
 
 
 
 

Malnutrition is widespread in Nigeria, especially in rural areas.  Nigerians are vulnerable to chronic 
food shortages, erratic supply, poor quality food, and fluctuating food prices. The huge investment in 
ensuring food and nutrition security for Nigerians has had limited success, and therefore, there is a 
need to review and learn from past interventions.  This brief provides a glimpse at rural food and 
nutrition security in Nigeria and highlights gaps in existing knowledge and capacity to analyze 
Nigeria’s food and nutrition security situation.

Introduction 

Food security exists when people have physical, 
social, and economic access to sufficient, safe, and 
nutritious food that meets their dietary needs and 
preferences to sustain an active, healthy life. Food 
insecurity is closely linked with hunger and poverty. 
Malnutrition is the most serious consequence of 
food insecurity.  

The socioeconomic and political environment at the 
national and subnational levels are the principal 

determinants of food security.  It influences food 
availability, stability of food supply, and access to 
food, which in turn influence the amount of food 
consumed. When these factors interact with the 
health and sanitation environment and care 
practices, they determine the nutritional status of an 
individual (Figure 1). 

 

Figure 1. Framework for understanding the causes of low food consumption and poor nutritional status. 

 

 

 

 

  

 

  

Note: Full details are available in NSSP Background Paper No. 7
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Food Security and Nutrition Situation in 
Nigeria 

A large proportion of Nigerians are food insecure. 
Available data from the 2003 National Demographic 
Health Survey (NDHS) shows that more than half of 
the Nigerian population, especially women and 
children, live in severe social deprivation, and many 
households are food insecure.  

Child macronutrient malnutrition has declined 
minimally between 1990 and 2003. The number of 
children stunted fell 6 percent, underweight children 
declined 4 percent, and wasted children fell 1 
percent over these 13 years.  Nationally, in 2003, 
38 percent of children were stunted, 7 percent 
wasted, and 34 percent underweight (Figure 2).    

Figure 2. Trends in malnutrition in children under five 
years of age (1990 - 2003) 

 

Deficiencies in vitamin A, iron, iodine, zinc, and iron 
are major nutritional challenges in Nigeria.  Vitamin 
A deficiency contributes to 25 percent of infant, 
child, and maternal mortality in Nigeria. Nutritional 
anemia is also widespread, with an estimated 
prevalence of 20 to 40 percent in adult females, 20 
to 25 percent in children, and 10 percent in adult 
males.  In 2003, 14 percent of children were mildly 
iodine deficient, 8 percent moderately deficient and 
4 percent severely deficient (Figure 3).  Maziya-
Dixon et al. (2004) reported that zinc deficiency 
was 20 percent for children under five, 28 percent 
for mothers, and 44 percent for pregnant women.  

 

 

Figure 3. Iodine Status of Children, Mother and Pregnant 
Women in Nigeria 

 

Existing Policies and Programs for 
Addressing Malnutrition in Nigeria 

The Nigerian government has approved several 
policies and undertaken a number of initiatives to 
improve food and nutrition security in Nigeria (i.e., 
National Plan of Action for Food and Nutrition, 
Primary Health Care Approach, Catchments Area 
Planning and Action, Gender Informed Nutrition 
and Agriculture, and National Special Program on 
Food Security.)  The government’s main policy is 
the Food and Nutrition Policy for Nigeria.  In 
addition to specific policies and programs directly 
targeting food security and nutrition, there are more 
than ten government agricultural development 
initiatives that help address food security.   

From the existing literature, most of the programs 
initiated by the government addressing food and 
nutrition security have had some achievements, but 
the impact has been limited.  The literature 
highlighted several reasons for the ineffectiveness 
of the various efforts including, but not limited to: 

1. policy inconsistencies,  
2. inadequate qualified manpower to provide 

effective leadership for programs, 
3. lack of continuity and shifts in approach by 

successive governments, 
4. poor funding and deficient institutional 

arrangements for implementation, and  
5. ineffective planning  and institutional 

arrangement of government infrastructural 
programs. 
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Capacity for Food and Nutrition Policy 
Analysis and Implementation 

The problems of food and nutrition insecurity are 
further compounded by the lack of adequate policy 
analysis and implementation capacity. These gaps 
consistently lead to failures in policy and 
interventions, poor targeting of the food insecure, 
poor program management, low funding, 
misdirected resource allocation, and  inadequate 
and ultimately ineffective responses to the 
challenge of food insecurity and malnutrition. 

Nigeria’s knowledge base needs extensive 
strengthening to support key government actors 
and stakeholders involved in the planning, 
implementation, monitoring and evaluation, 
supervision and reporting of food and nutrition 
security programs and interventions in Nigeria. The 
Nigerian government lacks sufficient food and 
nutrition experts and professionals such as 
biometricians, statisticians, and agromarketing 
specialists, and there is a need for knowledge and 
capacity building in food and nutrition security 
assessment and analysis. This capacity gap is 
largely due to poor funding and planning, 
inconsistent staff training, and poor coordination. 
The gap has led to the dearth of nationally 
comprehensive valid data.  

Knowledge Gaps 

The existing knowledge on food and nutrition 
security in Nigeria does not offer detailed 
information at the household level, which is critical 
for improving program designs.  Similarly, 
knowledge regarding the impact of seasonal 
variations, the environment, and livelihoods on food 
usage, consumption patterns, coping strategies, 
and food and nutrition security status—crucial to 
guide Nigeria’s actions—is weak. understanding 
the interconnectedness of gender on household 
food and nutrition security is also very useful to 
better target and design interventions.  

Policy Implications 

There is a need to understand and appreciate the 
interaction of nutrition with other sectors and 
prioritize its appropriate integration into relevant 
sectors working on food security in Nigeria. 

To guide policies and programs, Nigeria should 
regularly administer a comprehensive national 
intrahousehold survey to collect data on food and 
nutrition indicators across all geopolitical zones, 
disaggregated by gender. From this data collection, 
researchers can implement a critically needed 
comprehensive national food and nutrition security 
situation assessment and analysis.  

Government institutions and universities need 
improved capacity to analyze, interpret, and apply 
the results of analyses to make better decisions 
affecting food and nutrition security in Nigeria. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 



 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

This brief is excerpted from Nigeria Strategy Support Program Background Paper “Ensuring Food and Nutrition Security in Rural Nigeria: An 
Assessment of the Challenges, Information Needs, and Analytical Capacity;” and was written with the assistance of Babatunde Olaniyan , Valerie Rhoe, 
and James Sackey.   It is intended to promote discussion; it has not been formally peer reviewed, but it has been reviewed by at least one internal 
and/or external reviewer.  
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