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Abstract 

Women in developing countries play a vital role in meeting the food and 
nutritional needs of their families through food production, economic 
access to food and ensuring nutrition security of family members. Despite 
these contributions, women are constrained by poverty, illiteracy, lack of 
access to credit and extension services as well as by inherent difficulties of 
discrimination that perpetuate gender inequality. The paper highlights the 
urgent need to redress the constraints confronting women to enable them 
make significant contributions to eradicating food insecurity facing people 
in developing countries. 

Background 

Since independence, the Nigerian economy has undergone significant structural changes. 

Agriculture which was the mainstay of the economy in the first decade of independence was replaced by oil 

in the early 1970s. The shift from reliance on agriculture as the chief foreign exchange earner to oil led to a 

profound neglect of the former sector especially during the oil boom years (1970-1980). The decline in the 

economic fortunes of the nation has witnessed successive regimes putting up programmes adapted to their 

economic outlook. .One of such programmes is the Structural Adjustment Programme (SAP) introduced in 

1986 with the aim of correcting some structural defects in the economy through economic liberalization and 

deregulation. Difficulties associated with SAP have further instigated inflationary pressures and cuts in social 

expenditures. The devaluation of the Naira has led to a fall in the standard of living of people as there is a 

sharp reduction in family’s disposable incomes ( a major determinant of household food security). Some 

foods previously available to the poor are no longer so (World Bank, 1996). The resultant job losses and 

unemployment in the formal sector forced many into the informal business sector to generate or supplement 

their incomes with which to sustain their families. 

Food Security 

Food security is the access by all people at all times to the food required for a healthy life. Food 

may be available but a household due to various reasons may not have access to it. Quisumbing et al (1995) 

noted that the three central ingredients or pillars of food security are food availability or adequate food 

production, economic access to available food, and nutritional security which often depends on the 

availability of non-food resources such as child care, health care, clean water, and sanitation. Von Braun 

(1992) pointed out that there are important differences in household food security issues in urban and rural 

contexts. While real wages (income and food prices interaction) is the main determinant in urban areas, the 

level of domestic food production inputs and services is a primary determinant of food security in the rural 

areas. 

Women And Food Security In Developing Countries 

Women are the invisible workforce and the unacknowledged backbone of the family (Tanko, 1995). 

By custom, it is a woman’s duty to produce food to feed herself and her children, and to sell farm produce to 

meet basic cash needs. She must also serve as a major source of labour in support of the farming activities of 

her husband and relatives. Saito et al (1994) observed that women farmers in sub- Saharan Africa dominated 

the small holder sector and accounted for more than three quarters of the food produced in the region. 

Women play significant if not dominant roles in supplying all three ingredients necessary to achieve food 

security in developing countries (Quisumbing et al, 1995). Women through out much of the developing 

world are farmers who not only produce the food crops needed to feed their 
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families, but seek to generate cash income necessary to gain access to education, health care and a better way 
of life in today’s world (Bruce, et al 1995). 

The economic responsibilities imposed on women in most parts of developing world to maintain not 

only themselves but their families are increasing more rapidly than their earning opportunities. Women are 
involved in various income generation activities to get an additional income for family maintenance. These 
businesses generally tend to be at the subsistence level and the working hours required to make these 
businesses profitable can be extremely demanding and difficult for women who must meet all their 
household responsibilities of food production, preparation, service, child care as well as general home 
management. Estimates from the Food and Agriculture Organization of the United Nations (FAO) show that 

women account for more than half the labour required to produce the food consumed in developing world, 
and perhaps three-fourths in Sub-Saharan Africa (FAO, 1985). 

Women And Economic Access To Food 

Women's income have been shown to be more strongly associated with improvement in children’s 

health and nutritional status than men’s incomes. Women are involved in both formal sector and informal 

business. Women’s employment, especially for low-income households may be good not only for women’s 

own welfare, but also for their household members (Fladdad, 1992). Women’s incomes have positive effects 

on household food security and nutrition. Studies conducted in the 1980s suggest that men and women spend 

income under their control in different ways (Guyer, 1980; Fapohunda, 1988). Women typically spend a high 

proportion of their income on food and health care for children, as well as other goods for general household 

consumption. While men have greater control over a higher proportion of their own incomes for personal 

expenditure. Evidence to support the greater impact of women's income on household food security is 

increasing. Von Braun et al (1991) in their study in Rwanda found that cash income earned by women is 

positively and significantly associated with household calories consumption. Moreover, Garcia (1991) in his 

study in the Philipines found that after controlling for overall household total expenditure, female income 

share has been shown to have a positive and significant association with household calorie availability, 

household budget shares of medical care and child’s schooling (important no-food inputs into nutrition), and 

preschooler weight for age. The probability of pre-scholar fever and diarrhoea is also lower in families where 

women earn higher incomes. With the afore mentioned in mind, poverty is a major threat to household food 

security since income is a critical determinant of a household’s ability to obtain food. 

Women And Nutrition Security 

Nutrition security as one of the pillars of food security depends on the availability of non food 

resources like child care, health care, clean water and sanitation. Flence, adequate food availability is 

necessary but not sufficient to achieve nutrition security. Women have a lot of role to play in ensuring 

nutrition security of their family members via provision of clean water, clean environment, balanced diet and 

care. 

Barriers To Food Security 

As women play dominant roles in all three pillars of food security, constraints facing them are 

barriers to achieving food security. These include illiteracy - Access of girls and women to educational 

opportunities is particularly limited and a great percentage of women in developing countries are illiterate. 

Seager and Olson (1986) noted that in the 1980s, the average literacy rates for men in developing countries 

were over 50%, while two thirds of women were still illiterate. This disparity in education continues to be 

more in rural areas, where educational attainment is lower and persists despite high private rates of return to 

women’s schooling (Quisumbing 1991) and high social returns to women’s education (Subbarao & Raney 

n.d) This gap has serious implications for agricultural productivity and incomes. Better educated women 

farmers are more likely to take advantage of the importance of family planning, children, balanced diet, good 

sanitation, as well as adopt new technologies and to have access to extension services. 

Excess Work Load - Many women described as “economically active” are engaged in agriculture 
(food production) as low levels of education continue to negatively affect their employment in the formal 
sector. In addition to their contribution to the family farm and household maintenance, women also under 

take informal economic activities like small trade and marketing to supplement the household income. The 
time these women spend on activities with potentially higher economic return is limited by their extremely 
heavy burden of providing food, water and cooking food for the family and child care. Availability of food 
does not guarantee nutritional security which depends on non food resources like child care and good 



sanitation. Leonard et al (1995) in their study on child care noted that by the time a child is able to crawl, 
she/he is increasingly likely to be left in the care of other family members while the mother attends to farm 
work. As the young infant begins to explore, she/he is exposed to a highly contaminated environment. Thus, 

from early stage, the child’s development is subject to frequent setbacks as disease undermines an already 
precarious nutritional status. 

Gender Bias 

Aspects of traditional systems that serve to perpetuate gender inequalities includes discriminating 

customs and norms regarding sexual division of work, marriage and family, inheritance and property. 

Moreover, there is discrimination within governmental structures including differential access to public 

sector services and discriminatory policies and regulations. Chen (1995) said that in many countries in the 

developing world, social services (health and education), development services (credit, extension and 

technology) and the institutional structures that support development (local government, cooperatives and 

trade unions) are universally open to men but either closed or inaccessible to women. Women’s declining 

access and lack of rights to resources like cultivable land may reduce their incentives to adopt sustainable 

farming practices. Again, insecurity of tenure may reduce the likelihood of their investing their time and 

resources optimally. 

Despite women’s prominent role in agriculture, they have smaller sized farms than men, and do not 

get an appropriate share of agricultural extension service and other services like seeds, fertilizer, and credit 

delivered through the agricultural extension systems. Women face a number of barriers to obtaining credit. 

Property that is acceptable as collateral, especially land, is usually held by men and formal financial 

institutions often deem the types of valuables held by women (such as jewelry) unacceptable (Quisumbing et 

al 1995). 

High Dependency Ratio 

High rate of the number of dependent relatives in the household is a threat to household’s food 

security. In poor households where disposable income is low, inaccessibility of the household to available 

food opens the door to various forms of malnutrition like under nutrition and specific deficiency diseases. 

Lack Of Equipment And Appropriate Technology 

Women farmers generally own fewer farm tools than men. As farm capital contributes positively to 

yields, women farmers are likely to have lower yields than men. This means lower income and food 

insecurity. Moreover, new technology has often been inappropriate to women’s needs. Quisumbing et al 

(1995) noted that where decisions about investment in equipment are made principally by husbands, 

investment in labour saving technologies for women is frequently a low priority. 

The Way Forward. 

There is need to improve the living conditions of women in developing countries by reducing their 

workload, promoting their rights to resources especially education, land, credit and appropriate technology 

for more efficient utilization of women labour. 

Removal Of Discrimination On Grounds Of Sex 
Much of the problems facing women in developing countries are those that stem from 

discriminations against them on grounds of sex. These perpetuate gender inequality. Classification of one 
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sex by biology on its own does not create inequality. But people are socialised from childhood about 
expected behaviours and responsibilities for men and women. This process of socialization, its reproduction 
and maintenance according to UNICEF (1988) called for an examination of the social relations of gender, an 
analysis of women and men in relation to each other through their roles, ascribed values and power in the 
society. This gave rise to terms like “gender gap”. These gaps are caused by social patterns of gender 
discrimination which reduces women’s access to resources like land. In some developing countries, women 
legally do not own land and as such are cut off from collaterial that would give them access to credit. There 
is need for efforts that strengthen women’s land right because given equal access to resources and human 
capital, women farmers can achieve yields equal to those of men or even as some studies show, significantly 
higher (WORLD BANK, 1994). Gender gaps in developing countries are mainly due to discrimination 
against the girl child and son preference. 

Discrimination and violence against women are major causes of malnutrition (UNICEF, 1998). 

Women are the major providers of nourishment during the most crucial periods of children’s development, 

but the caring practices vital to children’s nutritional well being invariably suffer when the division of labour 

and resources in families and communities favour men, and when women and girls face discrimination in 

education and employment. 

Education 

The key to increasing agricultural productivity may lie in educating women. This is because better 

educated women farmers are more likely to appreciate and use modern inputs, apply acquired knowledge in 

family planning, child care, give family members balanced diet, as well as appreciate the benefits of a clean 

environment to family health. A lack of access to good education and correct information is also a cause of 

malnutrition. Without information strategies and better and more accessible education programmes, the 

awareness, skills and behaviour needed to combat malnutrition cannot be developed. 

Extension Services 

Women’s access to extension services is important. More women should be trained as extension 

staff who will in turn work directly with women. Where this is not possible, male extension agents should 

meet with women farmers in groups. This according to Quisumbing (1995) will reduce or remove the 

cultural constraints against interaction between individual male extension agents and women farmers and 

would have the added benefit of enabling the sharing of information by the women in the groups. 

Availability Of Needed Equipment 

There is need for the development of labour saving equipment for agricultural production that reduce 

the drudgery of tasks largely performed by women. This will help reduce the excess work load on women 

who not only produce agricultural products, process, market them but are involved in home management 

activities and child care. 

Excess Work Load 

Cultural practices because of discrimination place the bulk of activities in the home on girls and 

women. For household food security to translate into good nutrition, this often overwhelming burden of work 

on women must be re-distributed or reduced so that other needs of children also related to nutrition can be 

met (UNICEF, 1998). 

Women Empowerment 
Empowerment according to Wyer et al (1999) is perceived as employee involvement or 

participation. It can also be looked at as a method of delegation which enables work decisions to be taken as 
near as possible to the operating units and their customers (Cole, 1997). Gender gaps cannot be closed 
without effort made to empower the women. The process calls for women initiative. This can be done by the 
women individually and by collective action by recognizing their development problems already in 
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the system and taking their own. individual and collective actions to overcome them. Empowerment of 

women is of central importance to improving nutrition on both women themselves and their children. This 

includes legislative and political efforts to combat discrimination against and exploitation of women and 

measures to ensure that women have adequate access to resources and care at all levels of society. 
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