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A bst ract

omen in agriculture are increasingly facing diverse challenges which Wmay hinder productivity, nutritional health and human development. 
�is study examines the nutritional status of female farmers in Osusu 

Community, Abia State. A cross-sectional study involving a mixed-methods 
approach was adopted. A group of twenty (20) female farmers who will be 
followed up were included. A structured interview and interviewer-administered 
questionnaire were used to collect the data. Information such as age, marital 
status, education level, land ownership, income control, decision-making, dietary 
pa�erns were recorded. �e weight (in Kilograms) and height (in Meters) were 
also recorded for BMI calculation. Descriptive and inferential statistics were used 
to analyze the data. �e mean age of the women was 45.95±8.35 years and were all 
married but 40.0% of them were widows. �ey had a minimum of secondary 
school education (70.0%) but had not received any agricultural extension 
services (100%). Most of them rented (55.0%) their farm spaces which were 
reported to be slightly far (45.5%) from their homes. �ey majorly (95.0%) 
controlled their farm proceeds and decided what to cultivate. �e dietary pa�ern 
showed that 40.0% of the women consumed meat less than once a month but 
consumed cray�sh (90.0%) daily. Only 20% added fermented condiments to 
their meal while up to 80% consumed cassava products daily. �e prevalence of 
underweight and obesity were 20.0% and 10.0% respectively. Only 45.0% of the 
women had normal BMI. It is therefore pertinent to improve the nutritional 
status of the female famers in Osusu community, Abia State.
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Background to the Study
�e demand for food keeps rising with population growth and nutritional needs therefore 
raising the demand for diverse food supply. Regional variations in the demand for, and supply 
of food as well as the associating factors have been recorded (FAO, 2014). �is places a lot 
more pressure on food production. Agriculture is known to be a crucial support for growth 
and development but it still suffers underperformance. �is is partly because women who are 
sometimes the essential resource in agriculture and the rural economy face many constraints 
that reduce their productivity (FAO, 2011). Agriculture, being a pivotal sector in Nigeria's 
economy, accounts signi�cantly to employment generation and GDP. In the wake of 
economic diversi�cation, agriculture remains a viable source of economic sustainability 
globally because it can help reduce poverty and improve food security (Pawlak & 
Kolodziejczak, 2020). It contributes about 25% GDP in the developing countries (FAO, 
IFAD, UNICEF, WFP & WHO, 2024). In Abia State, a key agricultural region in South 
Eastern Nigeria, women play a central role in agricultural activities, yet they face several 
multifaceted challenges (World Bank, 2017). Isiwu (2023), Umeh et al., (2021) informed 
that gender issues exist among farmers in Abia state and recommended that efforts have to be 
channeled to amend the situation. �ese constraints range between availability of farmland, 
access to credit facilities, access to agricultural extension services, availability of improved 
seeds/breeds, lower levels of formal education, family/household responsibilities and so on. 
�ese constraints hinder their productivity (FAO, 2011), economic advancement (Moses & 
Simi, 2020) and nutritional health (FAO, 2011; Doss et al., 2018).

Despite these challenges, li�le a�ention has been channeled towards the nutritional status of 
these women in agriculture, hence the need for this study. Haris-Fry et al. (2020) conducted a 
systematic literature review and recommended that high-quality research is needed to 
establish the impact of gender equity on nutrition outcomes across contexts. Nutritional 
discrepancies between genders are well-reported. Female farmers regularly experience poorer 
nutritional outcomes due to bias in household food distribution and restricted access to 
healthcare and nutritional resources (Kawarazuka & Anriquez, 2012; Doss et al., 2018). �is 
then necessitates a location-speci�c and context-speci�c approaches in dealing with peculiar 
challenges disturbing the agricultural sector.

Objectives of the Study
1. To assess the nutritional status of women involved in agriculture in Abia State.
2. To recommend interventions to address identi�ed nutritional health issues.

Global Perspectives on Gender Issues in Nutrition
Gender inequality frequently jeopardises women's nutritional status since it affects their 
ability to make decisions, access resources, and general health. Studies reveal that due to 
unequal food distribution within households and limited access to health care, women in low- 
and middle-income countries (LMICs) o�en have worse nutritional outcomes than males 
(Kawarazuka & Anriquez, 2012; Doss et al., 2018). �is may predispose them to adverse 
nutritional and health conditions
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Nigerian Perspective on Gender Issues in Nutrition
Nutritional inadequacies take many forms, and gender problems contribute immensely. For 
instance, dietary limitations and biased food distribution within households increase the risk 
of anaemia and micronutrient de�ciencies among Nigerian women (Olaniyan et al., 2017). 
According to Olaniyan et al. (2017), women are more likely than men to suffer from iron 
de�ciency anaemia, primarily as a result of consuming insufficient amounts of foods high in 
iron to accommodate their peculiar demand.

�e health and overall well-being of women are directly impacted by their dietary practices 
and conditions. Omoniyi and Idowu (2019) demonstrated that higher prevalence of maternal 
and infant mortality is linked to mothers who are poorly nourished. Poor pregnancy 
outcomes which include low birth weight and an elevated risk of perinatal mortality might 
result from sub-optimum nutrition (Omoniyi & Idowu, 2019). Yet, these undernourished 
women continue to engage in some income generating activities including farming to support 
their families' income which further aggravates the problem. Studies have shown that greater 
dietary diversity especially including fruits and vegetables associates with reduced risks of 
certain diseases whereas lower dietary diversity especially limiting fruits and vegetables 
increases the chances of adiposity and sever health conditions ( Zhou et Mozaffari et al., 2021; 
al., 2021 & Verger et al., 2021 Public health efforts to improve nutrition should include  ). 
varied diets as a healthy eating strategy ( ). As much as high dietary Mozaffari et al., 2021
diversity is encouraged, it should be done with caution since Zhou et al. (2021) reported that 
higher BMI among adults was associated with higher odds of sufficient dietary diversity. �e 
importance of healthy dietary pa�ern over time has been clearly shown by science (Philips, 
2021), yet evidence also support the importance of starting and keeping a healthy dietary 
regimen regardless of age because of short-term health bene�ts and the cumulative effects of 
healthy dietary choices over the years DOA & HHS, 2020( ).

Nutritional Status of Women
Nutrition of women of reproductive age is a public health concern in low- and middle-income 
countries (Shenk, et al 2021). David (2002) added that optimal nutrition guarantees 
appropriate growth and physical development as well as high productivity from conception to 
adulthood. Adequate nutrition guarantees adequate wellness and enhanced productivity as 
well as long quality life (WHO, 2019). It involves a lot of purposeful practices ranging from 
adequate dietary practices (Fesken et al., 2022; WHO, 2023), good lifestyle (Zohra et al., 
2014; Widen, 2015), proper health maintenance (Haines and Grimes, 2022) and so on. 
Maintaining adequate dietary practice according to the British Nutrition Foundation (2024) 
involves aiming for a healthy weight, consumption of iron-rich foods and �bre, having less red 
meat and alcohol. �e WHO recommends a wide variety of food groups which should include 
but not limited to; fruits, vegetables, legumes, nuts and whole grains because women's 
nutritional status affect their wellbeing and productivity which has far-reaching economic 
impacts (Nutrition International, 2024). BMI according to NPC, (2019) is an indicator of 
nutritional status of adult individuals. It is an index that explains the level of fatness or thinness 
of someone and is classi�ed under four major groups: Underweight (<18.50), normal (18.5- 
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224.99), overweight (25 -29.99) and Obese (≥30) kg/m . �e NDHS 2018 report informs 
that 60% of women have a normal BMI, while 12% are thin and 28% are overweight or obese. 
�is indicates that nearly half of the women population in Nigeria were malnourished and 
may not be able to be productive and may suffer from one or more nutrition-related non-
communicable diseases.

Methodology
�is cross-sectional study employed a mixed-methods approach to provide both quantitative 
and qualitative insights. A group of 20 rural women were selected in Osusu community in 
Isiala Ngwa Local Government Area of Abia state. �e people from this community are 
known to be involved in farming annually. �ey practice both crops and animal farming. �e 
community is a typical rural area with many poor road networks making commuting very 
difficult. For this reason, this community was selected for this study purposely because it met 
the researcher's inclusion criteria of interest. Convenient sampling method was used in order 
to select these women and data was obtained from them. �ese women will be revisited at later 
intervals to implement action plans to improve their nutritional health and as well measure 
progress. A well-structured interview was combined with a pretested interviewer-
administered questionnaire to collect data from the women for this research report. 
Interviewer-administered questionnaire was used to collect quantitative data on socio-
economic status, resource access, productivity, and economic outcomes. Interviews were 
used to gather in-depth qualitative data on personal experiences and perceptions. �e 
quantitative data were analyzed using statistical tools to identify pa�erns and correlations. 
�e qualitative data analyzed through thematic analysis to identify key themes and insights. 
Maternal Body Mass Index (BMI)kg/m2 was de�ned as underweight (<18.5), normal (18.5-
24.9), overweight (25.0-29.9) and obesity (≥30.0). A dietary diversity score of 120 was 
obtained in total and was categorized into three parts: Poor (<40.0), fair (40.0 – 80.0) and 
good (>80.0).

Results
Table 1 shows the socio-economic characteristics of the women. It reveals that most of the 
women were between the ages of 40 – 49 years (55.0%) with a mean age of 45.95±8.35. �ey 
were all married but 40% of them were widows. �e highest educational a�ainment was 
secondary school (70.0%). Many of them combined farming with other income generating 
activities (65.0%) but 40.0% earned minimal income. 

Table 2 illustrates the dietary pa�ern of the women. �e consumption of cereals (70.0%) and 
legumes (50.0%) were less frequently that is, once or twice a week. Meat consumption was 
occasionally (70.0%) but they consumed cray�sh on daily basis (90.0%). Although majority 
(70.0%) of the women consumed fresh fruits on daily basis, 60.0% of them consumed roots 
and tubers at least twice a day. Consumption of cooked vegetables at least daily was recorded 
(90.0%).
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Table 3 reveals the BMI status of the women. Underweight was observed to be 20.0%, 
overweight was 25.0% while only 45.0% of the women had normal BMI.

Table 4 displays the thematic analysis of the challenges the women face. It reveals that poor 
technology (75.0%) and body pains (45.0) were the threatening as perceived be these rural 
women in agriculture. �e correlation matrix of the dietary pa�ern and BMI status is 
displayed in table 5. It shows that the BMI of the women was positively correlated with the 
consumption of fermented seasonings (r = 0.516*) and so� drinks (r = 0.444*). Underweight 
was negatively correlated with the consumption of biscuits (r = -0.465*) and so� drinks (r = -
0.522). �e consumption of cooked vegetables was negatively correlated with overweight (r = 
-0.454*).

Table 1: Socio-economic Characteristics of the Women 
Variables Frequency (%)
Age
20-29 1(5.0)
30-39 2(10.0)
40-49 11(55.0)
50-59 5(25.0)
≥60 1(5.0)
Marital Status
Married 12(60.0)
Widowed 8(40.0)
Education level
Primary 4(20.0)
Secondary 14(70.0)

 

Tertiary 2(10.0)

 

Employment 

 

Farming alone 7(35.0)

 

Pe�y trading 7(35.0)

 

Civil servants 2(10.0)

 

Other businesses 4(20.0)

 

Monthly Income 

 

Unreported 4(20.0)

 

>N50,000 8(40.0)

 

< N50,000 8(40.0)

 

Farm Ownership

 

Leased 9(45.0)

 

Rented 11(55.0)

 

Asset Ownership

 

None 3(15.0)

 

Land 4(20.0)
 

House 13(65.0) 
Farm distance
Very Near 3(15.0)
Slightly near 3(15.0)
Slightly far 9(45.0)
Very Far 5(25.0)
Controlled Farm proceed 19(95.0)
Social Support
Spouse 6(30.0)
Relations 8(40.0)
NGOs 1(5.0)
Others 5(25.0)
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Table 2: Dietary pa�ern of the Women 

Table 3: BMI Status of the Women

Table 4: Challenges faced by the Women

Food groups  2-3 
times a

 day 

 

Once a  
day 

 

5-6 
times a

 week 

 

3-4 
times a

 week 

 

Once/twice 
a

 
week 

 

1-3 
times a

 month 

 

Less than 
once a

 month

 Cereals

 

0(0.0)

 

2(10.0)

 

0(0.0)

 

2(10.0)

 

14(70.0)

 

1(5.0)

 

1(5.0)

 Legumes

 

2(10.0)

 

0(0.0)

 

0(0.0)

 

3(15.0)

 

10(50.0)

 

4(20)

 

1(5)

 
Meat

 

0(0.0)

 

2(10.0)

 

0(0.0)

 

0(0.0)

 

4(20.0)

 

6(30.0)

 

8(40.0)

 
Seafoods/�sh

 

17(85.0)

 

1(5.0)

 

0(0.0)

 

0(0.0)

 

0(0.0)

 

0(0.0)

 

2(10.0)

 

Roots/tubers

 

12(60.0)

 

4(20.0)

 

0(0.0)

 

1(5.0)

 

2(10.0)

 

0(0.0)

 

1(5.0)

 

Fresh fruits

 

14(70.0)

 

2(10.0)

 

2(10.0)

 

0(0.0)

 

2(10.0)

 

0(0.0)

 

0(0.0)

 

Cooked vege

 

16(80.0)

 

2(10.0)

 

1(5.0)

 

0(0.0)

 

1(5.0)

 

0(0.0)

 

0(0.0)

 

Raw vege

 

0(0.0)

 

4(20.0)

 

3(15.0)

 

2(10.0)

 

3(15.0)

 

3(15.0)

 

5(25.0)

 

Nuts 

 

1(5.0)

 

3(15.0)

 

3(15.0)

 

4(20.0)

 

2(10.0)

 

3(15.0)

 

4(20.0)

 

So� drinks

 

1(5.0)

 

0(0.0)

 

0(0.0)

 

3(15.0)

 

5(25.0)

 

5(25.0

 

4(20.0)

 

Alcohol

 

0(0.0)

 

0(0.0)

 

0(0.0)

 

0(0.0)

 

0(0.0)

 

1(5.0)

 

19(95.0)

 
 

BMI

 
Frequency (%)

Underweight

 

4(20.0)
Normal 9(45.0)
Overweight 5(25.0)
Obese 2(10.0)
Total 20(100.0)

Challenges

 
Frequency 
(%)

Poor funds

 

18(90.0)
Lack of manure

 

17(85.0)
Poor seeds varieties

 

17(85.0)
Poor technology /labour costs 15(75.0)
Local farm tools 15(75.0)
Body pains 9(45.0)
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Table 5: Correlation Matrix of the Dietary Pa�ern and BMI

Discussion
�e results revealed that majority of the women surveyed have a�ained advanced maternal 
age. �is aligns with Mukaila et al. (2021) who posited that most small holder farmers in 
Enugu state were between the ages of 41 and 50 years old. �e implication of this age is that 
they might have adolescent children living within the same householding needing a lot of care, 
nurturing, increased formal education and a�ention. �is may increase their stress level 
where they are unable to not access adequate support. A good number of them were observed 
to be young widows. �is corroborates the �ndings of Rose et al., (2021) who added that 
there are many widows in the rural areas. �ese might pose a lot more burden on the women. 
�us, necessitating external assistance to alleviate the burden in order to enhance their 
nutritional health and productivity. According to UNDP (2023), grants to women in 
agriculture and access to productive resources (Peterman, et al., 2010) help to increase the 
energy resilience of their businesses.

It was also observed that these women had other sources of income. �is opposes the opinion 
of Mukaila (2021) who added that most smallholder famers did not diversify their income 
source but agrees with Coster et al. (2021) who informed that though agriculture still remains 
the major source of income for rural farmers, they still engaged in other forms of businesses. 

It was further observed that these rural female farmers had faulty dietary pa�erns which 
strongly correlated with their BMI statuses. �ere was double burden of malnutrition 
coexisting at the group level. Some women were underweighting while others were 
overweight or obese. �e dietary pa�ern revealed that the consumption of biscuits and so� 
drinks correlated negatively with underweight. �is might be as a result of low-income 
characteristics of these female farmers. �is �nding aligns with the opinion of Park et al. 
(2023) and French et al. (2019) who affirmed that low household income could lead to the 
consumption of low-nutritive snacks and that the consumption of sugar-sweetened beverages 
is dependent on income (Liu et al., 2022). �ese low nutritive food items chosen by these 

  

Fermented 
seasonings

 

Roots and 
Tubers

 

Fresh 
fruits

 

Cooked 
veges

Raw 
veges Nuts Biscuits Water

So� 
drinks BMI

Under 
weight Normal Overweight

Fermented 
seasonings

 

1

 

.169

 

-.276

 

-.488* .209 .293 .020 -.422 -.029 .516* -.292 -.211 .465*

Roots and Tubers

 

.169

 

1

 

-.242

 

-.293 -.155 -.078 -.213 .110 .241 .020 .014 -.140 .135

Fresh fruits

 

-.276

 

-.242

 

1

 

.659** .112 -.105 -.476* .154 -.079 -.315 .247 .141 -.355

Cooked veges

 

-.488*

 

-.293

 

.659**

 

1 .132 .104 -.318 -.119 -.031 -.434 .206 .270 -.454*

Raw veges .209 -.155 .112 .132 1 .606** -.176 -.507* -.214 -.052 .040 .099 -.137
Nuts .293 -.078 -.105 .104 .606** 1 .065 -.614** .007 -.115 -.093 .299 -.234
Biscuits .020 -.213 -.476* -.318 -.176 .065 1 .052 .162 .132 -.465* .447* -.076
Water -.422 .110 .154 -.119 -.507* -.614** .052 1 .271 .083 .000 -.174 .182
So� drinks -.029 .241 -.079 -.031 -.214 .007 .162 .271 1 .444* -.522* .158 .272

BMI .516* .020 -.315 -.434 -.052 -.115 .132 .083 .444* 1 -.643** -.275 .827**

Underweight -.292 .014 .247 .206 .040 -.093 -.465* .000 -.522* -.643** 1 -.452* -.367

Normal BMI -.211 -.140 .141 .270 .099 .299 .447* -.174 .158 -.275 -.452* 1 -.664**

Overweight .465* .135 -.355 -.454* -.137 -.234 -.076 .182 .272 .827** -.367 -.664** 1
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female farmers to meet their energy requirements could according to Park, (2023) have 
adverse effects on their health in the future. However, the consumption of cooked vegetables 
correlated negatively with overweight indicating that the more the cooked vegetables the 
women consumed the lower the overweight burden. �is �nding corroborates with that of 
Mwania, (2023) who opined that the consumption of fruits and vegetables negatively and 
signi�cantly correlates with BMI. �e women reported low funds, lack of improved inputs 
and labour costs to be their major constraints, although a good number of them reported body 
pains to be huge challenges. �ese �ndings corroborate those of (Chukwujekwu, et al., 2021; 
Oyaniran, 2020 & Oluwasusi, et al., 2020) who informed that inadequate access to credit 
facility and �nance limit women's progress in agribusiness. Additionally, Abubakar et al. 
(2023) informed that body pains on different parts of the body especially the waist and back 
regions were conditions experienced by peasant farmers in Nigeria. �e women reported a 
wide use of crude farm tools which might have given rise to the body pains reported by these 
female farmers. �is agrees with Oluwasusi, et al. (2020) who opined that one of the most 
serious constraints to safe farm practices was poor access to farm machineries.

Conclusion
�is cross-sectional study set out to assess the nutritional status of women involved in 
agriculture in Abia State and to recommend actionable nutrition intervention initiatives to 
tackle the identi�ed problems. �e female farmers in Osusu community were middle-aged 
with low income and a signi�cant proportion of the women were widowed. Agricultural 
extension services are yet to be seen in this community and they mostly used local farm tools. 
Challenging body pains and low access to credit facility were some of their notable setbacks. 
�eir dietary practice was subpar in terms of consumption of meals from diverse food groups. 
Underweight and overweight statuses were high within the group which may further limits 
income, productivity and hinder human development. 

Recommendations 
 Given the �ndings, the study therefore recommends;

1. Nutrition education program is advised to improve the dietary practices of these 
women and consequently their nutritional health.

2. Agricultural extension service is needed in this community to assist them with the 
newest and safer technologies to support their farming businesses.

3. Efforts to improve farm mechanization should be put in place in order to alleviate the 
burden associated with the use of crude farm tools and body pains currently being 
experienced by female farmers in Osusu Community.

Suggestions for Future Research
1. Studies employing other methods of nutritional assessment such as biochemical 

analysis should be carried out on these women to identify the nutrient levels in their 
bloodstream in order to identify cases of anaemia, diabetes and other nutrition-
related non-communicable diseases.

2. Studies on household/family characteristics in�uencing women's participation in 
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farming in this community and other communities should be carried out. 
3. Male farmers should be subsequently studied to clearly de�ne and have a wholistic 

picture.
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