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ABSTRACT 

 

 Food security is a major development issue which has been prioritized in domestic economic policies of 

many developing countries.  Recently, there is an increasing trend of directing food security policies towards 

empowering women, because, many studies have revealed that women play a significant  role in reducing 

poverty and food insecurity in their households. However, there is a dearth of studies that discusses the women's 

role in achieving household food security in the context of Sri Lanka, even though women are culturally assigned 

a huge responsibility in almost all the household tasks including household food management. Hence, this study 

attempted to analyze the women's role in household food security in Sri Lanka in the rural context. The primary 

data was gathered from a cross sectional sample survey in Thirappane division in Anuradhapura district, and 

the data was collected from 100 households which were selected based on simple random sampling method. To 

achieve the objectives, both descriptive and econometric methods were used in the data analysis. The study 

found that women play an immense role in assuring household food security in all three dimensions of food 

security; they make a significant contribution to  farming and thereby household food availability, their 

contribution to  income is crucial in household food access especially in low income households, and their 

nutritional knowledge is also important in utilization of food properly in households. Furthermore, the study 

estimated a regression model using ordinary least square (OLS) method and could identify that women's income, 

their nutritional knowledge, and their use of indigenous food management knowledge as important determinants 

of household food security in rural households. Accordingly, the results suggested that the food security policies 

in the country should be aimed at empowering women's capacities through income and education to yield better 

outcomes.   
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1 INTRODUCTION 

 

 Food security, being one of the major issues of the 

present development dialogue, has been prioritized in 

domestic economic policies of many developing 

countries and also in the agendas of many international 

organizations especially in Food and Agriculture 

Organization (FAO). According to the definition put 

forward by FAO (1996), food security exists when all 

people at all times have the access to sufficient, safe 

and nutritious food to maintain a healthy and active 

life.   

 Generally, food security has three dimensions; 

availability, access and utilization, and it can be 

analyzed in two levels; macro level and micro level. 

The macro level or national level food security mostly 

aims at the food availability aspects, while the micro 

aspects focus on household or individual food 

acquirement and utilization aspects.  Hence, the micro 

level food security or the household food security 

depends on many factors such as agricultural 

production, market availability of food either through 

national production or imports, income earning 

opportunities of household members, food aids 

received to households, intra household decision 

making, resource allocation and responsibility sharing, 

care practices in households, and health care given to 

the household members, etc. In view of all the above 

factors, household food security can be considered as a 

multidimensional- multi facets issue which needs an 

integrated approach to analyze. According to Johnson-

Welch (2000), gender analysis creates the opportunity, 

and provides a framework for developing such an 

integrated approach for analyzing household food 

security. 

 Gender analysis is important in analyzing 

household food security due to many reasons. The roles 

that men and women play regarding food security in 

their households are usually different; while both men 

and women are income earners, women play an 

important role in food security as food producers, 

processers and preparers, household managers, and 

food providers for their families. Because of their 

multiple roles in households, it has been identified that 

women are key players in overcoming food insecurity 

at household level. Therefore, strengthening women by 

enhancing their employment opportunities, assets 

ownership, credit availability and human capital, is 

identified as an effective strategy for improving 

household food security (Quisumbing & Smith 2007; 

Roberts 2001; Smith  & Haddad 2000).  

 In Sri Lanka, the role that women play regarding 

household food security would not be much different 

from many other developing countries especially, 

within the cultural context of Sri Lanka women are pre-

dominantly assigned the role of food preparation and 

food management within the household. However, 

there is a dearth of researches which comprehensively 

addresses this area and proves the relation between 

women and household food security. 

 

1.1 The research Problem 

 Mainstream Economics does not take into account 

the difference of the economic behavior of men and 

women. Theories in Economics have been developed 

on the assumption that there is no difference between 

men and women in terms of their contribution to 

production, consumption, resource allocation, decision 

making, etc. However, some researchers have found 

that females are different from males in the above 

activities. Emphasizing on the food security in some 

African and Asian countries, researchers reveal that 

women play a crucial role in improving the food 

security at household level. For example, Quisumbing 

et al, (1995) showed that women always prioritize 

household food needs than men do and therefore 

women’s income significantly improve household food 

consumption  and hence children’s nutritional status in 

developing countries. Similarly, Kennedy & Peter 

(1992) found that the proportion of income controlled 

by women has a positive influence on household 

caloric intake in Kenya and Malawi. Furthermore, 

many studies show that women’s education make a 

positive impact on agricultural productivity, dietary 

quality, and children’s nutritional status (Ekanayake et 

al, 2003; Garret & Ruel, 1999; Gunesekara, 1999; 

Levin et al, 1999; Olumokaiye & Ajayi, 2006;  

Quisumbing, 1996, Varium et al, 1999).  

 However, a controversy arises with the women's 

role, especially with women’s employments, as several 

studies reveal the dietary quality of a household is 

badly affected by women's employments (Haddad & 

Hoddinot, 1991; Levin et al 1999; Rao, 2005; Varium 

et al, 1999). According to them, women's involvement 

in income earning activities forces them to face a 

tradeoff between time allocation for employment and 

household chores. Furthermore, there is a controversy 

about the food security achievements with the female 

household headship, as some studies show that 

household food security is better off with female 

household headship (Kennedy & Peter,1992; Levin et 

al. 1999) while some studies show that it is worse off 

(Babatunde et al. 2008, Kassie et al. 2012) and some 

show there is no significant difference in the food 

security between male headed and female headed 

households.  

 In the context of Sri Lanka, it can be identified that 

the existing literature that reviews food security mostly 
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analyses the macro level (national) food security, and 

concentrates on analyzing food availability, mostly 

rice. There are few micro level studies which analyzes 

household level food consumption, and very few of 

those have been designed to investigate the women's 

role. However, those studies concentrate on either 

calorie consumption measures which interrelated with 

poverty line definitions (Rathnayake & Weerahewa, 

2003) or on anthropometry measures (Ekanayake et al., 

2003; Gunesekara, 1999). On the other hand, those 

studies had not taken into account the women's role in 

all three dimensions of food security. Accordingly, this 

study attempts to solve the problem that whether the 

women play a significant role in assuring household 

food security in Sri Lanka in the rural context.  

 

 

1.2 Aim and objectives 

 The aim of the study is to analyze the women's role 

in assuring household food security in Sri Lanka in the 

rural context. In order to achieve this aim the study 

attempts to fulfill the following specific objectives. 

 

i. To investigate the women's role in each dimensions 

of food security. 

 

ii. To identify the determinants of household food 

security with special interest on women's role. 

 

1.3 Significance of the study 

 Food security is an important development issue 

frequently addressed by development policies in Sri 

Lanka. Historically, many food security programs were 

implemented in the country to overcome food 

insecurity problems at household level. However, some 

of those programs failed in achieving their objectives 

while some of them yielded successful results.  One 

reason for the failure of some food security programs 

would be the un-identification of the gender division of 

responsibilities within the household in assuring food 

security by the development planners. False 

assumptions about households as a unit might not 

produce the expected outcome in case of food security.  

The identification of gender roles in household food 

security is much important in policy making as the 

policies can be directed on most influential groups in 

reducing food insecurity within households. Therefore, 

a sound study which analyzes the gender roles in 

household food security would fill the dearth of 

research in the field and the result of this study will be 

beneficial for policy formulations which aim to 

overcome the food insecurity problem in the country. 

 

 

 

2 DATA AND METHODS USED  

2.1 Data 

 This study was entirely depended on the primary 

data which was collected from a sample questionnaire 

survey.  The questionnaire survey was administrated in 

the form of face-to-face interviews. To represent the 

rural population in Sri Lanka, Anuradhapura district 

was selected and the sample was selected from 

Thirappane division in the Anuradhapura district since 

100% of the population in Thirappane is  recorded as 

rural. The Thirappane division consists of 41 Grama 

Niladari (GN) divisions including 82 villages. To cover 

different kinds of agricultural activities, four Grama 

Niladari divisions were selected to obtain the sample, 

namely, Indigahawewa (paddy, chenna, vegetables), 

Wellamudawa (paddy, corn), Punchikulama (Paddy, 

vegetables) and Mawathawewa (chilies). Following 

simple random sampling method 25 households were 

selected from each GN division and totaling 100 

households were selected for the sample. The 

questionnaire was basically directed to the primary 

women in each household while a primary woman is 

defined in this analysis as a female member in the 

household who most actively participates in the 

household activities such as food preparation in the 

household. Accordingly, the primary women were 

consisted of female household heads, spouses of male 

headed households, and any other elderly female 

persons in the households like daughters or 

grandmothers.  

 

2.2 Analytical methods 

 This study was conducted within the framework of 

positivist paradigm that uses quantitative analytical 

techniques. However, it used the non-experimental 

observation method to solve the problem. As such, the 

study used both descriptive and inferential statistical 

methods in order to achieve the objectives. Descriptive 

statistical methods were primarily used to identify the 

socio economic background of the sample and also it 

used to examine the women's role in three dimensions 

of food security. Accordingly correlation tests and chi-

square tests were used to test the relationships.  

 A regression analysis was carried out in order to 

identify the factors affecting household food security 
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with special interest on the factors which demonstrate 

the women's role in a household.  

 

Z = f (X1, X2, X3, .......,Xn; Y1,Y2, Y3, .............Yn,) 

Z = Level of food security (Household Dietary  

 Diversity Score)  

X1, X2, X3, .......,Xn: General variables 

Y1,Y2, Y3, .............Yn,: Variables demonstrate the  

          women's role 

 

 The dependent variable of the regression was the 

household food security and it was measured using 

Household Dietary Diversity Score (HDDS). The data 

for calculating HDDS was obtained through the 

questionnaire which included questions on food 

consumption within the last 24 hours recall period.  

There were 12 food groups included in the 

questionnaire according to the international guidelines 

of constructing HDDS (Swindale and Bilinski, 2006) 

with the consideration of local food consumption 

patterns (Jayawardene et al. 2013). Accordingly, the 12 

food categories included in the questionnaire were; 

cereals, other starchy foods, vegetables, green leaves, 

fruits, meat, eggs, fish and sea foods, pulses/ legumes 

and nuts, milk and milk products, oil and fats, and 

sugar and beverages. The respondents were asked 

whether they consumed each of those included in the 

above food groups and assign the value ‘1’ for positive 

answers and ‘0’ otherwise. The respondents were 

instructed to include the food groups consumed by 

household members in the home, or prepared in the 

home and consumed outside the home. As a general 

rule, food consumed outside the home but was not 

prepared in the household were not included. The 

calculation of HDDS was simple. It was the simple 

sum of the answers of each food group. Since there 

were 12 food groups, the HDDS varied between 0 and 

12. 

 The selection procedure of independent variables 

for the model followed several steps. Initially two sets 

of explanatory variables, which were assumed as useful 

in analyzing household food security, were identified 

based on the conceptual background behind the 

research problem, on the findings of the existing 

literature and on the logical thinking of the problem. 

They consisted of the general variables affecting 

household food security (X's) and the variables which 

demonstrated the women's role (Y's). However, it was 

not possible to include all the identified variables into 

the final model as some variables showed weaker 

correlations with the dependent variable and higher 

correlations between independent variables leading to a 

multicollinearity problem. Hence, after a careful 

consideration of the correlations, only few variables 

were selected as independent variables in the final 

model. Accordingly, ‘family size’, ‘household total 

income’, ‘female contribution to household income’, 

‘education level of the primary women’, ‘household 

level food crop growing’, ‘intention of preparing 

nutritious food within the household’ and ‘the use of 

indigenous knowledge for household management’ 

were the variables included into the final model as 

explanatory variables.  

 By incorporating the above variables the regression 

equation was estimated by using the OLS method and 

it was tested for the violations of OLS assumptions. 
  

 

 

3 RESULTS AND DISCUSSION  

3.1 Level of food security 

 The mean HDDS was recorded as 6.89 in the 

sample. The minimum number of food categories 

consumed by the rural dwellers was two, while the 

highest score was 12. The highest percentage of 

households consumed at least 7 food categories in a 

day. 

3.2 Women's role in household food availability 

 Involving in agricultural activities is an important 

factor of household food availability in rural 

households. Accordingly, 74% of households were 

recorded as engaged in some kind of agricultural 

activity either in the form of income oriented farming 

or consumption oriented farming. Considering the 

gender of the person who is responsible for agricultural 

activities, the data recorded that out of all farmers in 

the rural households who earned an agricultural 

income, 74% were males while 26% were females. 

However, the female involvement in agriculture cannot 

be estimated by only considering whether they were 

farmers or not. Even though, they were not recorded as 

farmers, they contributed to farming through their 

labour in many ways of the farming activities. Out of 

all households with agricultural activities, 88% of 

households were recorded as they had employed family 

female labour for their agricultural activities which 

ranged from planting to selling the crop. The study 

categorized the female contribution of agricultural 

activities from the lowest contribution to the full 

contribution. It was found that women had contributed 

more than 75% of the total labour required for farming 

in the majority of farming activities.  

 However, the important point noted in the study 

was that females were not much considered as farmers 

even though they were almost totally responsible for 

majority of farming activities. Therefore, the study 
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attempted to identify why females were not considered 

as farmers and found that the basic reason was the 

ownership of land. The title of the farming activities 

was based on the ownership of land and majority of 

rural land was owned by males. Respectively, 86 and 

87 percent of household heads who owned dry lands 

and wet lands were males. Based on the ownership of 

land, females might not be considered as farmers even 

though they contributed to the entire agricultural 

process. 

 Other than food crop growing, another important 

aspect of food availability at household level is whether 

that household keeps food stocks (store) within the 

household at all the time for consumption. Maintaining 

food stocks is very important in the rural context since 

the proximity to market is not facilitated and would be 

difficult and costly to purchase food on daily basis. 

According to the findings, woman was the key 

responsible person in the household regarding making 

food available in the household to avoid sudden 

shortages. The data revealed that maintaining food 

stocks in the household is positively related with 

women's income and education, implying that more 

educated women as well as women who earned more 

income tend to make higher attention on maintaining 

food stocks in the household.  

 Moreover, the data showed that the use of 

indigenous knowledge for household food management 

positively affected the household food security. The 

indigenous knowledge comprised of some food 

preservation and food management methods which 

learnt from older generations. Usually, women bring 

the indigenous knowledge and traditional practices 

from generation to generation and help for maintaining 

smooth consumption of food in the household. In the 

sample, majority of the women were recorded as they 

apply some kind of food preserving methods in their 

households to keep food available when foods are 

scarce. Drying vegetables, jackfruit, Manioc and inland 

fish, preparing pickles and storing under the ground 

were some of those food preservation methods that 

they had applied.  

 

3.3 Women's role in household food access 

 Household income is the major determinant of the 

food access of a household. The data suggested a 

strong positive correlation between household total 

income and the HDDS score. Considering the female 

contribution to household income, 40% of households 

in the sample were recorded as having some kind of 

female income. The proportion of female income in the 

household showed a positive relationship with the 

HDDS in general, although an interesting pattern could 

be observed from the data for different female income 

shares. At lower levels of female income shares 

(female contribution for household income was less 

than 50%), households recorded a higher level of 

HDDS, but at higher level of female income shares 

(female contribution to household income was more 

than 50%) the recorded HDDS level was relatively 

low.  

 The above pattern can be explained in two ways. 

Firstly, through the relationship between female share 

of income and total income of the households. It is 

important to notice that the recorded correlation 

between total household income and female share of 

income was negative, implying that the female share of 

income is high for low income households. 

Accordingly, the relationship between female share of 

household income and household food security can be 

interpreted as, when a household has a higher female 

income share, the household tends to be poor, and 

therefore, a higher percentage of those households 

recorded a lower level of HDDS. The second way of 

interpreting the relationship is the assigned work load 

for a woman in a household. A woman, who is holding 

a higher share of household income means that she 

may have to work longer hours in a day and has to 

reduce the time allocated for household chores like 

food preparing. As a result, she would be unable to 

produce a diverse diet for household members. 

 Even though the descriptive analysis showed a 

lower level of HDDS with higher female contribution, 

the regression estimates showed that the impact 

generated from female share on HDDS was higher 

when female contribution for household income is 

higher. Such a situation can arise due to the higher 

dependency of households on female income as a result 

of the higher female contribution to household income. 

Apart from the direct impact made from the female 

income, it indirectly affects household food access 

through improving the ability to maintaining a smooth 

consumption in the household by avoiding sudden food 

shortages. A significant positive relationship could be 

observed between the ability to smoothing the 

consumption and the female share of income 

(Spearman correlation = 0.402, p value =0.000) 

implying that higher the female share of income, higher 

is the ability to smooth the consumption. For example, 

76% of households, which recorded as high female 

income share, were able to maintain a balanced 

consumption throughout the income interval while only 

34% were able to maintain a balanced consumption 

within the households which had no female income.  

Furthermore, the study found that households have a 

higher ability to maintain a smooth consumption which 

leads to a higher possibility of being food secured, 

when the households' income is managed by women.   



 

 
 

 

Women's Role in Household Food Security in Rural Sri Lanka 

 
6 

 

 

3.4 Women's role in household food utilization 

 Since the ultimate use of food depends on the 

preparation of food, the utilization dimension of food 

security is directly linked with women's role in the 

households.  Women were the main food preparers in 

the majority of households as nearly 80% of 

households recorded as women prepare the household 

meals. The study found that the women's education and 

their intention of preparing a nutritious diet, positively 

correlated with the diversity of the diet consumed by 

the household members. The recorded HDDS of 

households was higher with the higher education of the 

primary women and the women's education has 

specially affected the nutritional quality of the diet 

prepared in the household. The households, in which 

the women were more educated, consumed more fruits, 

more fish and more milk and milk products compared 

to the households with less educated primary women.  

 

3.5 Determinants of household food security 

 According to the regression results in Table 1, the 

Household Dietary Diversity Score which was 

determined autonomously from the model was 

approximately 3 points. The ‘size of the family’ 

positively affected, as 0.29 points increase in the 

HDDS with the increase in one additional member in 

the family. That means households can gain a higher 

diversity of the diet when there are more family 

members in the household. The reason would be the 

household's interest on preparing a diverse diet is 

higher when more family members are waiting for the 

diet. Such an enthusiasm would be low when there are 

few members. (but, it seems that this part is not 

evidence based???). 

 Total Household household total income showed a 

significant positive impact on household dietary 

diversity, in such a way that as a implying that, 1,000 

rupee increase in household income results in a 0.216 

point increase in the HDDS. The direction of the 

impact is agreeable since income is a basic requirement 

for household food access. Higher income households 

can acquire more foods to fulfill their consumption 

needs, resulting a consumption of more varied diets 

compared to low income households. However, the 

intensity of the impact is contencious, as the HDDS is 

only slightly improved by the increasing income of a 

household. By nature the income elastisity offor food 

items is very low, especially for staples. But the 

question is whether it is applicable for the variation of 

the diet as well. Do not people tend to consume variety  
 

TABLE 01 

 
Results of the OLS estimation (Dependant 

variable: Household Dietary Diversity Score 

Explanatory variables Rural 

(Constant) 

 

3.011** 

(3.436) 

Family Size 

 

 

 

0.286* 

(2.288) 

 

Household total income 

 

 

2.16E-04** 

(2.955) 

 

Female contribution to household 

income 

         50% - 100% female  

         share of income 

 

0.811* 

(2.079) 

 

         0% - 50% female share of                           
income 

 

0.799 

(1.743) 

 

Education level of the primary 

women 

         Up to O/L 

 

0.625 

(1.524) 

 

         A/L and above 

 

 

1.212 

(2.327) 

 

Intention of preparing nutritious 

food within the household  

(higher=1, lower=0) 

 

1.134* 

(2.643) 

 

Use of indigenous knowledge for 

household management 

 (yes=1, no=0) 

 

0.777* 

(2.396) 

 

Household level food crop growing  

(yes=1, no=0) 

 

0.178 

(0.216) 

 
**Significant at 1% *Significant at 5% 

 

of foods which provide different nutritions with the 

increase ing in income? According to the findings of 

this study rural dwellers do not muchsignificantly 

change the consumption pattern or do not variateion of 

diet with changingin response to a change in income. 

This may rather be so because of  their diets are hevily 

dependant on the staples which are grown by 

theirthemselves. own.     

 The female share of income of a household has 

made differential impacts on household dieary diversity 

depending on the size of the contribution. The female 

income contribution has not made any impact  on the 

HDDS of households in which females contributed less 
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than 50% of the total household income. If they 

contributed more than 50% of household income, then 

the HDDS of those households was 0.8 higher 

compared to those where there was no female income 

contribution. The result is rational as the consumption 

of those households with higher female income share is 

highly dependant on the female's incomes of females. 

 The impact of education level of the primary 

women on the HDDS was quite ambiguous as women's 

education had not made any significant impact on the 

HDDS of rural households. Instead of education, the 

household intention of preparing a nutritios meal 

makes a higher impact on dietary diversity of a 

housheold. The HDDS score was 1.134 higher when 

women had a higher intention on preparing a nutritious 

meal, compared to the households which did not have 

such an intention. This intention is crucial for 

consuming a varied diet in rural housheolds since the 

rural dwellers'  attention on  maintaining a diverse diet 

is very poor even though they have the ability to do so. 

 Another interesting result which was derived from 

the study was that the HDDS increases by 0.77 points 

when women use the indigenous knowledge on 

household management, compared to the households 

where there was no such a thing. Surprisingly, the 

cultivation of food crops at household level had no any 

impact on the dietary diversity of rural households. 

This would be probably because the rural dwellers' 

consumption relies much on staples which grow at their 

household level.  

 

 

4 CONCLUSION AND POLICY 

RECOMMENDATION 

 

 Achieving the aim of the study, two objectives were 

expected to accomplish through the analysis. 

Regarding the first objective, the study could conclude 

that the role played by women in their households in 

achieving food security is immense when considering 

all three dimensions.  In terms of food availability, the 

study found that rural households fulfill majority of 

their food needs (staples) from their own cultivation, 

although the home growing food crops did not increase 

the diversity of the diet consumed. More importantly, a 

large part of the responsibility of home growing food 

crops is taken up by women in households. Other than 

the contribution to the growing of food crops, women's 

involvement in making food available in the household 

could be seen from their effort in maintaining food 

stocks in the household. In majority of households 

women were the main responsible persons in keeping 

food available in households, and it was found that they 

were taken the advantage of their indigenous 

knowledge in doing so. 

 Similarly, the study suggests that women's 

contribution in household income is significant for 

improving food accessibility especially in the low 

income households. The impact made from the female 

income share on food security is high with higher 

female income shares, since the households 

predominantly depend on female income in such cases. 

Apart from the direct impact made from the female 

income, indirectly it affects household food access 

through improving the ability to maintaining a smooth 

consumption in the household by avoiding sudden food 

shortages. Furthermore, the study found that 

households had a higher ability to maintain a smooth 

consumption which leads to a higher possibility of 

being food secured, when the households' income was 

managed by women.   

 The utilization aspect is the major dimension of 

food security in which women play a dominant role, 

since food preparation and distribution within the 

household is basically done by women in households. 

The study found that women's interest on preparing a 

nutritious meal positively affected household food 

security in general.  Furthermore, the consumption of 

some food groups which contained more essential 

micronutrients was high with a higher contribution of 

female income and the higher female education as well. 

The study also revealed that even though women face 

time constraints in providing care for household 

members since they are engaged in many income 

earning and other productive activities, they pay a 

higher attention to preparing meals within the 

household than turning towards takeaway foods. 

  Regarding the second objective, the study could 

identify that household size, household total income, 

women's higher contribution to household income , 

their intention towards preparing a nutritional meals, 

and their use of indigenous food management 

knowledge as important determinates of household 

food security in rural households.  

Hence, policy actions, which improve income earning 

opportunities for women, particularly in the low 

income households, are important in assuring food 

security. It would be very important to encourage 

women for small scale income earning opportunities, in 

which they can engage within the home or nearby 

home, rather than providing employments with high 

income but reducing the attention on household 

activities. Furthermore, a policy action towards 

improving nutritional knowledge among rural women 

is very important, since rural dwellers do not seem 

maintain dietary diversity even though they have the 

ability to do so. It is not done because not much  

attention is paid for daily food consumption. 
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