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Abstract
Objective: This study qualitatively examined dietary diversity among married
women of reproductive age who engaged in two socio-economic activities to
explore the dynamics of food availability, access, costs and consumption.
Design: Qualitative in-depth interviews. The food groups in the Minimum Dietary
Diversity for women were used to explore women’s dietary diversity. IDI were
used to develop a roster of daily food consumption over a week.We explored food
items that were considered expensive and frequency of consumption, food items
that women require permission to consume and frequency of permission sought
and the role of economic empowerment. Data analysis followed an inductive–
deductive approach to thematic analysis.
Setting: Rural and peri-urban setting in Enugu State, Nigeria.
Participants: Thirty-eight married women of reproductive age across two socio-
economic groupings (womenwho work only at home and those who worked out-
side their homes) were recruited in April 2019.
Results: Economic empowerment improved women’s autonomy in food purchase
and consumption. However, limited income restricted women from full autonomy
in consumption decisions and access. Consumption of non-staple food items,
especially flesh proteins, would benefit from women’s economic empowerment,
whereas staple food items would not benefit so much. Dietary diversity is influ-
enced by food production and purchasewhere factors including seasonal variation
in food availability, prices, contextual factors that influence women’s autonomy
and income are important determinants.
Conclusion: With limited income, agency and access to household financial
resources coupled with norms that restrict women’s income earning, women con-
tinue to be at risk for not achieving adequate dietary diversity.
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Economic empowerment for women has been identified
as a key strategy for improving women’s ability to exert
autonomy (ability and capacity tomake choices) and agency
(ability to act on choices) in access to welfare-improving
resources at individual and household levels(1,2). Improving
women’s income earning potential has been identified as a
sustainable means of economic empowerment. However,
in many rural settings in low- and middle-income countries
(LMIC), economic opportunities are limited, and there
are existing contextual norms that restrict women from
gaining full empowerment and ability to act on empower-
ment gains(3,4). These economic and contextual factors fur-
ther restrict the extent to which women can exert agency

and autonomy in unhindered access to and consumption
of household resources including food.

Improving the nutrition status and dietary diversity
of women has been a major focus of development inter-
ventions(5), since better diets improve not only health and
nutrition, but also have economic benefits via work and
productivity(6,7). The Minimum Dietary Diversity for
women (MDD-W) of reproductive age examines whether
or not women of age 15–49 years have consumed at least
five out of ten defined food groups the previous day or
night(8). The measure is also used as a proxy for nutrient
adequacy of the diet of women. Different foods and
food groups are good sources for various macro- and
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micronutrients, and so a diverse diet best ensures nutrient
adequacy(9). Foods are commonly grouped into catego-
ries such as energy-dense carbohydrates, plant-based
protein-rich sources of micronutrients including legumes,
nuts and seeds and flesh-based proteins. Numerous stud-
ies have utilised the MDD-W measure to find a strong link
between improved dietary diversity and health out-
comes(6,9–11). Evidence also suggests that there are many
determinants of improved dietary diversity for women
with different contextual factors playing an important role
in women’s food consumption(9,12,13).

The household cooperative conflict model suggests that
individuals within households have different access to
resources, including food, based on multiple factors which
include their economic and social status and beliefs(14,15).
Evidence suggests that while financial resources might
be pooled for certain categories of expenditures, existing
norms tend to influence expenditure responsibilities
between men and women(16–19). While men tend to be
more responsible for large and more expensive purchases
including healthcare and certain food expenditures,
women are more likely to be incharge of smaller purchases
including daily staple food expenditures(20,21). In rural
LMIC, these gendered expectations also extend to agricul-
ture and determines who does what. While men are more
likely to be responsible for decisions regarding ‘men’s
crops’ which are often cash crops, women tend to be
incharge of ‘food crops’ which are often staple
foods(10,22,23). In the context of food consumption deci-
sions, cultural beliefs also play an important role in defining
what constitutes adequate food and nutritional needs for
different household members(24,25). For instance,
Gupta(26,27) argues that in Asia, even when household diets
are adequate, women tend to consume a less diverse diet
which is not enough to meet their daily nutritional needs
which could be elevated by pregnancy, lactation and heavy
workloads. Men or older women in the household often
exert control over what young women and mothers
consume.

The cultural context of Nigeria is similar to that of many
LMIC, especially in sub-Saharan Africa and West Africa. In
rural settings, agriculture is the mainstay economic activity
for households with a gendered division of labour.
However, as in many West African countries, there are sig-
nificant variations in cultural practices within the coun-
try(28). In the North, Islam is the prevalent religion with
associated norms including high rates of polygamy and
lower rates of indicators that ensure better empowerment
for women including education and a larger age gap
between married men and women(29–31). In the South,
Christianity is the prevalent religion and while polygamy
is not uncommon, monogamy is the prevalent marriage
practice(28). In rural societies in Nigeria like in many
LMIC, norms exist that tend to be anchored on patriarchy,
patrilineality and patrilocality and expectations that favour
males(24,26,32). These norms create gender biases that limit

women from unhindered access to household resources
including food(25). Since men are regularly expected to
be the primary income earners and decision-makers in
these societies, women often grapple with negotiating
access to household food resources to ensure adequate
quantity and quality of food consumed.

Economic empowerment through income generation
has been identified as a key strategy for women to improve
their dietary diversity(1,9,33) especially if women’s access to
and custody of earnings improves(10). Studies have sug-
gested a link between women’s economic empowerment,
ability to negotiate better access to household resources
including food, and improved dietary diversity(25,34,35).
However, previous studies have not extensively examined
which specific food groups are most affected by improved
economic empowerment through income earning for
women. This becomes more important since in many rural
societies in LMIC, while many economic empowerment ini-
tiatives improve women’s income generation, usually, the
income generated from these activities is not sufficient for
women to fully negotiate access to household food resour-
ces and consumption decision-making(36).

To fill this gap in knowledge, this study developed a ros-
ter of daily food consumption in the past week and exam-
ined women’s food consumption activities. This study’s
objective was to qualitatively examine the household-level
dynamics of women’s dietary diversity using the MDD-W
across two socio-economic groupings based on women’s
income-generating activity.

Methods

Study setting
The qualitative study was conducted in Nsukka Local
Government Area located in the northern part of Enugu
State in south-eastern Nigeria. Nsukka Local Government
Area comprises one urban and fourteen rural communities,
with a population of almost 310 000, comprising approxi-
mately 63 705 households(37). Agriculture is the main eco-
nomic activity, and there is a variety of food items cultivated
for subsistence and commercial purposes(38). The predomi-
nant ethnic group is Igbo and while traditional religion
exists in the study setting, the predominant religion is
Christianity.

Data collection instrument
Our primary focus was on women of reproductive age. We
developed a brief roster to collect information on food
items produced, purchased and consumed including their
annual and weekly availability, respectively. Additional
information was collected on food items that were consid-
ered too expensive to purchase and frequency of con-
sumption of these food items, as well as food items for
which women needed permission from their husband
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before purchase and consumption, and frequency of per-
mission sought. These questions were developed to add
more contextual details on women’s consumption of food
items belonging to the ten food groups as measured by the
MDD-W(8). Demographic information collected included
age, respondent’s and their male spouse’s occupation,
household structure and number of children including their
ages. Interview guides were translated into the local lan-
guage (Igbo) and piloted to ensure that participants under-
stood the translated questions prior to data collection. More
details of the study methodology and instruments can be
found in Onah(10).

Data collection and management
Data were collected between 9th and 24th April 2019 from
women who were married or had a live-in partner. Due to
consent considerations, the study includes only sampled
women of reproductive age between the ages 18 and 49
years. This is inline with the MDD-W guidelines(8) where
the dietary diversity measure is only used for women of
reproductive age (15–49 years). Participants’ recruitment
was stratified into two identified socio-economic groups
based on their primary economic activity to ensure that
we recruited enough participants from each socio-eco-
nomic group. The stratification was informed by inputs
from local stakeholders and experts within the local gov-
ernment in addition to published survey methodologies
within the study location(39,40). These published methodol-
ogies indicated locations within the study setting where
each identified economic activity was most prevalent and
was verified by local stakeholders. Two major economic
activities were identified based on location: work primarily
at home andwork outside the home. Since the study setting
was predominantly rural, the identified socio-economic
groups also both engaged in smallholder agriculture.
Location was important since households that were located
close to markets tended to have more women engaging in
work outside their homes. Thirty-eight in-depth interviews
(IDI; nineteen each for two economic groups) in four sys-
tematically selected wards within the local government
were conducted and households were randomly selected.
To limit the possible effects of interviewer bias whereby
respondents might not be forthcoming with responses
due to the age gap between them and the interviewer,
younger interviewers (below 30 years) led IDI involving
younger participants (below 30 years) while older inter-
viewers led IDI involving older participants.

IDI were administered to women who self-identified as
the female decision-maker and/or primary caregiver within
sampled households. This was achieved by asking the first
contact within sampled households to identify who was
considered as the female decision-maker and/or primary
caregiver. Their status was then verified before study com-
menced. We started each IDI with the collection of socio-
economic and demographic information followed by the

completion of the food roster with a 1-week time horizon.
Participants were asked to list all food items consumed
daily over a week, and these items were matched to a pre-
defined list of food groups. This lasted for 20 min on aver-
age. Next, the frequency of consumption of the listed food
items was collected and in-depth questions probed the
reason behind consumption patterns. Each IDI lasted
for an average of 55 min. The duration was kept closer
to the upper time limit suggested for IDI (60 min)(41) to
give participants enough time to fill the roster of food
items and also provide in-depth insights into food avail-
ability and consumption.

Data analysis
Data were managed and analysed using NVivo and
Microsoft Office Excel, and analysis followed the induc-
tive–deductive approach to thematic analysis (i.e. inte-
grated data-driven and theory-driven coding)(42). This
approach complemented the research objective by devel-
oping themes that were inline with the ten food groups
contained in the MDD-W and by also exploring eight
pre-determined themes that explored household-level gen-
dered dynamics related to food access and consumption.
Using explicit coding and analytic procedures, data were
abstracted under the following themes: (1) food items pro-
duced/cultivated; (2) availability of food items produced/
cultivated; (3) food items purchased; (4) availability of food
items purchased; (5) food items considered too expensive
to purchase; (6) consumption frequency of expensive food
items; (7) food items that require permission from spouse to
purchase and consume and (8) frequency of permission
sought. These themes were explored among women within
the two identified socio-economic groupings. New relevant
themes that emerged during the review of the transcripts
were also captured and coded. Key quotes selected from
the IDI were used to represent majority opinion or in some
cases, outliers according to topics. An inter-rater reliability
test (Cohen’s κ)(43) was performed by the researcher and
research assistant to ensure data was captured consistently
in NVivo. This involved conducting a coding comparison
by selecting two transcripts to be coded by both capturers
within the established coding scheme. The test confirmed
a high level of consistency (0·94 Cohen’s κ) in the interpre-
tation of data and clarity of the coding scheme.

Results

Participants’ characteristics
Thirty-eight married women participated in the IDI with an
average age of 36·5 years (SD: 9 years). Among participants,
23 % (n 9) were in polygamous households while 77 % (n
29) were in monogamous households. All participants had
a farm and while 80 % (n 30) of women used their farms
both for subsistence and commercial purposes, 20 % used
it for subsistence only. All participants had at least one child
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and 50 % (n 19) had at least one child under 5 years. Forty-
three percent (n 16) of womenworked outside their homes
and farm. Occupations outside the home predominantly
included hairdressing and food vending. Male spouses
were reported to have two main occupations, namely:
farmer only and farmer/market trader while one respond-
ent had a male spouse that engaged in out-of-home peri-
odic construction work.

Food groups produced and purchased across
households
Participants provided details of food items produced
and/or purchased from which we developed a list of food
groups based on MDD-W recommendations(8) (see
Table 1). Participants largely purchased food items that
were not cultivated in the region where the studywas con-
ducted. Participants could recordmore than one food item
belonging to a particular food group.

All women reported producing a staple grain and/or
root tuber, 30 % reported producing a pulse food item,
10 % reported producing an ‘other’ vegetable food item
and only one individual (2 %) reported producing any food
item belonging to nuts and seeds, meat and fish and other
fruits food groups. There was no report of households pro-
ducing food items belonging to eggs and dairy products
food groups (see Fig. 1). Food items produced were
reported over the year, and data were collected during
planting season. While we only examined food availability
and consumption, purchasing might be more frequent dur-
ing the planting season than at some other times of year,
although households process and store items produced(44).
For food items purchased, we examined current (1 week)
purchase of food items as at study time. All participants
reported having at least one home-produced grain or tuber
at their homes available all year and 17 % (n 6) reported
having at least one home-produced pulse available at their
homes all year.

Women who engaged in economic activities outside
their homes weremore likely to purchase food items across
the eight food groups in the MDD-W. Ninety-three percent
(n 35) of the women (including all the womenwhoworked
outside their home) reported currently purchasing food
items belonging to grain, tubers and meat and fish groups.

All women reported currently purchasing at least one pulse
food item, 87 % (n 33) purchased a food item belonging to
dark green leafy vegetable food group and 70% (n 27) pur-
chased a food item belonging to other vitamin A-rich vegeta-
bles foodgroup. Therewere fewer reports of purchase of eggs
(6 %) and other fruits and vegetables (30%), and no one
reported purchasing other fruits and dairy products. Sixty-
three percent (n 24) of the women reported currently pur-
chasing some type of nuts or seeds,withwomenwhoworked
outside their homes being more likely to purchase these
food items.

This study explored the reasons behind households’
purchase of food items which they also produce, and par-
ticipants spoke of a variety of reasons for purchasing addi-
tional food items. Identified reasons include seasonality of
food items, and crop yield including prevailing pests and
diseases affecting crop performance. It is important to note
that data were collected 2 weeks after the first rains in the
region (in April). This period marks the beginning of plant-
ing season and an abundant supply of green vegetables
(both cultivated and purchased) and of many fruit vari-
eties(45,46). Also, this period affects the availability and price
of certain food items including cassava, yams, beans,
game meat, pigeon peas, Bambara nut and breadfruit
seeds due to scarcity and the use of some of the items
as seeds for planting(45). Participants spoke of how these
food items become less available and more expensive in
the market during this season relative to post-harvest
season. Table 2 contains quotes that illustrate partici-
pants’ reflections on the availability of food items.

Income generation, household food purchase and
consumption frequency
Generally, women who worked outside their homes and
farms had better access to financial resources and reported
improved autonomy in food purchase, and better dietary
diversity for themselves. To explore the role of income gen-
eration on food purchase and consumption, women were
asked to elaborate on the issues about food purchase using
household or individual incomes. Women identified per-
sonal and children’s needs as a determinant of food pur-
chases (see Table 3). These include the need for variety
in food consumption, perceived health benefits of diversity

Table 1 Description of food items included in the 10 Minimum Dietary Diversity for women (MDD-W) food groups

MDD-W food groups Food items produced Food items purchased

Grains, white roots and tubers and plantains Yams, cocoyam, water yam, corn, cassava Yams, cocoyam
Pulses (beans, peas and lentils) Black beans Beans, pigeon peas
Nuts and seeds Peanut Bambara nut, breadfruit seeds
Dairy products
Meat, poultry and fish Game meat, chicken Beef, game meat, fish, chicken
Eggs Eggs
Dark green leafy vegetables Pumpkin leaves, African spinach Pumpkin leaves, wild lettuce
Other vitamin A-rich fruits and vegetables Pumpkin, oranges, mangoes, bananas Watermelon, pumpkin, mangoes, bananas
Other vegetables Okra Okra
Other fruits Oranges
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in food consumption and perceived malnutrition status of
themselves and their children as reasons for increasing the
purchase and consumption of green vegetables and flesh
proteins. There is an apparent divide, in that women
who engaged in economic activities outside their homes
reported greater autonomy in decisions regarding food
consumption and better dietary diversity. However, these
outside activities generated limited income as identified
by participants, hence this limited women’s ability to
exhibit fully agency in food consumption since incomes
generated are usually not enough for the purchase of cer-
tain food items. Women spoke of the need to ask for addi-
tional household income to supplement their personal
incomes and how this dynamic could determine the fre-
quency of food purchase and consumption. The quotes
in Table 3 summarise participant’s reflections on food pur-
chase and consumption.

Food costs, household decision-making and
consumption frequency
To explore the relationship between food prices and con-
sumption, participants were asked to identify food items
they considered to be too expensive and their consumption
patterns of such items. There was a clear divide between
the two groups of women in food groups considered too
expensive to consume and their consumption frequency
(see Fig. 2). Women who worked at home and on farms

only (n 22) were more likely to report items too expensive
to consume (50 % reported this for grains and tubers,
90 % for legumes and pulses, 40 % for nuts and seeds
and 100% flesh proteins) as compared to 20%, 50%, 30%
and 90%, respectively, of women who also worked outside
the home. Further, when frequency of consumption of
expensive food groups was examined, 10% of the women
who worked at home and on farms only consumed these
food items regularly, 40 % occasionally and 60% rarely.
For women who worked outside their homes in addition
to farming, 38% consumed food items considered to be
too expensive regularly, 47% consumed these food items
occasionally and 15% consumed these food items rarely.

A similar patternwas observedwhen asking aboutwhen
permission was required to consume expensive items and
frequency of seeking such permission (Fig. 2). While 75 %
of the women who worked at home and on farms only and
50 % of those that worked outside their homes in addition
to farming required permission sometimes to purchase and
consume these expensive food items, 8 % of the women
who worked outside their homes in addition to farming
and 23 % of those that worked only at home and on farms
required permission always.

Women spoke of the different dynamics that lead to the
need to obtain permission before certain food items
are consumed. While women that engaged in income-gen-
erating economic activities outside their homes in addition
to farming reported improved autonomy in making

Food groups produced

Work at home Work at home

Work at homeWork at home

Group 1(Grains/Tubers) Group 2(Pulses)

Group 4(Dairy)

Group 6(Eggs)

Group 8(Vit A-rich fruits/vegs)

Group 10(Other fruits)

Group 3 Nuts/Seeds)

Group 5(Meat/Fish)

Group 7(Dark green vegs)

Group 9(Other vegs)

0
·2

·4
·6

·8
1

0
·2

·4
·6

·8
1

Work outside home Work outside home

Work outside homeWork outside home

Food groups purchased(available all year)Food groups purchased at the market

Food groups produced(available all year)

Fig. 1 Characteristics of food groups consumed across households
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decisions regarding the consumption of expensive food
items including frequency of consumption relative to those
that worked at home and on farms only, due to their limited
income, autonomy in food access and decision-making
was also restricted (see Table 4).Women typically required
permission before purchasing and/or consuming expen-
sive food items. Women spoke of food prices being an
important factor that led to the need to seek for financial
support and permission from their husbands. The quotes
in Table 4 illustrate household dynamics and how they
affect the purchase and consumption of certain food items.

Other household dynamics that affect women’s
dietary diversity
The present study recruited women of reproductive age and
27% (n 10) of them were breastfeeding at the time of data
collection. Also, 23% (n 9) of the participants lived in

polygamous households. These dynamics played a role in dif-
ferent approaches to food consumption and dietary diversity.
Lactating women spoke of being encouraged by their hus-
bands to consume more diverse food items including more
green vegetables and eggs to enable them to breastfeed
adequately. Within polygamous households, women spoke
of the influence ofmarital and social conflict(47) on their ability
to improve their dietary practices. These conflicts had eco-
nomic implications for their actions, with some of them with-
holding income from working and sale of food harvests.
Table 5 provides more insight into these household-level
dynamics.

Discussion

The findings from this study provide evidence that comple-
ment existing literature on women’s dietary diversity from

Table 2 Sample quotes on food availability

1. You know for some time now there is this pest (Pythium myriotylum) that kills cocoyam around June/July when they should be growing
nicely in the farms. So, people that have access to rivers start farming cocoyam in January and harvest it this time. They bring it to the
market so that people that want to eat and also use the tiny ones as planting seeds can buy them. There is too much competition for it
now, so the prices are too high. – 23-year-old, smallholder farmer only

2. Vegetables are now many in the market and very cheap due to the rains that started falling 2–3 weeks ago so anyone can buy it now.
It gets scarcer and more expensive in the dry season. – 29-year-old, smallholder farmer and hairdresser

3. We plant yams in our farms, but you know the yield is always small compared to those that they bring from the North. And now yam
season is gone coupled with those buying to use them to plant so the price is very high and only a few of us can buy some for eating.
– 30-year-old, smallholder farmer only

4. When the rain starts, game meat becomes very scarce because you know they hunt for the animals by burning the bushes during dry
season so the price of it now is too high. – 44-year-old, smallholder farmer and food vendor

5. We plant black beans here but buy the white ones in the market. The black beans are used to make food that are different from the
ones you can make with white beans and since we don’t plant white beans here, we buy it. It can be expensive depending on when
you go to the market. – 20-year-old, smallholder farmer and food vendor

6. Cassava is available anytime of the year and cheap. It is either you get them raw, or you make or buy garri (made from cassava)
whenever you need it. But you know you cannot eat cassava alone; you still need to spend money to buy fish to make a soup. Good
thing is that fish is not as expensive as beef or chicken. – 36-year-old, smallholder farmer only

Table 3 Sample quotes from women on food purchase and consumption

General quotes from smallholder farmers (n 22)

1. For those of us that do not work, it is hard for us to just go to the market and buy food items. We must ask our husbands first and what
they feel is important is what we buy. Many men will just give you the money and then you decide what to buy but there are men who
will also tell you how much to spend on each item : : : . I am sure that women who work will not experience the same.

2. For the fact that you don’t make money, men will value you less and will only give you how much they think you need to buy food even
when they are eating the same food. I think my husband eats outside before he gets back from work. That is the only way I can explain
him allowing myself and the children to eat such poor food.

3. Most times you see people eating mostly cassava, cocoyam and dry corn because they are cheaper than other food items. My hus-
band is a construction worker, and he believes in eating cassava in the morning for energy and since it can sustain him until evening. I
don’t like it but since I don’t make money, I have little say.

Quotes restricted to employed women (food vendors and hairdressers)/farmers (n 16)
1. When I feel that I am getting too thin or frail or when my children start looking too hungry, I buy more vegetables, beans, and meat. I
usually don’t wait for my husband because I have the money. Sometimes, I need to ask him too because meat and other items like
breadfruit seeds can be too expensive, and I don’t make enough money from my business.

2. Sometimes what we make is not enough to buy all food items we choose. We need to depend on our husbands for money. I don’t like
asking for money because he (husband) usually makes me to give account of my expenditure and then he would always say that fish
or meat should be eaten once a week. That is not right but what can I do? : : : I wish I made more money

3. I am happy I make my own money, this way, I can take better care of myself and my children and eat better food that is good for our
health. You will be surprised by how many women that are not allowed to eat what they feel their bodies need because they do not
work. Although sometimes even those that work experience the same issues.

4. We as women know the need to eat a balanced diet made of different food items, but money is always the problem. I use my money
to buy cheaper items like vegetables and beans, but my husband buys expensive items like meat. This way, we can eat food that will
make us strong.
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known dietary diversity measures. The findings suggest
that women’s dietary diversity can be influenced by house-
hold and market determinants including food availability
and prices, where food prices are most important for items

that are not produced within households. Seasonal factors
including rainfall and pests also affect food availability and
crop yield which has an impact on food prices and con-
sumption for women. The interaction between food prices

Food groups too expensive to purchase

Work at home

Group 1(Grains/Tubers) Group 2(Pulses)

Regularly

Rarely

OcassionallyGroup 5(Meat/Fish)

Group 2(Pulses)

Group 5(Meat/Fish)

Group 7(Darkgreen veg)

Group 3 Nuts/Seeds)

Group 6(Eggs)

Group 1(Grains/Tubers)

Group 3 Nuts/Seeds)

Group 6(Eggs)

Work outside home
Work at home Work outside home

Work at home Work outside home

Work at home

0
·2

·4
·6

·8
1

0
·2

·4
·6

·8
1

0
·2

·4
·6

·8
1

0
·2

·4
·6

·8
1

None needed

Needed always

Needed sometimes

Work outside home

Food groups that require permission

Consumption frequency

Husband’s permission needed for food purchase

Fig. 2 Expensive food groups and consumption frequency

Table 4 Sample quotes from women on permission to consume food items and frequency of permission sought

General quotes from smallholder farmers (n 22)

1. Where is the money for fancy (expensive) food? I don’t work, and my husband is rarely at home due to work, we manage with the little
food that he gave me money to buy until when he comes back from working on the highway, that is when we get to eat better : : : . I am
sure many women like myself experience this.

2. Some food items like meat, eggs, and breadfruit are important but very expensive, so we only eat them when my husband asks me to
buy them which is not often : : : . If I had my own money, I could maybe buy it more often.

3. My son is very good at hunting game meat, but my husband will always want to sell it. He always gives me a part of the money for my
personal use and to buy nice food like breadfruit seeds.

Quotes restricted to employed women (food vendors and hairdressers)/farmers (n 16)
1. The money I make from hairdressing is not even enough to buy some food items like chicken and pigeon peas. I need to collect more
money from my husband. He will always ask what it is for and I will need to explain first : : : . we don’t eat chicken often, so I don’t
always worry about asking him for money.

2. Since I buy most of the food items at home with my money, I don’t ask for permission most times for us (woman and children) to con-
sume the expensive food items like meat that my husband buys. There are times when permission is needed like during the week.

3. Having my own money is good. Now, I can buy some food items that are good for me like beans and cow pea, not the everyday cas-
sava or corn flour that my husband prefers we eat.

Table 5 Other household dynamics that affect women’s dietary diversity

1. I just had a baby, so my husband brought one of his sisters to come and stay with us for a while. She prepares for me whatever I want
to see so that I can produce more milk. – 22-year-old, smallholder farmer only

2. I am still breastfeeding, so my husband ensures that I eat fruits and vegetables as much as I want. He even buys them for me. I am
enjoying it for now since you know these things change once the baby grows and stops breastfeeding. – 30-year-old, smallholder
farmer and hairdresser

3. My younger co-wife has all my husband’s attention, so to be able to compete, I need to eat well and look good. Good enough, I hold
the money I make from sales. I don’t give it to my husband anymore. – 44-year-old, smallholder farmer and food vendor

4. My husband does not take care of me anymore since he married his new wife. I cater for myself and if I don’t work hard, I won’t be
able to feed myself. – 40-year-old, smallholder farmer and food vendor
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and availability, and women’s dietary diversity appear in
two ways. Firstly, the availability of certain food items
within a household is influenced by their costs in the mar-
ket, and consequently, women reported reduced con-
sumption frequency. Secondly, due to the cost of these
food items, women need to seek for access to financial
resources and permission to consume such items and are
unable to consume them when their male counterparts
are away from home. This is more significant for women
who do not have an independent source of income. This
study findings argue further that the ‘broad’ statements
from quantitative studies that suggest a strong empower-
ment diet link across different empowerment domains
may only matter for a much narrower list of food items.
For instance, studies have found that a unit increase in
empowerment scores across different domains is associ-
ated with increases in the probability of improved dietary
diversity and nutrition outcomes(10,48,49) however, such
associations might matter for a narrower list of food items.
While Onah et al.(13) using quantitative means found varied
associations between empowerment domains and the con-
sumption of specific food groups for women, this study
goes further by qualitatively examining the socio-economic
nuances that inform some of these varied quantitative
associations.

Negotiating improved access to household food resour-
ces was improved by women’s economic empowerment
through income generation since there was a mediating
role of economic empowerment towards the consumption
of certain food items, especially flesh proteins and certain
legumes, nuts and seeds. This suggests that economic
empowerment for women might have a differential impact
on women’s ability to access and consume different food
groups. The restrictive nature of limited income generation
on women’s ability to negotiate food access and achieve
adequate diversity in their diets has further implications.
Although improved economic empowerment appears to
play a significant role in improving women’s ability to con-
sume the more expensive food items, the increase is often
not enough to allow women to achieve the desired level of
access to these food items. Higher but still insufficient
income limits their ability to achieve adequate dietary
diversity. This addition to the literature is important since
we could not identify a study that has suggested this insight
into women’s dietary diversity.

On the other hand, it appears that women’s economic
empowerment would not have much impact on access
to and consumption of food items that were staple items
(grains and root tubers) since all women consume these
regardless of the income-generating status. For fruits and
green vegetables, in addition to economic empowerment,
there appears to be a need to empower women through
improved agricultural practices that would ensure year-
round availability of these food items since they are perish-
able and experience large seasonal variations in availability
with resulting fluctuations in market prices.

Our finding of a link between the prices of food items
and their consumption frequency is consistent with litera-
ture(50–53). Two systematic reviews and meta-analyses by
Andreyeva et al.(54) and Green et al.(55) of over 200 studies
in over 170 countries found that: (1) the demand for food
was more responsive to price changes among households
with lower incomes; (2) the demand for all food groupswas
more responsive to changes in price in lower income than
higher income countries and (3) increasing food prices or
falling incomes in a recession create pressure to purchase
foods that are lowest in cost. This makes calorie-and-
energy-dense foods more attractive since they tend to cost
less than other food items and provide needed energy for
daily activities. In a peri-urban South African setting,
Chakona and Shackleton(9) found that dietary diversity
for women in the area was more sensitive to changes in
incomes and food prices because women lacked safety
nets to absorb income or price shocks, since they
depended more on food purchase. This linkage between
food prices and access and consumption of diverse diets
further highlights the potential role of economic empower-
ment through income generation on women’s ability to
exhibit autonomy and agency in access to different food
items within households.

While there is limited literature on the relationship
between economic empowerment andwomen’s consump-
tion of specific food groups, the relationship between eco-
nomic empowerment and dietary diversity for women has
received some attention in the literature. Findings suggest
that improved economic standing for women is associated
with better dietary diversity and nutrition outcomes(35,56–61).
A few recent studies have also examined seasonal varia-
tions in women’s dietary diversity(6,62–64) and findings sug-
gest that women’s dietary diversity scores tend to decrease
during food shortages. Our study confirms the suggestion
from these studies and goes a step further by suggesting
that while improving dietary diversity through economic
empowerment is desirable, further exploration of what
empowerment strategies are most important for targeting
the consumption of different food groups should be given
adequate attention in future research.

Breastfeeding status has been considered an integral
part of dietary diversity for infants and children, but the
effect on women’s dietary diversity has not been consid-
ered adequately(65,66). However, there is existing evidence
on dietary diversity for lactating women in LMIC, especially
regarding food taboos, myths and perceptions(67–70). In
rural Mexico, Santos-Torres & Vásquez-Garibay(69) found
that almost half of women examined avoided the consump-
tion of fruits, vegetables and legumes during lactation and
this was associated with no prenatal breastfeeding aware-
ness. In a rural setting that is similar to our study setting in
South East Nigeria, Ekwochi et al.(71) suggests that women
avoided the consumption of certain proteins and legumes
due to perceived impact on child growth and development.
Our findings are somewhat different since women spoke of

1468 MN Onah et al.

https://doi.org/10.1017/S1368980021004663 Published online by Cambridge University Press

https://doi.org/10.1017/S1368980021004663


engaging in improved dietary diversity and the consump-
tion of fruits and vegetables due to their perceived benefits
on their health and in turn, that of their children. This is an
important observation since many of the studies that exam-
ine women’s dietary diversity using quantitative measures
rarely consider the role of their breastfeeding status.

Also, an important finding is the role of social conflict
within polygamous families on women’s dietary diversity.
This suggests that beyond economic and financial factors,
household-level dynamics including social conflict (in our
case between co-wives) play a role in women’s access to
and consumption of different food items. This gives cre-
dence to the gender and cooperative conflict model as pro-
posed by Sen(14) where women within households (in our
case polygamous households) compete for resources
including the attention and affection of their spouses. For
this study, improved dietary diversity was used as a tool
of cooperative conflict based on its perceived positive
effects on health outcomes and physical appearance.

This study acknowledges a few limitations. The general-
isation of the findings is limited due to the inherent nature
of qualitative studies including the sample size and sam-
pling methodology. Participants were not asked to list
the time of year when different food items were more or
less available. This would give us a better understanding
of the seasonal variations in availability of food items.
Also, men’s dietary diversity within households was not
explored. This could have provided enough information
to enable performing a more gendered analysis. This might
shed more light into male–female differences in dietary
diversity. We did not collect detailed information on other
sources of food consumption including gifts and atten-
dance of ceremonies like weddings, which might be an
important source of food for women. Our data might suffer
from recall bias since women were asked to recall daily
food consumption information over a week. We did not
examine the effect of nutrition education for the index
woman and her male spouse, and this might have an
important effect on women’s dietary diversity. We also
did not examine the effect of respondents’ number of chil-
dren and their gender composition and their male spouses’
occupation, and these might play an important role in
women’s dietary diversity. Nevertheless, to the best of
our knowledge, this study is the first to qualitatively probe
in depth, the dynamics of women’s food consumption as it
relates to dietary diversity.

Conclusion

This study’s findings shed light on the need for more in-
depth understanding of women’s dietary diversity and
the potential role of qualitative exploration. A disaggre-
gated approach to examining the role of women’s empow-
erment on their dietary diversity is needed since our
findings suggest that economic empowerment might be

important for improving women’s ability to consume some
but not all food items. In addition, environmental factors
including seasonality should be considered when design-
ing initiatives that aim to improve women’s consumption
of diverse diets. It is imperative to understand that for many
women in LMIC and sub-Saharan Africa, negotiating food
consumption through production and purchase is com-
plex, especially when faced with limited personal income,
agency and access to household income. Unless economic
empowerment improves women’s financial resources up-
to-and-above a thresholdwhere all food items across differ-
ent food groups are easily affordable, limited income will
continue to be a barrier to women’s dietary diversity.
Efforts should also perhaps consider other non-economic
empowerment strategies which might be beneficial.
There is the need for further research on the extent towhich
economic empowerment improves women’s dietary diver-
sity and consumption of specific food items, and how this
can influence the development of interventions that could
directly improve women’s dietary diversity.
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