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ABSTRACT 

Rural women are more vulnerable to poverty than their male counterparts. Yet they possess 

great potentials which when harnessed can alleviate household poverty. The purpose of this study is to 

examine the role of women towards alleviating household poverty in rural areas of Nigeria. The 

objective is to identify the rural women potentials that can be harnessed towards alleviating poverty.  

Survey method was adopted in the study. A sample size of 250 women was used for the study. The 

women were selected using simple random sampling. The women were selected proportionately from 

the sampled communities. Data was collected through a structure questionnaire designed and validated 

by some experts. The collected data was analyzed using simple percentages and chi-square statistical 

tools. The findings of the study shows that rural women have great potentials which if harnessed will 

alleviate household poverty. The study concludes that an improvement on the income of rural women 

will reduce rural household poverty drastically. The study recommends adoption of strategies that 

would enhance the income of rural women. 
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1.  INTRODUCTION 

  

The concern for poverty alleviation in Nigeria dates back to early 1970s. Since then 

successive governments and agencies including non-governmental organizations have 
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concerned themselves with seeking ways and strategies towards poverty reduction. To address 

poverty, one is often confronted with the issue of what constitute poverty. In attempting to 

explain what poverty is all about, Ravallion (1992) simply said that poverty exist when one or 

more people fail to attain a prescribed level of well being that is deemed to constitute a 

reasonable minimum standard of the society. Using this criteria to identify the poor World 

Bank in 1996 disclosed that about 58.4 million (73%) Nigerians were poor with 26 million 

(32.5%) living below the poverty line. The United Nation described those living below the 

poverty line as people existing on less than one dollar ($1) that is less than N21.88 per day 

(Ekong, 1997).  

These groups of people are referred to as the poor. They are simply considered as 

people with very little or no access to resources with which to meet their basic needs that is 

food, clothing and shelter (Ettah, 2004). Their quality of life is very low inferior, and 

deserving pity or sympathy. They are people whose resources are incapable of providing a 

socially acceptable standard of living.  Johnson (1966) expressed poverty as the inability of an 

economic unit such as individual or family to satisfy his or its basic needs due to lack of 

adequate income or property. This may be the lack of opportunities for the economic unit to 

generate adequate income with which to meet the basic needs. Poverty in general terms is 

expressed as a general condition of deprivation which comprises social, inferiority, isolation, 

physical weakness, vulnerability, powerlessness and humiliation. This means that the poor 

have no access to basic needs of life such as food, clothing and decent shelter, are unable to 

meet social and economic obligations (Chambers, 1995). 

World Bank Report (1986) showed that poverty is more epidemic in the rural areas of 

the world. The most vulnerable people to poverty are the rural women. The rural women have 

limited access to land and other factors of production. Their income generating ability is 

limited as their roles are restricted to housekeeping and the kitchen. This public perception of 

the woman’s role tends to subject women to serious poverty, Adebayo and Amao (2000). The 

perception of the economic role of women is however changing in recent times as more 

women are engaged in farm work and public service. In the rural areas women are these days 

involved and own farms, they are petty traders etc. These activities enable them to generate 

income for which they carter for their family needs such as providing food, clothing and 

paying school fees for their wards. This point to the fact that, if the potential of rural women 

are harnessed, household poverty can be avoided or reduced (FAO, 1981).  

The rural women are today found to be engaged in productive ventures including 

farming, trading, tailoring, hair dressing and other services. They have ability to operate and 

save money generated and use it to provide for the family daily needs.This implies that 

harnessing rural women potentials could be a strategy for poverty reduction in rural areas. The 

role of rural women in household poverty reduction has resulted in households considering 

various means of ensuring a better food supply as well as meeting their educational, health 

and other material needs. Abdullahi (1990) pointed out that the current pattern of division of 

labour in Nigeria shows an increase participation of women in farming activities that were 

traditionally classified as men concern. Women tend to combine farming operations with 

other responsibilities such as food production, child care, crop processing, petty trading and 

provision of ancillary services with a view to meeting family needs. This implies that if 

women are given the right or access to productive venture, rural poverty could be alleviated 

and the household’s risk of remaining poor could be reduced. This is because woman’s access 

to productive assets has positive effect on household welfare (Agarwal, 1994). 
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Rural women are identified as having great economic potentials which if harnessed 

would alleviate poverty in rural areas.  Women, although are said to be predominantly house 

wives, provide farm labour which in monetized economy would generate income (Ekong, 

1988). Adebayo and Amao (2000) argued that Rural Women are capable of providing the 

following services; farm labour, bush clearing, heaps making, weeding, harvesting and 

storage among others. They provided seasonal or perennial labour. On return from farm work; 

some women engage in other economic activities such as buying and selling, as well as 

providing ancillary services including hair dressing, tailoring, mat-making etc. stated 

Abdullahi (1990). The numerous economic activities women engaged in, enable them to 

generate income for their households. In addition to engaging in economic activities, women 

have the potential to save money. Agarwel (1994) argued that rural women save their money 

by engaging in contributory saving schemes popularly known as “osu-osu” which is done 

daily, weekly or monthly as the case may be. The savings are usually disbursed to members at 

an agreed time, most often at the end of the year. Such saving schemes help the women to 

embark on capital projects such as land acquisition, and development, starting a business 

concern or payment of children school fees. As highlighted above, it implies that rural women 

have a lot of potentials which if fully tapped would go a long way to improving the well being 

of the rural populace. The purpose of this paper is to examine the role of women in alleviating 

household poverty in the rural areas of Yakurr Local Government Area of Cross River State, 

Nigeria. This would be achieved by pursuing the following objectives: 

1) Identifying the income generating activities engaged in by rural women  

2) Identify the role placed by Rural Women in reducing household poverty in rural areas 

3) Determine the relationship between socio-economic characteristics of rural women 

and their household poverty. 

 

 

2.  METHODOLOGY 

 

Survey method was adopted in the study. Multi-stage sampling was used in selecting 

five villages from which about 250 (two hundred and fifty) women were randomly selected 

for the study. This sample size was proportionally selected from five randomly selected 

communities for an in-depth study of businesses engaged in by women in the study area. The 

instrument for data collection was structured questionnaire on the women involvement in 

household poverty alleviation. The instrument was validated and presented to elicit 

information on the demographic and socio-economic characteristics of rural women and their 

role in alleviating household poverty. The collected data was analyzed using simple 

percentages and chi-square statistical tools. 

 

 

3.  RESULTS AND DISCUSSION 

 

Table 1 shows a summary of selected income generating activities engaged in by rural 

women. The result shows that 65% of rural women are engaged in farming activities as 

income generating activities. While 15% are involved in wealth creation and are not totally 

dependent on their husbands for the welfare of themselves and their households. 
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The implication of the finding is that the rural women are productive units and any 

programme targeted at improving their productive capacity will greatly improve the income 

generating capacity of households thus alleviating poverty in the rural areas. 

 
Table 1. Economic Activities Engaged in by Rural Women in Yakurr  L.G.A. 

S/n Economic Activities No. of Women Percentage 

1 Farming 163 65 

2 Petty trade 38 15 

3 Fashion design (tailoring) 12 5 

4 Hair dressing saloon 7 3 

5 Civil / public service 12 5 

6 Full time house wife 18 7 

 TOTAL 250 100 

 

  

Table 2 shows the role of rural women in alleviating poverty. The result shows that 

about 22% provide farm labour from income generated by them. 24% of the women provide 

food items to their families through subsistence farming. About 11% of women can afford to 

pay or support their husbands to pay children school fees while 15% purchase clothings for 

the children. The table further revealed that about 3% of women have contributed in the 

acquisition of building material, while 4% and 3% contributed to the purchase of land for 

farming and the establishment of business enterprises, respectively for the family.  However, 

9% of the rural women do not contribute to the well being of the family or household. This 

result shows that women are actively involved in productive ventures but are limited by poor 

access to means of production such as land, capital and labour. 

 
Table 2. Role of Rural Women in Household Poverty Reduction In Yakurr L.G.A. 

 

Nature of Assistance to Household 
Proportion of 

Women 

Percentage of 

Women 

Providing farm labour 561 22 

Provision of food items 65 24 

Payment of children terming school fee 31 11 

Clothing for children 40 15 

Assist in purchase of building materials 9 3 

Purchase of farm land 10 4 
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Establish a business 8 3 

Enterprise for family payment for health care service 20 7 

Assist in settling utility bills 5 2 

Do not have means of assisting the family 26 9 

TOTAL 275 100 

  

 

These finding shows that women can play substantive role in alleviating household 

poverty if they have access to means of production. An improvement in the income of rural 

women would afford them the opportunity to support their husbands in providing food items, 

pay children school fees, settle medical bills or even acquire land and establish business 

enterprise for the family. This means that any poverty alleviation strategy targeted at the 

women would help in reducing household poverty. Table 3 shows the farm size and means of 

land acquisition and amount of capital available to rural women. It was revealed that about 

65.7% of rural women have farm size of less than 5 acres. This could be explained by the 

prevailing land tenure system and mode of land acquisition in the area. The finding revealed 

that farm land acquired through rent constituted about 59.63% of means of farmland 

acquisition while 26.32% farmland is acquired on temporary basis from husbands only about 

4.60% women have direct access to farmland through direct purchase. The other 9.87% 

acquired it through inheritance. The finding revealed further that 35.53% rural women had 

less than N5,000 as capital for production while 43.42% had been 5.001-N10,000, 10.53% 

had between N50,001-N15,000 and 6.58% had between N15,001-N20,000 as working capital. 

The implication of this finding is that the income status of rural women determines the level 

of household poverty. An improvement on the income of rural women will likely reduce the 

household poverty in the rural areas. 

 
Table 3. Chi-square Results Showing the relationship between socio- economic characteristics of rural 

women in alleviating household poverty. 

 
Characteristic                     Calculated Df  Tabulated                            Sign 

       X2                    Df          X2 

Age     2.63                 4                     9.49                        significant 
Level of education  40.38                5                    11.10                       significant 
Capital available  87.76             4       9.49                        significant 
 

Note: The table displayed only those characteristics that showed significant relationship under the test. 

  
 

Table 3 shows the relationship between the socio-economic characteristics of rural 

women and poverty alleviation using chi-square. The result shows that age (x
2
  = 26.63), level 

of education (x
2 

= 40.38) and income (x
2  

= 87.76) were positive and also significant. 
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4.  CONCLUSION 

  

The role of rural women as mere house wives is changing and more women are engaged 

in productive ventures in the rural economy. The roles women play in productive activities are 

very important in alleviating household poverty. Women should therefore be considered as 

major stakeholders in rural development. Their contribution in rural development could be 

enhanced if their access to land, income, information and other means of production are 

improved. Generally, the study established that income generated by rural women, 

compliments the income of their husbands. In view of this it is concluded that enhanced 

income of rural women would go a long way to compliment that of their husbands thus reduce 

their household poverty level and enhance the improve welfare of rural dwellers. 
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