanics because there is 

little transparency at Abossey Okai. But the question is whether these mechanics are truthful 
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themselves and whether they bargain for the most 

favourable prices to suit car owners. As such the facebook 

page features prices of products, provides their features 

and specifications and car owners can compare and choose 

the most suitable solutions for them to be delivered at a 

later date. So far it has received very good reviews from 

extremely satisfied customers. If such initiatives continue, 

then the middle men mechanics could possibly be 

eliminated from the process and there would be no need to 

pay physical visits to the cluster 

(https://www.facebook.com/abosseyokaionline/).  
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6. Conclusion 
This research was conducted with the motive of discovering the reason behind businesses, which 

are very similar in their operations and target customers, set up in the same location. I attempt 

to answer the research questions through my empirical findings and discussions in the previous 

chapters. The general idea from interviews was that traders at Abossey Okai gather there because 

of the popularity of the location among customers and not because they want to be associated 

with firms similar to them. To these traders, such collaborations are a secondary issue that may 

arise if trust is built over time. However the initial attraction for them has been the attractiveness 

of the location and the goodwill the location has earned for itself over time.  

Since these traders do not acknowledge the connections and synergies that exist between and 

among shops and how these could be used to their advantage, they do not perceive Abossey Okai 

to be a cluster. They do not pursue any joint import strategies or use their combined experiences 

to innovate solutions that could be beneficial to the entire cluster. There is a general 

individualistic mindset and traders that participated in this study have succeeded like this over 

the years and see no reason why this should change. For this reason most traders do not 

participate in Association meetings and programs. Besides the sale of spare parts, Abossey Okai 

has also become home to craftsmen who adjust spare parts to suit vehicles and customer needs 

as well as recycling waste materials into useful but sometimes poor quality solutions. There are 

financial institutions present, insurance companies, travel and tour agents and food vendors. In 

fact there is the popular saying ‘If you can’t find the solution to your car problem at Abossey Okai, 

then sell your car to scrap dealers’, because traders are confident that the total stock sold within 

the market represents a solution to all automobile problems and beyond.  

If there are several resources and solutions combined at Abossey Okai then there should be a way 

in which these resources and all actors present can create opportunities for growth.  According 

to Weijland (1999) clusters play a critical role as seed beds of the industrialization process in 

developing countries. But the issue of concern is that traders at Abossey Okai do not seem like 

they are in any position to compete internationally. According to the interview with the Chief 

Revenue Officer of the Customs Division, there are not even any standards which imported spare 

parts must meet before they are allowed through Ghana’s ports. Also the adjustments made to 

second hand parts and scrap parts within the market are done with the discretion of craftsmen 
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who have not much engineering knowledge (Alhassan, 2016). All these issues show the long way 

such traders have to get into competition on international markets. However, at the local level, 

businesses are flourishing and there is an entrepreneurial spirit present there especially with the 

desire to make a living and get through tough economic times in Accra, Ghana.  

An interesting perspective for further research could be to determine how players and actors at 

Abossey Okai could collaborate and take up a more cooperative approach to business. 

The major limitation of this study was that only ten traders at Abossey Okai could be interviewed 

and this study represents their perspective along with some of the secondary data collected from 

online sources. In future studies, it would be interesting to know if these ideas are shared across 

the Abossey Okai market; in terms of investigating a larger sample size than I did. More 

importantly, the future of the spare parts business in Ghana and how it could thrive using online 

methods is relevant especially in this age of technological advancement. I found only one 

Facebook page representing a solution that sought to eliminate the role of middle men and 

connect car owners to car parts without going through the hectic streets of Abossey Okai. Further 

research could investigate how the spare parts market in Ghana could become more competitive 

both locally and internationally using such online methods; because when clusters discover their 

hidden resources and finally mature, they can take up the challenge of globalization and 

liberalisation using international benchmarks of product quality and customer responsiveness 

(Neven &Droge, 2001).  
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Appendix 
Interview with Mr X, a trader at Abossey Okai 

The Abossey Okai cluster is about thirty years old. ‘Abossey Okai’ is somebody’s name and the 

cluster has taken the name of the first settlers in that vicinity.  

Selling started as something small. There were no shops as such. The owner of the building where 

Mr X has his shop has expanded into owning a hotel and has assigned the shop he owns at Abossey 

Okai to one of his sons to operate (that shop is pretty similar X’s shop) 

I was introduced to the trade by my colleague from University whose parents had been trading 

here for a while. I couldn’t seem to find a job after graduation, so I thought to myself why don’t I 

come and help out. The unemployment situation in Ghana has been terrible even from the time 

I graduated’. After I felt like I had learnt enough, I took the little pocket money I had saved up 

from school and the tips had earned while working for my friend’s parents and started off on my 

own. I needed to make a living somehow and this was my opportunity. They were very helpful 

from the beginning. Later on my friend Kojo took over his father’s shop and he now owns one of 

the biggest spare parts ware houses here. (Mr X showed me to the warehouse. Pictures in the 

appendix- Figure A) I’m eternally grateful to Kojo’s family business but there are still some trade 

secrets that they never taught me and that’s understandable. It is my earnings here that I have 

used to put myself through school at the Master’s level. Though I was taken on as an apprentice 

at Kojo’s family business there are still some trade secrets I had to learn on my ow through 

experience. 

All auto parts are sold at Abossey Okai; from engines to doors and what have you. We deal in 

parts for cars and not trucks. We call them ‘light cars’; salon cars, as well as mini buses, ovans, 

207, SUVs, etc. There are shops in Accra that sell truck parts but not at Abossey Okai. The traders 

here have service skills but they are not specialists. Thus, when someone buys a car part, usually 

a small minor part, he can be assisted to install the part in his vehicle. Sometimes mechanics loiter 

about to help customers for a fee. 

Abossey Okai is not like the Suame Magasin in Kumasi where specialists in car and machinery 

servicing have clustered. The specialisation at Abossey Okai is selling auto parts and not servicing 

vehicles. Only few traders have knowledge in fixing car parts to vehicles. Some mechanics hang 
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around the cluster and are called by trader to service cars for customers for a fee. There are few 

craftsmen though who know how to adjust car parts and make second hand scrap parts look 

almost brand new. 

Traders are categorised into two main groups; second hand and brand new goods. Mostly those 

that sell car tyres are along the main road and other parts further within the cluster. Traders are 

mostly mixed together and sell several products in their shops so they are not divided or 

categorized based on products sold. 

In order to join the cluster and trade in auto parts it’s all about your money available. I had a 

friend from the university here who came in with a lot of money but his shop collapsed because 

he could not handle the business well. 

Sometimes traders are open to sharing information about moving goods but even this is not 

enough to guarantee the success of a newcomer. Sometimes people who want such information 

about moving goods come and present themselves as suppliers ‘I want to supply goods here, tell 

me the moving ones and let me import on your behalf’. So some join initially as suppliers then as 

they get to know the moving product then they find a shop. 

Why Mr X chose to sell from Abossey Oka was because everyone who wants to buy spare parts 

come to Abossey Okai. There are shops in Tema that sell spare parts but the mechanics still come 

all the way to buy from Abossey Okai.  

Sometimes competition beats down prices and this is beneficial to customers or mechanics. 

Because they are all selling form the same location, each trader tries to make his prices the most 

favourable and this beats down prices even before customers arrive to buy. Also for customers 

buying from shops outside the cluster they are not able to compare prices and if the price quoted 

by the trader is inflated, the customer has no means to determine this 

‘Sometimes you can see a lot of shops stocking and selling off a particular product but it may be 

because that shop has a standing order with some mechanics or car company’. One thing I’ve 

learnt is not to copy blindly what works for other shops because it might not work for everyone. 

Besides capital attracting customers and maintaining them is the key to winning over competition 
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My shop is too small, so there’s no need to be concerned about formal planning systems for now. 

The manual method is sufficient for now.  

 

Interview 2 (Bro Kofi) 

Abossey Okai did not start off as an organised market. Obviously today its not yet an organized 

market, not to talk of its inception. The Abossey Okai area was a small home to residents, homes 

and families who owned table top shops and other small businesses. This gradually transformed 

into a market situated within residences. Abossey Okai cluster is therefore not only a home to 

businesses selling spare auto parts but also still remains home to some families. Some have sold 

out their homes to shops and banks but a large part of the early the inhabitants still live in the 

area. We are all here to make a living, to survive. Ghana is not an easy place to live and money is 

not easy to come by so being at Abossey Okai is  good location so we are here to profit from that. 

He confirmed that the main products sold are spare parts for small cars and 4 by fours. At first 

only spare parts used to be sold but as the years went by other services are offered in the vicinity 

including mechanic services. Many apprentices who have been trained as mechanics come to the 

cluster to offer freelance services to customers who buy parts to be installed in their vehicles.  

There are no specific categorisations of traders, but he traders in car tyres can be seen gathered 

towards one edge of the cluster.  

In order to join the cluster, one just needs to have the money to set up a shop and stock it. For a 

shop to succeed within the cluster, the right moving stocks must be traded in. Only businessmen 

who have access to privy information know which kind of stock are the best to trade in. 

Bro Kofi chose to be in the Abossey Okai cluster because the cluster has the goodwill and 

popularity that he perceives to be the major source of customer attraction to his outlet.  He knows 

that the competition within the cluster is tough because before a customer arrives at his shop 

that customer would have to bypass several other similar shops selling the same wares. In the 

event that the customer does not get the product he’s searching for, Bro Kofi goes over to the 

other shops and searches for the product on the customers behalf. He believes it is not worth the 
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risk sending the customer to other sources to keep them delighted. Maintaining the relationship 

is key but not at the expense of continued purchase. 

Shops do not share any resources, they are totally independent of each other but they rely on 

neighbouring houses for water.  Shops are situated very close to each other. There was a fire 

outbreak in one of the tyre shops suspected to be caused by an electrical fault. The overcrowded 

nature of store arrangements makes it easy for such fires to spread quickly.  

He knew little about the Abossey Okai association and its activities.  

Getting information within the cluster depends on who you know. Usually shop owners do not 

take on apprentices per say but they need store keepers who end up learning the trade as they 

work in sales. Such store keepers sometimes end up setting up their own shops. To Bro Kofi, one 

of the main reasons why people leave the cluster is to set up in new locations with cheaper rent. 

Renting a shop within Abossey Okai comes at a large premium because of the goodwill the 

location has earned for itself.  

Despite the popularity Abossey Okai has gained over the years, there are a lot of crooks and bad 

guys that hand around the cluster and try to outsmart customers into buying poor quality goods 

or scraps. For this reason, customers hardly switch suppliers for their own safety. Even though a 

lot of table top and freelance traders call out to customers from the roadside, a lot of customers 

prefer to buy from the shops. But of course there are the ignorant inexperienced ones who get 

deceived. In fact the experienced ones usually get the knowledge of how to maneuver around the 

cluster only after they have been deceived by scrap dealers a couple of times 

Bro Kofi thinks that taking customers numbers and following up on them is one of the key ways 

to ensure repeat purchases.  

Different shops stock different brands of products. Sometimes customers that shop according to 

brands find it easy to shop this way. There are leadership hierarchies because of the association. 

Should a business owner relocate to another location he stands the chance of losing customers 

because if he does not have what the customer is looking for should the customer even find the 

shop in the new location, there would be no nearby shops to borrow stock from to serve the 

customer. 
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It’s not really the name Abossey Okai that makes a business successful but the items stocked and 

one’s marketing skills. Not every shop imports their stock from other countries. Some buy stock 

from other shops and resell them. Thus the market is occupied by wholesalers and retailers. The 

interesting fact is that there is not much transparency as to who is the wholesaler, retailer and 

when those stocks will arrive. It’s an advantage to those who know. 

Besides the money you need to start up your shop the other important thing is knowing how to 

attract customers and keep them coming to your shop. This is the key to winning over your 

competition 

We are not willing to trade being at the centre of the auto parts market for being alone, away 

from competition. It’s a risk worth taking for us because the benefit of staying is greater than the 

benefit of leaving. I don’t see this place to be a cluster. Each trader is trying to make it on his own. 

Any relationships are developed by individual traders by their own discretion. 

Lucky enough for me, trotro drivers usually do not buy brand new minivans to start the trade. I 

don’t think this part of the market I have chosen to specialise in is going to become extinct 

because second hand vehicles are always purchased for the trotro business and they will 

definitely need the parts to rehabilitate their minivans into commercial vehicles. ‘From extra 

seats, to door adjustments, I am the go to man’ 

 

 

Interview with Ms Vera and Mr blackeye Interview 3 

Abossey Okai trade has been on-going for about thirty-seven to forty years.  

There are about 15000 to 20000 shops selling a wide range of auto parts. The trade was started 

by one person and after some time other traders started settling into the vicinity creating a cluster 

effect. More and more new shops began to spring up and sellers developed from table top sales 

to small shop settlements. 

The major activity is the sale of spare parts but other services can also be seen ongoing including 

financial services, car servicing, travel and tour services and even food catering. Abossey okai has 
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become a home to the spare parts business along with several other related industries. Mr black 

eye also explained that for a person to join the spare parts business the two main needed 

resources are capital and trade knowhow. You need to what to sell because the market is very 

broad. Not all stock are good stock and not everyone knows this. 

The only incidence he could recall of a trader exiting the cluster was a friend of his who left 

because of old age and the fact that he did not have the physical strength to continue selling 

there. He explained that if he had the chance to set up another auto parts shop the location would 

definitely be Abossey Okai. The benefit to him for operating from this location is that traders get 

to fall within the core of the spare parts market. There are only two major auto parts markets in 

Accra. As such traders will not be willing to trade being at the centre of auto parts market for 

being alone, away from the competition.  It’s a risk worth taking for him because the benefit of 

staying is greater than the benefit of leaving. 

According to him, no one person can sell all the auto parts that a customer will need. For this 

reason, even though he sees other traders in the market as competition, he often refers his 

customers to other shops when he cannot provide the particular item they are searching for.  

With respect to apprenticeships, he perceives a quality apprenticeship will take about two years 

to complete. However, there are no rules governing this so people come and leave as they please. 

He had one apprentice in his shop as we spoke. The longer you stay in an apprenticeship the 

better the relationship you develop with your boss. 

Mr Black eye has no laid down marketing strategy for attracting new customers. He focuses his 

effort on maintain customers that buy from him other than going out to look for new ones. He 

thinks that going out to search for customers is not necessary because most Ghanaians in Accra 

who need auto parts know they need to visit Abossey Okai. Asked how that customer will locate 

his shop when he arrives in the cluster, he explained that referrals are key and once they need 

what he is selling they will buy them. As Mr Blackeye explained he did not have enough time to 

go out looking for new customers or even spend time making telephone calls and follow ups. ‘My 

shop is always busy and it is because of the good referrals. My good customer service and quality 

products are good enough to get customers hooked’ 
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This he said also plays into the reputation of each firm. Firms cannot rely on the reputation of the 

cluster but each trader must work out his own reputation by delighting customers and helping 

them find their needs even if that trader does not sell that particular item.  Assisting customers 

this way may seem like they would be lost to other traders, but as he refers customers to other 

traders, those traders also refer customers to him. Besides not all goods are perfect substitutes 

and may vary in grade and quality across shops. 

He also said that firms do not know how well they are each performing financially so there’s no 

need for rivalry in this regard.  

Mostly shops are largely categorized into used parts, brand new parts and car tyre shops. Vehicles 

are a lot, and several types and brand owners and mechanics need to be served with auto parts. 

To him there are enough customers to go around.  

He also explained that there are no organised joint import strategies among traders because each 

trader has his own supplier that he deems the right fit for his business and price levels. As such 

partnering is only possible if a trader is able to find another trader who wants to import from the 

same supplier which is quite difficult. 

Besides the charging of income taxes, the government also charges AMA levies and VAT. Besides 

these, there are no government interventions made to assist the trade in any way. 

A lot of customers are mechanics who share contacts of spare parts repairers among themselves 

and across garages. As such the bad quality suppliers are quickly identified through such 

mechanics and vice versa for traders with good deals. 

 

Interview 4 

The Abossey Okai cluster is not well organized. Private individuals set up buildings and rent out 

shops to traders.  

The specialisation at Abossey Okai is selling auto parts and not servicing vehicles. Only few traders 

have knowledge in fixing car parts to vehicles. We are not the only spare parts market even 

though we are so popular. There is also the Kokompe market where spare parts are sold. 
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When you come in to set up just like that it’s very difficult to succeed. You may have the capital 

but may not know the moving goods. Someone one has the knowledge but does not have the 

capital. Someone too has the capital and not the knowhow. Usually if you have the money you 

have to get someone who can teach you the trade. I once came here with money and bought so 

many goods to sell but they were not moving. 

You can never stock all the goods in your single shop. This is why the traders here largely depend 

on each other to satisfy customers though they are competing among each other’. In my shop I 

try to compete based on price. I try to reduce prices as low as I can to keep my customer coming. 

But of course this depends on the grade and quality of the product being sold. 

Besides capital attracting customers and maintaining them is the key to winning over competition. 

He acknowledged that his good sales skills was his secret to winning customers from the 

competition; “a trader at Abossey Okai can make you buy ‘anything’, even the lowest quality item 

because they are really good at convincing and will make a customer feel like he is buying a gold 

mine”. 

 

Interview 5 

‘The thing is Ghanaians like second hand vehicles because they cannot afford brand new. And as 

long as they continue to use second hand, we will always be in business’. It’s a trade that has been 

going on for so long and cannot possibly die out. I don’t know anything about an Abossey Okai 

Facebook page but I don’t think mechanics have the time to go there and search for the pats they 

need. Besides people want to be able to feel the product to know that it’s durable before they 

buy it and you can’t do that on the internet. 

We are not the only sellers of spare parts; Kokompe is there and there are other individual shop 

owners around town that sell spare parts as well as other bigger outlets like Japan Motors. 

He also explained that the association collects dues and embarks upon corporate social initiatives 

like making donations to orphanages and helping the poor. Besides this he could not recall any 

other activity of the association besides the end of year party which does not come off every year 

anyway. He thinks that the association should only focus on social activities like what it already 



  

83 
  

does because there is simply not enough time to form a syndicate of businessmen who share 

other shipping and trading intellect with each other. No monies are given out as loans to members 

by the association because whoever comes to trade at Abossey Okai usually has his own capital 

and traders can use the stocks in their own shops as collaterals to securer loans Nevertheless, ‘no 

single shop owner so far stocks everything’. Competition is very keen because a customer must 

bypass very similar shops before arriving at a particular regular supplier. 

Besides capital attracting customers and maintaining them is the key to winning over competition 

Because we all sell from the same location, we each try to beat down prices even before 

customers arrive to buy. A lot of customers are mechanics who share contacts of spare parts 

repairers among themselves and across garages. As such the bad quality suppliers are quickly 

identified through such mechanics and vice versa for traders with good deals. I mainly compete 

based on price. I try to offer lower prices than my other colleagues selling here or offer discounts 

on bulk purchases to keep my customers coming back. 

 

Interview 6 

Mostly people rather relocate into the cluster and not the other way round 

Joint import strategies are carried out among friends but there are no formal arrangements for 

such activities instituted by the cluster for the benefit of all. The Abossey Okai trade is strictly 

private so the only interruptions by the government are in the form of the taxes levied. 

Interviewee presumes that if the cluster belonged to the government it would have probably been 

moved out of its current location. But one particular reason why the government has not tied to 

extract the cluster is the fact that Abossey Okai is still a residential area and it has never been 

illegal to own a shop in front of your house. Taxes levied include AMA tax, Internal Revenue tax. 

And of course all shops pay their rent and goodwill. Trust is built as traders give each other 

referrals and rely on each other when they run out of stock. There is no implied relationship 

between shops for operating from within the cluster 

Besides the initial capital investment a shop owner or trader, no matter the size of his business 

should know the particular kind of parts to sell at the right time. Because sometimes products are 
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seasonal and what is popular at the market at one point may no longer be demanded by car 

owners and mechanics later on. This kind of knowledge is usually gained through experience. 

There’s no formula for this one and there’s a limit to what you can learn during your 

apprenticeship. Besides what worked during your apprenticeship may not be working when you 

have opened your shop. So traders must always be alert and observant. 

One of the main reason why mechanics visit the cluster is that car owners do not want to visit the 

cluster themselves. There are so many dishonest people here who could sell them scraps and 

make them think they were brand new parts. So car owners trust their mechanics to come here 

n do the searching for them. But these mechanics sometimes cheat car owners. They don’t have 

the time to take off their buy schedules to come here themselves. And Abossey Oki is a crowded 

place. If you walk in randomly you will not even know the right shop to visit for the best deals. 

 

Interview 7 

besides capital attracting customers and maintaining them is the key to winning over competition 

Traders are very skilled at making sales. Some traders can make you buy anything, I mean 

‘anything’. Indeed most traders have little formal education, but they are really good at what they 

do. Eventually what makes the mark is making the sale and not owning the biggest shop. And 

that’s why shops can go from table top to warehouse; sales, sales, sales 

Most of us are trying to compete based on the price level. Every shop owner want to be the one 

who can offer the best quality for cheap. It is not easy to offer products for cheap without 

compromising on quality. Some shop owners have expensive commodities and are still able to 

attract soo many customers. I suspect that such shop owners are using traditional medicine to 

attract people. Because no one in their right mind will want to buy such expensive solutions. This 

sounds ridiculous but that was his reality and the key he thought was to the success of such firm 

Interview 8 

Traders of car tyres could also be seen mainly concentrated towards one end of the market. As 

such besides the 6000 auto parts shops there are also banks, mobile money agents and other 
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businesses present. An example is sis Vera who operates a travel and tour agency, mobile money 

and also works as an agent to two financial institutions. Many traders from within the cluster 

prefer to bank with her because they can avoid long queues typical of the regular banking halls. 

She also depends on referrals from the traders for her travel n tur business as well as the mobile 

money service.  Mainly the auto parts trading business takes precedence and little mechanical 

servicing is offered. The fire outbreak that occurred some years ago was at the section of the 

cluster where used car parts are sold. He explained that whilst most of the traders were able to 

recover from their losses, others couldn’t. So the space was rented out to other business 

prospects who were ready to set up there. 

Besides capital attracting customers and maintaining them is the key to winning over competition 

I don’t see the market as a cluster, we are just here for location advantages and to make a living. 

We are all here but don’t make a mistake and think that we are a group or something. We are 

individuals trying to make a living. The only ones who depend on other people get disappointed 

because we all have our motives for operation. 

During festive occasions, the association donates food stuffs and other basic items to orphanages 

and needy children. This is what the association usually does. There is no kind of borrowing or 

other personal benefit we get from it. Even the meetings how many of us attend or contribute. I 

don’t contribute so I don’t expect anything from it anyway. 

 

 

Interview 9 

‘Sometimes you can see a lot of shops stocking and selling off a particular product but it may be 

because that shop has a standing order with some mechanics or car company’. One important 

lesson ive learnt here is don’t opy blindly. We are all selling spare parts but in fact looking at what 

other people are selling to stock your shop is a bad idea. Usually during apprenticeship we are 

taught the stocks that sell quickly but things change over time so a trader at Abossey Okai has to 

be smart. 
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Attracting customers and maintaining them is the key to winning over competition and not only 

the price or quality of product. To start the business you only need your seed capital and your 

shop or stocks to sell but to keep the business going you need more than that. 

A lot of customers are mechanics who share contacts of spare parts repairers among themselves 

and across garages. As such the bad quality suppliers are quickly identified through such 

mechanics and vice versa for traders with good deals 

It is also a common practice for traders to trade valuable information in exchange for other 

valuable information. Usually those who trade online are the educated ones and the other traders 

who are not internet savvy but need such internet resources rely on these educated traders to 

cater for their online needs 

Interview 10 

We don’t share any common resources relevant to the trade; only case would probably be among 

good friends (Interview 10). We sometimes share water because that could be hard to find but 

the source is the local residents and homes 

It is also a common practice for traders to trade valuable information in exchange for other 

valuable information. Usually those who trade online are the educated ones and the other 

traders who are not internet savvy but need such internet resources rely on these educated 

traders to cater for their online needs  

besides capital attracting customers and maintaining them is the key to winning over 

competition 

By being in the cluster you will get you your first customers but of course maintaining them and 

attracting other customers depends on other strengths besides location like relationships and 

referrals.  

the heavy taxes on importing such products coupled with the cost of clearing items from the 

port upon delivery is a great discouragement I know will keep individual customers from taking 

the initiative to order their own auto parts online. And that is where we have the advantage.   
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Observations 

Observation 1 

Mainly the automobile spare parts trading business takes precedence over other businesses in 

the cluster and little mechanical servicing is offered. Most shops do not have any computers for 

record taking. The road side trader are very aggressive ad persistent. They even go to the extent 

of holding your hand if you try to bypass them without buying. 

I did not see any special equipment. Traders are simply buying from their wholesalers and selling 

to customers. There were some artisans doing some welding and using fire to adjust and 

smoothen scrap parts for resale. 

Basically the traders that work there do not look at the business from a business perspective in 

terms of the formalities; like writing up action plans, reporting to whoever needs to be reported 

to and implementing coordinating systems. There are no laid down systems, there is more of a 

‘do as you go along process’ and it works for them and they see no reason why they should 

change.  

Plant and equipment is not evident either since no manufacturing takes place. Most stock items 

are either imported by traders or bought from warehouses owned by middlemen. One of the 

largest capital assets I witnessed was a warehouse. The most common physical capital resource 

from which most firms in the cluster benefited was the geographical location of the market 

  

Observation 2 

During his free time Mr X goes out to nearby shops to chat with other traders. They have a cordial 

relationship but are competing and are not partners. 

Sometimes when the customer arrives and does not have any particular shop to buy from, some 

of the freelance guys just engage the customer in a conversation and figure out what kind of 

product he is searching for. Then the boys give the customer a place to wait around the corner 

and then go into the shop to get the product for the customer. He adds a margin to the price and 

sells the product to the customer at this price takes the margin and returns the rest of the money 
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to the shop owner. Shop owners are not really bothered about this exploitation once their 

products are moving off the shelf; besides whatever conversation that went on between the final 

customer and middleman, the shop owner never gets to know. Traders associate the success of 

some firms to the use of herbal concoctions and spiritual influences because they just cannot find 

a rational reason why one firm is succeeding over the other or even if they did they find it hard to 

admit that that is the reason. Sometimes the successful firm does not know that is what is making 

it succeed. Mr x knows that calling to follow up on customers is a good idea but he also 

implements other strategies. He asks for their telephone numbers, calls them from time to time, 

uses social media to his advantage, looks at the shelf life of his stock and examines the period 

they spend on shelf before they are sold. Yes he may succeed but he may not know which of these 

are the reason for his success and for this reason there is some form of causal ambiguity this could 

be a reason why other shops might attribute such successes to spiritual influences which is not 

the case … they cannot tell what the link between his resources and competitive advantage is. 

 

Figure A 

I visited this warehouse owned by Kojo’s family and though I did not have the opportunity to go 

in and mingle with staff and the owner, Mr X explained that the business employed some 

computerized systems to keep track of stocks and patterns among sales and compare trends since 

it had a large stock base and made several sales a week. 

 



  

89 
  

The first day I visited Abossey Okai was really hectic and difficult. Well the place was ery very hot. 

There were many noisy trucks offloading merchandise into warehouses and many traders along 

the roadside shouting out to me to buy from them. I had to find my way to Mr Xs shop and it was 

very difficult because there were not many named streets and there were several alleys. Some 

looked very dark and I didn’t know which one to walk through though Mr X had given me 

directions that morning to his shop.  

 

Participant Ethnicity Shop size No of 
years in 
trade 

Expect
a-tion 
to 
leave 

Trade Specialty Entry 
Style 

Education Level 

Mr X Participant 
1 

Northerner Relatively 
small (less 
than 
10*10) 

15 None Auto parts 
(car lights, interior 
engine small parts) 

All 
apprenti
ceships 

Masters Level 

Mr Blackeye Akan Medium 
sized (less 
than 
12*15) 

12 None Auto parts 
(car lights, interior 
engine small parts) 

 High School 

Ms Vera Akan Large (less 
than 
15*15) 

20 None Travel and Tours 
Mobile money and 
bank agent 

 High School 

Participant 4 Akan Small 7 None A mixture of second 
hand parts 

 Junior High 
School 

Participant 5 Ga Large 2 None Brand new engine 
fixtures 

 Senior High  

Participant 6 Akan Small 14 None Car tyres  Junior High 

Participant 7 Akan Small 8 None Car tyres  Junior High 
School 

Participant 8 Akan Small 12 None A mixture of scraps  Senior High 
School 

Participant 9 Ga Medium 5 None Second hand goods  Primary School 

Participant 10 Akan Medium 9 None Auto parts 
(car lights, interior 
engine small parts) 

 Primary School 
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Major trading activities I observed 

Autmobile related trades Other indirectly related activities 

Spare parts retailers Restaurants    

Welders Food hawkers (carrying food on head trays) 

Scrap sellers along the pavement Banks 

Care tyre shops Travel and Tour agent 

Second hand engine shops Mobile Money agents 

Warehouses Telephone service providers 

  

 

 

Interview with the Chief Revenue Officer of the Customs Division and Officer from Ghana 

Standards Authority (Alhassan 2016) 

After independence not many people had private cars. More than 90 percent of Ghanaians use 

vehicles now most of which cannot afford brand new cars and this has also led to the rampant 

trading of spare parts. Currently we allow spare parts to come in. There are no standards. The 

ideal situation would have been for us to import only brand new manufactured spare parts from 

automobile companies. Buying spare parts which may be good or bad depends on your luck. 

If we had been given the standard against which parts should be measured before allowed entry 

we would have done so. But there is no such arrangement so currently we only identify the 

commodity, its associated tariff and allow it in when all duties have been paid. 

You don’t need to be a specialist to be in this business. You just enter like any other business man. 

Only documents that show your import payments, bill of lading and shipping information is all 

you need. 

 

Useful links and sources of secondary data 

Useful Links 

http://www.ghanaiantimes.com.gh/fire-at-abossey-okai/ 

http://www.ghanavisions.com/news/29093-fire-breaks-out-in-abossey-okai-warehouse.html 

http://banewsgh.com/abossey-okai-fire-wee-smokers-caused-the-inferno-nadmo/5177 

http://citifmonline.com/2015/07/27/fire-ravages-abossey-okai-spare-parts-shops/ 

http://www.ghanaiantimes.com.gh/fire-at-abossey-okai/
http://www.ghanavisions.com/news/29093-fire-breaks-out-in-abossey-okai-warehouse.html
http://banewsgh.com/abossey-okai-fire-wee-smokers-caused-the-inferno-nadmo/5177
http://citifmonline.com/2015/07/27/fire-ravages-abossey-okai-spare-parts-shops/
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http://www.myjoyonline.com/news/2017/March-2nd/abossey-okai-spare-parts-dealers-

jubilate-over-abolishing-of-duties.php 

https://www.modernghana.com/news/746049/abossey-okai-spare-parts-dealers-clear-air-our-

reduction-i.html 

http://www.myjoyonline.com/news/2013/december-8th/fire-guts-structures-at-abossey-

okai.php 

http://www.graphic.com.gh/news/general-news/shopowner-loses-millions-in-abossey-okai-

fire.html 

http://citifmonline.com/2016/11/21/bog-reduces-policy-rate-to-25-5/ 

http://citifmonline.com/2015/07/27/fire-ravages-abossey-okai-spare-parts-shops/ 

http://citifmonline.com/2017/03/10/tax-cuts-to-deepen-cedi-depreciation-gn-research/ 

 

 

http://www.myjoyonline.com/news/2017/March-2nd/abossey-okai-spare-parts-dealers-jubilate-over-abolishing-of-duties.php
http://www.myjoyonline.com/news/2017/March-2nd/abossey-okai-spare-parts-dealers-jubilate-over-abolishing-of-duties.php
https://www.modernghana.com/news/746049/abossey-okai-spare-parts-dealers-clear-air-our-reduction-i.html
https://www.modernghana.com/news/746049/abossey-okai-spare-parts-dealers-clear-air-our-reduction-i.html
http://www.myjoyonline.com/news/2013/december-8th/fire-guts-structures-at-abossey-okai.php
http://www.myjoyonline.com/news/2013/december-8th/fire-guts-structures-at-abossey-okai.php
http://www.graphic.com.gh/news/general-news/shopowner-loses-millions-in-abossey-okai-fire.html
http://www.graphic.com.gh/news/general-news/shopowner-loses-millions-in-abossey-okai-fire.html
http://citifmonline.com/2017/03/10/tax-cuts-to-deepen-cedi-depreciation-gn-research/

