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A B S T R A C T 

Women are major players in ensuring households wellbeing in rural 

communities of Abia State. The capacity to improve their livelihoods is 

hampered because they are disempowered economically. The study 

investigated the effect of empowerment on their livelihood activities in 

their various communities. Abia state is made up of three agricultural 

zones and 17 local government areas. Multi stage sampling procedure was 

used in the selection of 120 respondents.Data were collected through 

Focus Group Discussion and analyzed with descriptive statistics. Results 

indicated that majority of the women were married (63%) and mainly 

farmers (56.0%), a good proportion (55%) of the respondents had no 

formal education, a household size of (5 – 7). Benefits of the training 

received by the women in their various communities revealed that the 

women can grow more food ( , mentorship ( , 

rebuilding after crisis ( , help organize cooperatives 

( , among others. The study revealed that training conducted 

for the women were associated with higher levels of access to savings and 

credit, self-confidence; making the „former‟ voiceless groups to be heard by 

their communities 

Keywords: Women Empowerment, 

Training and Voice of the Voiceless 

1. Introduction 

In most developing countries like Nigeria, rural women play an important role in ensuring household 

food security, as producers of food, income earners, stabilizers of food access and care takers of 

household food and nutrition security (Egunyome and Ekom, 2010). However, despite their 

contributions in ensuring food security in rural areas, such women in most rural communities in like 

Nigeria form part of the most economically and socially disempowered groups in the society (Pandys, 

2008) and downward trend in education may only exacerbate the problem (Omar, 2001).  

Rural women are powerful catalysis for sustainable development as well as against poverty and 

hunger (Egunyome and Ekom, 2004). Rural poverty is deeply rooted in the balance between what 

women do and what they have. Around the world, women are frequently deprived of their basic rights, 

including the right for collective bargaining and to safe working conditions. The world had no choice 

but to solidify the position of rural women. 

Although many interventions have been put in place to address their disempowerment plight, women 
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continue to face immense challenge. Among their challenges are high rate of illiteracy, exclusion from 

decision-making process, lack of resources and host of social cultural bottle necks (Oberhcuiser and 

Praft, 2004). Women living in traditional communities of development countries, form part of the 

most economically and society disempowered groups (Bob, 2012). In this regard rural women are 

being recognized by United Nations as important catalysts for sustainable development and powerful 

agents against poverty and hunger Peters (2001). 

A key feature for achieving sustainable agricultural productivity and food security in rural area, 

clearly is to develop capacity for the principle actors who are largely women. But Govender (2012) is 

of the opinion that rural women, who constitute one fourth of the world‟s population, continue to face 

more difficulties than men in accessing public services, social protection, employment and markets, 

owning to cultural norms, security issues and lack of identification documents. Empowerment instills 

confidence in unemployed rural women and inspired them to take leadership role in their 

communities. 

 Since late 1990s, strategies for tackling global food insecurity have begun to emphasize the 

importance of empowering marginalized people to advocate (Malhotra and Schuler, 2015). Many 

authors have emphasized that empowerment is a multi-dimensional and complex process and that the 

individuals or communities empowered in one dimension (economic) are not necessary empowerment 

(Mayoux, 2006; Uphoff, 2008; Moore, 2001). Therefore, identifying the different dimensions of 

women‟s empowerment which can contribute to the improvement of households‟ food security status, 

inclusion in decision making processes so that the voice can be heard is crucial for informed food 

security policies and advocacy in Nigeria. The study aims to identify the dimension of women‟s 

empowerment that influences household food security and women voice in rural communities of Abia 

state, Nigeria. The study was undertaken as part of a project initiated and managed and funded by 

Community based Organization (Elite Women). 

Conceptual Framework 

This study is underpinned by the social support theory. In terms of this study, social support may be 

loosely defined as feeling cared for and having the assistance of other people; being part of a 

supportive social network. Razik and Swanson (2001) are of the opinion that these supportive 

resources can be emotional (for example, nurturance), tangible (for example financial assistance), 

information (for example, advice), or companionship (for example, a sense of belonging). Social 

support can be defined as the perception of having assistance available, actually receiving assistance 

or the degree to which a person is integrated in a social network. The genesis may be the community, 

civic organizations, workers, family members, friends, teachers among others. 

Concept of Empowerment  

Empowerment has been defined as a process through which individuals communities and 

organizations gain control over the issues and problem of most concern to them (Kar et al, 2009). 

According to World Bank (2001), women empowerment is the expansion of assets and capabilities 

that enable them to participate, negotiate, influence, control and hold accountable the institution that 

affect their lives. Although the process of empowerment is applicable to both sexes, it is more relevant 

to women. On the whole, government and policy makers are still responding inadequately to the 

indifference of women in rural communities. Therefore, the main objective of this paper is to 

investigate how empowered women have become the voice to the voiceless women in rural 

communities of Abia State, Nigeria with the following specific objectives; to 

1. identify the socio-economic characteristics of the respondents 
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2. examine the various ways which these voiceless women have been empowered in the last five 

years 

3. ascertain the benefit of these empowerment to voiceless rural women in the study area 

2. Methodology 

The study area is Abia State. Abia State is divided into 3 agricultural zones namely; Ohafia, Umuahia 

and Aba zones respectively and 17 local government areas namely; Ohafia, Isukwuato, Bende, 

Arochukwu, Umuneochi, Umuahia South, Umuahia North, Ikwuano, Osisoma, IsialaNgwa North, 

IsialaNgwa South, Ugwunagbo, Obingwa, Ukwa East Ukwa West, Aba South and Aba North. The 

women of these zones are quite enterprising and engage in diverse livelihood activities as farming, 

trading, processing and marketing of agricultural products to earn income. Their major food crops 

grown are cassava, yam, cocoyam, maize, okra, melon, palm trees and leafy vegetables of all kinds in 

addition to other perennial and multipurpose trees. The study employed multi-stage sampling 

techniques is selecting respondents to ensure effective coverage of these groups of women. 

Respondents were selected from three local government areas of each zones. Twenty women who 

have received any form of training from women organization were selected bringing the total to 120. 

With the assistance of the rural women leaders, the women were chosen on the basis of unemployed 

and illiteracy rate of the women. The sampled women composed of young rural women between the 

ages of 25 – 30, rural mothers between the ages of 35 – 40, middle aged women between 45 – 50 

years and old rural women aged 55
+
. A phenomenological research approach was therefore suitable 

for the investigation because it provides participants with a golden opportunity to describe and 

interpret the experiences of the phenomenon as they lived out in a natural setting (Burns and Grove, 

2005).  

Data for this study were collected using structured questionnaire, Focus Group Discussion and later 

analyzed using descriptive statistics like frequency distribution and mean scores. For objective one, 

which is to identify the socio-economic characteristics of the respondents was analyzed using 

descriptive statistics, like percentage distribution. For objective 2, which is the effect of the 

empowerment programme on their livelihood was realized using 4-point Likert-type scale of very 

high (4), high (3), low (2), very low (1). Then the mean score generated was used for decision making. 

Objective 3 which is the type of empowerment received was also analyzed using frequency 

distribution 

3. Results and Discussion 

Socio economic characteristics of the respondents 

Age is the key factor in decision making as it influences participation in economic activities. Also, it 

influences independent decision making as individuals who are above 30 years are considered mature 

by the society. The mean age of the respondents was 30 years. About 63% of the women were married, 

37% were either separated or divorced. Women who are married are unable to make independent 

decisions as they rely on their husbands for advice, divorced, widowed and single women are able to 

make their own decision independently but to an extent. The table further revealed the educational 

level of the respondents; a good proportion of the women (55%) has no formal education, about 

26.3% primary education, 18.0% secondary education while insignificant percent of 1.3% had tertiary 

education. From the results, the women had low level of education. This implies that the women 

lacked adequate knowledge which is a significant factor contributing to the growth of their livelihood 

activities generally. Lack of sufficient education and training for women has an impendent to the 

participation in agribusiness and other social activities. 
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Table 1: Socio-economic characteristics of the respondents in the study area 

Socio economic characteristics  Frequency  Percentage  

Age    

25 – 30  31 19.4 

35 – 40  84 54.0 

45 – 50  

Mean  

45 

41 

28. 

 

Marital status   

Married  101 63.1 

Single  117 11.0 

Separated/ Divorced  42 26.3 

Occupation    

Farming  89 56.0 

Trading/farming 36 23.0  

Artisans  21 13.0 

Unemployed  14 9.0 

Educational level    

No formal education 88 55.0 

Primary  42 26.3 

Secondary  28 18.0 

Tertiary  2 1.3 

Household size   

2 – 4  18 11.3 

5 – 7  87 54.3 

8 – 10  31 19.4 

11 – 13  24 15.0 

Occupational experience    

2 – 6  15 9.4 

7 – 11  45 28.1 

12 – 16  84 53.0 

17 – 21  16 10.0 

Farm size   

< 1 96 60 

1– 3  48 30 

>3 16 10 

Source: Field Survey, 2017. 

On household size, the result indicated that that about (54.3%) had a household size of 5 – 7 people 

followed by (19.4%) with 8 – 10 and 15% 11 – 13 people respectively. The implication of a larger 

household size is that there will be a cheap source of labour for agricultural activities but food 

insecurity may occur if household head is not well empowered to take care of the households. 

Majority of the women had working experience between 12 – 21 years. The mean working experience 

was 11.4 years. About 60% of the respondents who are into farming cultivated land areas of between 

1.0 to 3.0 hectares. The mean farm size was 1.4ha. This limited access was attributed to land rights. 
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Table 2: Distribution of respondents based on type of training received 

Empowerment  Frequency  Percentage  

Adult education and training  89 14.1 

Vocational training skills  125 19.8 

Access to financial facilities  144 22.8 

Health issues 156 24.7 

Social groups and mentorship 118 18.7 

Multiple response 

Source: Field survey, 2017. 

Results on Table 2, shows the areas of training received by the women the study area. From table 2, 

(14.1%) of the women received adult education training in which they acquire life and social skills. 

According to Govender (2012), adult education and training (education entrepreneurship) is a huge 

industry and it can be channeled to help rural women to be empowered. One of the greatest barriers to 

the sustainable development of women is their lack of access to quality adult education and training. 

When women have access to quality holistic personal, emotional and entrepreneurial development 

training opportunities, they will be empowered to speak for themselves. 

Without the ability to read and write and to do basic arithmetic, rural women are going to be forever 

trapped in very low skilled jobs, if they can find employment at all. It would be a difficult task to 

grow a business or operate a farm while hampered by illiteracy (Peter, 2001). 

 The table furthered revealed that (20%) of the women received vocational skills training. This 

training helped to gain direct vocational skills on business idea expansion opportunities. According to 

them, “they are looking for new ways to enhance their daily living activities and to become more 

efficient in all sectors within the communities”.  

On access to financial facilities, about (23%) of the respondents were empowered by providing 

regular funds. Rural women are consistently looking for different avenues to access micro loans, 

farming tools etc. By creating this access, they will do more and multiply their efforts. One of the key 

to creating multiplier effect is an increase in the building of sustainable small business in communities 

is to help women have access to basic facilitating tools for their daily engagement (Ogbonna, 2012). 

Financial support is one of the most important factors in empowering people to make important life 

decision. To live a life of freedom and independence and in order to gain this power and independence, 

they need to be educated about financial planning and money management. When they are 

empowered, they could learn the necessary entrepreneurial and skills. In conclusion, the women stated 

that they can longer be settled for silenced mother of food security; if they are confident that they can 

support themselves, it will make them less likely to rely on unhealthy activities. 

The result further indicated that 25% of the women benefitted from health facilities provided in the 

various communities. Projects were designed focusing on providing affordable health care and 

training on healthy living, keeping clean and green environment and access to basic monthly 

menstrual care and maternal death. Women are primarily vulnerable to every form of health issues in 

different communities. They face all forms of health challenges. So, when provided with health 

facilities, we will be contributing to the safety of a quarter of the world population (Abidi, 2007). 

Providing sufficient qualified health care workers to the pressing health care needs of the women were 

taken care of. The women were educated about proper sanitation and hygiene issues. They were also 

exposed on discussion concerning sex and reproductive health. This means rural women do not have 

enough knowledge to protect themselves from dangers such as prostitution, sexually transmitted 
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disease, including HIV/AIDS, and unplanned pregnancies. In order to ensure that rural women receive 

proper care and deliver their babies safely, a system of maternal houses were set up to provide care 24 

hours a day. 

About (19%) of the respondents received mentorship and social group familial. Ahamed (2016), in his 

findings stated that when women find themselves in supportive groups of like minds in their 

community and are encouraged to have open discussion on challenges they are facing with a system 

of accountability and responsibility among members, it leads to personal and group growth, Creating 

this platforms for rural women mentorship and development in these communities,  will go far to 

help empower women to be confident, powerful and resourceful to link up to their true potentials, 

speaking and advocating for their equality and justice for others. 

Table 3: Effect of the training on women empowerment 

Statement  
Mean  

Rank  

Financial independence  3.48 5 

Acquisition of property 3.14 8 

Contribution to household needs 3.61 3 

Self-help activities 3.72 2 

Enhanced decision-making power 3.52 4 

Information empowerment  3.28 6 

Participates in collective action for change 3.24 7 

Business management skills  3.01 9 

Farm management skills 3.38 6 

Confidence to speak out 3.82 1 

Source: Field Survey, 2017. 

The ability to accurately measure levels of empowerment among rural women is crucial for assessing 

its contribution and achievements of livelihood outcomes. Table 3 indicated various effects of the 

empowerment programme on livelihood of the women in the study area. Result indicated the effect of 

the training on the lives of the respondents. Confidence to speak out had a mean score of (  

and ranked first. The implication of the result is that after empowering the women economically and 

otherwise, it made them to be independent and can now speak out freely without any hindrance. Moore 

(2001) in his findings stated that when women are empowered, they become confident and speak up 

against every abuse and violence and will not wait for anyone to speak on their behalf but will rise to 

become voices of positive change and advocacy for equality, justice and progress. 

Self-help had a mean score of (  Self help advocate the need for people to improve their 

condition using local initiative and their own resources. According to the women, “they can now define 

their own development according to their own needs, values and aspirations”. In conclusion (Fonchigng 

and Fonjong, 2003) stated that the women can now apply the knowledge and skill in utilization of the 

resources at their disposal. According to Haque et al (2012) and Keller and Mbwewe (2009), the core 

outcome of women empowerment lies on their ability to control their destiny and be self-reliant. 

Financial independence had a mean score ( . The implication of the result is that when the 

women are empowered financially, it determines the availability of key material assets, such as land, 
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livestock and machinery among other in her possession. (Abdulai and Crole, 2011) in their studies 

affirmed that such assets, provide opportunities for investment in alternative farm as well as off farm 

enterprise. Business management skill had a mean score of ( . The implication of the result is 

that the women are likely to find employment in the non-farm sector when skilled. Human capital 

empowerment which is directly linked to the skills, knowledge and ability to labour is important for the 

pursuit of different livelihood strategy. 

Farm management skills had a mean score of ( The woman stated that the skills acquired 

has helped them in improving their farm productivity and income which promote self-reliance. This 

finding is not in line with Gale (2009), who argued that many interventions for women do not cater for 

their specific needs and are often directed towards typical female occupation with low potential to raise 

income. 

Information empowerment had a mean score of ( . Implying that access to information 

possibly influences women to engage in agricultural production and other activities. Through, increased 

knowledge, access to inputs, improved seed, credit and lands among others. According to one of the 

respondents, “it also brings knowledge on technologies to produce, manage and preserve harvest, others 

stated that access to information means better market access needed to help them take advantage of new 

emerging opportunities”. Thus, access to factors of production and off farm activities (Quismbing and 

Meinzen-Deck, 2001). 

Contribution to household needs had a mean score of ( . This implies that women were 

involved in that training reported higher levels of access to personal savings and credit. This has helped 

them in contributing to household needs. 

Decision making power had a mean score of ( . The implication of the result shows 

improvement in decision making power with households and community at large. Acquisition of 

property had a mean score of ( . According to some of the women, the empowerment 

training also created opportunities for them to have greater level of household wealth compared with 

other women in the community. 

Women hold the key to a future free hunger and poverty. Table 4 shows the contributions of 

empowered women to their rural communities in the study area. From the table, non-participants of 

the training stated that, the empowered women organize regular training for the technical knowledge 

on best practices for agricultural activities.  

Another important benefit received from the empowerment was helping their community is by giving 

them the tools and training kick start to rebuild the recovery process for the entire community after the 

kidnapping era. Help them become business leaders had a mean score of ( . The 

implication is that the empowered women had acquired knowledge and skills they need to run 

successful farms and business in an efficient way to strengthen their poor families.  

Provision of day care center had a mean score of ( . Day care centers was established in order 
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to lessen the placement of children in foster care and also help the nursing mothers attend to their other 

needs. 

Table 4: Contributions of the empowered women to their communities 

Statement  
Mean (  

Help them grow more and better food 3.68 

Mentoring/mentorship 3.41 

Supporting independence mobility  4.0 

Create safe place for women 3.45 

Help them rebuild after conflict  2.84 

Help them organize cooperatives  3.48 

Help in building self esteem  3.54 

Boost decision making power  3.64 

Building network  3.40 

Organize leadership training  3.43 

Provide day care centers  4.0 

Provide boreholes for their communities 3.82 

Source: Field survey 

Drilling of borehole had a mean score of ( .  Boreholes were established in various 

communities because of lack of clean water in the communities instead of attending class, so many 

women and girls are forced to spend several hours each day fetching water for their families. Mentoring 

had a mean score of ( . According to one of the empowered women, it was observed that 

school drop is high and unwanted pregnancies are alarming. So, in order to bridge the gap, they 

introduced mentorship programmes where they reach out and influence the lives of young girls in the 

community. 

Creating safe place for women had a mean score of ( , the empowered women created a 

safe place where women gather and talk about issues affecting their lives, gender equity, women right or 

health related issues. 

Supporting independence and mobility had a mean score of ( . Because of the women 

development center, all the women reported being able to travel freely outside of their home 

unaccompanied during event at the center. Organizing cooperatives had a mean score of ( . 

Establishing women cooperative was a welcome development for the communities, the cooperatives aid 

them in accessing credits and loans from the bank. They also stated that saving cooperatives allow the 

women to invest money and this has led to startup new business and invest in education for their 

children. 

Building self-esteem and confidence had a mean score of ( . Majority of the women report 

that their self-esteem has increased since coming to the center. These empowered women have helped 

them become confident in speaking and sharing opinions.  
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Boost decision making power, had mean score of (  The implication of the findings is that 

women can boldly participate in decision making power in their home and communities as a result of 

training received from the center. 

Building network had a mean score of ( . The respondents stated that by building networks 

through the assistance of the training received now have more support and greater opportunities to 

effect change in their communities. The women say that once this network is in place, they are 

emboldened by the knowledge that are not alone in reproductive or family planning and they are 

inspired to help other women in the community by sharing the knowledge they have learned about these 

topics. 

Organizing leadership trainings ( . In rural communities of Abia State, women rarely hold 

public leadership roles. But the empowered women provide leadership training for other women to 

increase their presence in the public sphere. Women were reported for forming committee, facility 

meetings, participating in protests, raising their voices against violence and organizing community 

programmes. 

4. Conclusion 

The study was carried out to determine the contributions of empowered women to their rural 

communities in Abia State, Nigeria. Findings indicated that the women were empowered in adult 

education and training, vocational skills and business management, health care training among others. 

On benefits of the empowerment to the various communities, the empowered women achieved the 

following results. Train other women to grow more food through best practices ( , 

mentorship ( , help them organize cooperative ( , boost their decision -making 

power of women (  among others. In conclusion because they have been empowered, they 

became confident and can speak up against every abuse and violence and will no longer wait for anyone 

to speak on their behalf but rise and become voices of positive change and advocacy for equality, justice 

and progress.  

5. Recommendation 

 Agencies or Community Based Organization can design women development programmes that 

are focused in providing core skills that can help them access market to sell their farm products, 

understand the value chain of their industry and basic micro business management and operations. 

 Rural women must be taught the basics of reading and writing  

 Strategies should be developed to empower rural women by providing them with economic 

opportunities, thus combating their poverty and powerless 

 Rural women need to be educated about family planning and related rights, so that they can 

protect themselves and bring an end to the abuse made by their male partners. 
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