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Nutrition and health: farming women in Kenya’s Murang’a speak out
As a rule, women play a major role in determining household dietary practices and nutrition. In agricultural rural areas, 
they are actively involved in food production as well, and thus also play a crucial role in terms of food availability. But 
what are the factors determining the dietary practices which women opt for? And is it important whether they engage in 
organic or conventional farming?

By Irene Kadzere, Anne W. Muriuki, Christian Schader, Marlene Heeb and Isabelle Herter-Aeberli  

Kenya is among the triple burden global  
hotspots for malnutrition given its high 

levels of childhood stunting, anaemia and the 
growing problem of overweight in adult wom-
en (Global Nutrition Report, 2018). While 
women are a vulnerable group nutritionally, 
they are long known to play a major role in 
determining family/household dietary prac-
tices and nutrition in both rural and urban 
settings of Kenya. In agricultural rural areas, 
they are directly involved in family food pro-
duction and in making choices and decisions 
on food procurement and preparation for their 
families. Organic agriculture has been gaining 
importance among women and men farmers 
in Kenya, but there is scarce information on 
the role that organic farming plays regarding 
transformative sustainable nutritional practices, 
decisions, and fulfilment of healthier and safer 
diets among smallholder farming families in 
Kenya. A project on dietary diversity and nu-
trition (see Box on page 31) takes a look at 
these aspects.

In the course of the project, we held Focus 
Group Discussions (FGDs) in December 2019 
with farming women ‘perceived’ as practising 
organic farming though not being certified 
(herein referred to as organic) and conven-
tional farming women (3 groups with 12-15 
farmers each for each category) from Murang’a 
County in Kenya. Subsequently, individual 
interviews were conducted with a selection of 
farmers from the county. The objective was to 
understand the prevailing situation regarding 
household nutrition (food types and sourc-
es, roles of women and some decision-mak-
ing processes), perceptions on nutrition – the 
health/food safety – agriculture nexus, and in-
formation needs related to nutrition and health. 

Overview of findings in relation to 
human nutrition and health

Organic or conventional. The women 
farmers were first of all asked why they prac-
tised organic or conventional farming. Clear 
differences emerged regarding the reasons, 
which we clustered as “health risks”, “pro-

duction related reasons”, “status quo and 
knowledge of alternative farming practices”, 
“environmental protection” and “marketing 
prospects”. They are given in the Table on 
page 30.

Food production and purchase. As to 
the important types of household food crops 
(excluding tea) and livestock spontaneously 
mentioned in their top ten lists, there were 
no striking differences between the organic 
and conventional farmers. Maize was the most 
important cereal food crop followed by cab-
bage, common beans, and kales (other than 
cabbage). The top three types of livestock 
reared for food and income were cattle, chick-
ens and goats/sheep. The top ten foods most 
purchased by both organic and conventional 
farmers could be categorised into legumes, 
vegetables, tubers, fruits, cereals, oils, sweeten-
ers, condiments, beverages and meats. 

Most nutritious foods and terms men-
tioned to define human nutrition. Foods 
perceived spontaneously as the most nutri-
tious for women were from the following 
food groups: legumes (e.g. black beans, pigeon 
peas, groundnuts), vegetables (including some 

traditional ones such as amaranthus, pumpkin 
leaves and African nightshades), tubers (e.g. ar-
rowroots, sweet potatoes, yams, cassava), fruits 
(e.g. cooking and dessert bananas, avocadoes, 
apples, oranges) and cereals (e.g. unrefined 
maize flour and mixed flours porridge). Al-
though among the most purchased, meat (and 
other animal products) was, surprisingly, not 
frequently mentioned spontaneously. The or-
ganic and conventional farmers used more or 
less similar terms to define human nutrition, 
except that organic farmers also mentioned 
‘foods that do not contain chemicals’. The 
term ‘balanced diet’, with or without a spec-
ification of nutrients such as carbohydrates, 
proteins, vitamins, etc., was mentioned by all 
the groups. Other terms used referred to en-
ergy-giving food, health and/or disease resis-
tance, consumption habits, food utilisation and 
good body growth.

Priority to food consumption in the 
household. All the organic and conventional 
groups indicated that women had the prima-
ry responsibility to prepare and share food in 
a household. In cases where the women were 
sick, the men could prepare the food. On the 
other hand, women had the lowest priority 

Some of the women farmers from Murang’a County who participated in the Focus Group Discussions, 
together with the discussion facilitators and the Nutrition Officer from Kigumo Sub-County.
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when it came to serving food, giving their hus-
bands and children, respectively, higher prior-
ity except when guests were present, in which 
case they would be served before the husbands 
and children. This practice has potential impli-
cations for nutrition adequacy for the women 
during periods of hunger, when families do not 
have enough to serve and/or consume.

Perceptions on food safety, and concerns. 
The women’s perceptions of a safe food showed 
some similarities and differences regarding the 
organic and conventional farmers. Both cate-
gories considered own-produced food (or food 
from organic farming neighbours in the case 
of the organic category) as the safest, as they 
could ‘guarantee’ the production, preparation, 
ingredients/additives, and hygiene practices. 
However, it is noteworthy that even some 
conventional farmers perceived foods grown 
without chemicals to be safer. On the other 
hand, the conventional farmers also pointed 
out that the food which they produced using 
synthetic inputs was safe, too, because they said 
that after pesticide application, they refrained 
from harvesting the crops until the required 
pre-harvest interval period had elapsed. Food 

that was properly stored, such as maize grain 
kept in dry conditions, was also considered 
safer, as this prevented biological contamina-
tion, e.g. from aflatoxins. For purchased foods, 
some farmers often checked for expiry dates as 
a safety precaution. When it came to the safety 
of foods produced by other farmers, all groups 
clearly raised concerns regarding the safety of 
such foods. Primarily, they all did not trust, i) 
what (and when) had been applied to the food 
during production or storage – whether the 
food was agro-chemical free or contaminated, 
ii) the hygiene and handling of the food, iii) 
storage practices, and iv) the risk of undesirable 
ingredients having been used. Even the con-
ventional farmers were also wary of the poten-
tial risk of other producers failing to observe 
the safe intervals for harvest after spraying. 

Factors affecting the choice of food to 
prepare a family meal. Both organic and 
conventional farmers mentioned quite similar 
factors influencing the choice of foods to pre-
pare for meals. The first spontaneous response 
from both groups was ‘prepare what is avail-
able’. Other factors taken into consideration 
related to: 

 �varying the foods to ensure a variety 
of nutrients and avoiding monotony; 
 � time taken to prepare foods, and avail-
able time – whole grains take longer 
and require more energy to cook and 
are hence not favoured when time 
and/or energy are constraints;
 � affordability – cost/price of purchased 
foods;
 � family needs/preferences (including 
demands from children);
 �health restrictions – e.g. for diabetics;
 � choose what is pleasing to cook;
 � follow a certain menu plan;
 � freshly cooked food versus leftovers.

Perceptions on potential nutrition and 
health impacts of agriculture. From 
among a provided list of human diseases, 
mostly non-communicable, cancer was the 
most feared in general by both farmer cate-
gories during the subsequent individual inter-
views. Food production practices which were 
perceived to lead to cancer were avoided by 
organic farmers – indeed, conversion from 
conventional to organic was motivated largely 
by human health concerns. This finding is in 

Reasons given by the women farmers for using conventional or organic farming 

Clustered category Organic farmers Conventional farmers
Health risk reasons Conventional farming inputs (synthetic chemicals) have 

brought about some diseases besieging humans – organic 
production is good for their health and that of their families 
since it reduces potential exposure and intake as well as 
accumulation of agrochemicals in their bodies. 

Production-related reasons Crop growth
•  Crops in organic farming grow slowly, e.g. a maize crop with ma-

nure only does not grow well. The conventional inputs help crops to 
grow faster and better, and boost yields. 

•  Organic farming demands more labour for, e.g., cutting grass, 
making fertilisers (compost/manure) and manual weeding. 

•  With chemical fertilisers, one just buys and applies them in the 
field – it is easier.

Controlling of pests and diseases
•  Ability to control pests and diseases such as the Fall Armyworm in 

maize and blight in potatoes and tomatoes.
•  Crops like cabbage suffer from many pests and need good pest 

control.
Status quo and knowledge 
of alternative farming 
practices

•  Some farmers adopted the farming practices that they found when 
they got married, and no one has informed them of alternatives.

•  Other farmers have not tried using organic farming practices, and 
small land areas cultivated with food crops restrict organic farming 
requirements.

Environmental protection •  Protect the environment by not using harmful chemicals in 
farming.

•  Eliminate all chemical residues in the soil.
•  Organic management revives/restores and maintains the 

fertility of soils.
•  Revive biodiversity – e.g. many worms, black ants and dif-

ferent types of weeds (diverse) are found in organic plots/
fields.

•  To keep the land fertile, one has to use manure and combine this 
with chemical fertilisers to be able to attain higher yields.

•  Manure improves soil structure. 

Marketing prospects •  Organic products are more marketable, but not all farmers 
sell their crops. Profits are still not very attractive, but once 
customers know about the organic farms and products 
such as arrowroots or vegetables, they come directly to 
purchase such organic products.
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line with the increasing incidences of various 
types of cancers in Kenya, some of which are 
diet-related, according to Maiyoh and Tuei 
(2019). Some responses were specific to either 
farmer category; see the left and right boxes 
above. Organic farmers mentioned some pos-
itive links, while conventional farmers sponta-
neously referred to negative attributes. In the 
middle box, the responses that were common 
among both categories are highlighted, and 
relate to the strenuous nature of smallholder 
farming, possible accidents and allergies. 

A strong need for information

The focus group discussions and interviews 
revealed that information on nutrition and 
health was in high demand among the wom-
en farmers. Their questions and information 
needs can be clustered as follows: 

 �how to eat well (balanced diet) and re-
main healthy and slow down ageing; 
 � appropriate nutrition for various 
age groups and diseases conditions 
(e.g. cancer, diabetes) including dis-
ease-preventing foods;
 � reduction of agrochemical accumula-
tion in the body and environment;
 �maintaining or attaining good body 
weight and boosting immunity;
 �good food preparation methods – 
maintaining/preserving nutrients, food 
compatibility, etc.;
 �knowing what and how foods contrib-
ute to nutrition and how to combine 
them for a meal;
 � special diets, e.g. for diabetics;
 � capacity development – eagerness and 
keenness to hear about the outcomes 
of the FGDs and to receive future in-
formation and training on nutrition/
health topics;
 � appropriate eating schedules and meal 
portion sizes;
 �how to check one’s nutrition status 
and recommend a meal plan;

 �how to promote healthy eating among 
the younger generations – reducing 
consumption of junk food.

Organic farmers specifically mentioned the 
need to detoxify chemicals which they believed 
accumulated in their bodies over the years 
when they consumed conventionally grown 
food. Some conventional farmers also wanted 
to know how to convert to organic farming. 
It is not surprising that both farmer categories 
brought up weight control-related information 
needs. In Kenya, overweight and obesity are in-
creasing, and are driven to a large extent by the 
transitions and shifts in nutrition from tradition-
al diet patterns high in fibre and micronutrients 
to westernised diet patterns high in salt, fat (en-
ergy dense) and refined carbohydrates, but low 
in fibre and vital micronutrients.

To sum it up

The interviews revealed that organic and con-
ventional farming women from Murang’a,  
Kenya, produce largely similar crops and live-
stock types and purchase more or less similar 
types of foods. However, it also became clear 
that different aspects come to bear in their 
choice of production modes. Whereas human 

and environmental health considerations, food 
safety (chemical-free food) and market pros-
pects appeared to be key motivating factors for 
organic farming, those among conventional 
farmers included the need to boost crop yields 
through use of agrochemicals and synthetic 
fertilisers while reducing labour inputs into 
farming. Cancer was the disease most feared by 
both organic and conventional farming wom-
en, and the link between food production 
practices and health spanned the chain from 
production to consumption. Furthermore, it 
was revealed that the women are keen to learn 
and receive information and training on a wide 
range of nutrition and health-related topics.
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In Murang’a County, the Swiss Research Institute of Organic Agriculture (FiBL) and partners 
in Kenya such as the Kenya Agricultural & Livestock Research Organization  (KALRO), the 
International Centre of Insect Physiology and Ecology (icipe) and the Organic Agriculture 
Centre of Kenya (OACK) have been conducting comparative research on productivity, profit-
ability and sustainability of organic and conventional smallholder farming systems through 
the Farming Systems Comparison in the Tropics, ProEcoAfrica and Organic Food Systems 
Africa (OFSA) projects.
More information: https://systems-comparison.fibl.org; www.proecoafrica.net
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Perceptions on potential nutrition and health impacts of agriculture 

Organic farmers
•  No risks related to agrochemical use and 

exposure.
•  Peace of mind: people growing their own 

food do not stress about where to get 
food from. 

•  Physical exercising through activities 
such as manual weeding, hence one can 
also keep fit.

Conventional farmers
•  Agro-chemical risks included: breathing 

difficulties, chest pains, sneezing, asth-
ma, headaches, skin conditions, stom-
ach upsets, vision impairment, fertility 
(reproductive) impairments.

•  Kales grown with synthetic fertilisers can 
cause acid when consumed.

    Mentioned by both categories of farmers
•    Back pains, joint and leg pains due to too 

much work and prolonged bending and/or 
standing.

•    Accidental physical harm from tools.
•    Arthritis from cold environments, e.g. pro-

longed standing in tea plantations.
•    Allergies – pollen from maize plants and 

napier grass.


