GENDERED DECISION-MAKING PATTERNS AND FOOD SECURITY AT THE HOUSEHOLD LEVEL IN MASABA SOUTH SUB-COUNTY, KENYA



ABSTRACT 
Intra-household gender power relations directly shape agricultural decisions, resource control, and nutrition outcomes in smallholder farming systems. This study examined how decision-making authority, division of labor, and control over income and expenditure affect household food security in Masaba South Sub-County, Kisii County, Kenya. Using a convergent mixed-methods approach, the research found that unequal gender power dynamics determine crop selection, income control, market participation, and food security. Mean scores ranged from 3.54 to 4.23, with the strongest agreement on women’s triple role burden. Correlation analysis showed significant positive links between women’s agency in decision-making (r = 0.236, p = 0.006), equitable food distribution (r = 0.236, p = 0.006), and overall power relations (r = 0.264, p = 0.002) with the Household Dietary Diversity Score (HDDS). Key informant interviews confirmed and, in some cases, contrasted these findings. When women are central to decision-making, household food security improves. Limited female bargaining power restricts dietary diversity and the use of available food. The evidence points to the need for interventions that promote joint decision-making and strengthen women’s economic empowerment.
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Introduction 
Food security remains one of the most pressing global challenges of the 21st century. Despite significant progress in agricultural productivity, approximately 733 million people worldwide experienced hunger in 2023, and Sub-Saharan Africa bears a disproportionate burden (FAO, 2025). In Kenya, food insecurity affects millions of rural households, particularly in regions with high population density, land fragmentation, and climate variability. Smallholder farmers produce over 70% of the country’s food, yet rural households continue to face structural barriers that undermine the four pillars of food security: availability, access, utilization, and stability (Kihiu, 2021, 2025). Gender is a critical but often overlooked dimension of these challenges. Across much of sub-Saharan Africa, women comprise the majority of smallholder farmers. They also perform most labor-intensive tasks in food production, processing, and household meal preparation. However, deeply entrenched patriarchal norms, patrilineal inheritance systems, and customary laws frequently deny women secure rights to land, credit, and decision-making power over productive resources (Quisumbing et al., 2023; Slavchevska et al., 2025).
A critical yet often under-examined dimension of household food security is intra-household gender decision-making patterns. In many patrilineal societies across sub-Saharan Africa, including Kenya’s Gusii communities, men typically dominate strategic decisions about crops, land, cash crop sales, and major expenditures. Women, meanwhile, shoulder most daily agricultural labor, food production, preparation, and child nutrition duties (Bukachi et al., 2022; Njuki et al., 2022). Socio-cultural norms, customary tenure systems, and patriarchal structures underpin these unequal power relations, restricting women’s bargaining power and agency in the household (Djurfeldt, 2020; Isinta, 2018). Evidence shows that gender decision-making patterns directly impact food security. Greater female participation in decision-making and income control is associated with greater dietary diversity, more consumption of nutrient-rich foods, and improved child nutrition (Harris-Fry, 2020; Kassie et al., 2020). In contrast, when men dominate decisions, priorities often shift to cash crops and quick financial returns over household nutrition, leading to suboptimal use of available food resources (Machio et al., 2025; Onyeaka et al., 2024).

Studies employing the Women’s Empowerment in Agriculture Index (WEAI) further show that empowerment in the domains of production decisions, resource control, and income use significantly enhances food consumption scores (Deißler, 2025; Njuki et al., 2022).In Kenya, several studies have explored these dynamics at national or regional levels. Kihiu (2024), in a  policy analysis, found that women’s limited access to and control over agricultural resources, including land, credit, and extension services, constrains household food security, with women’s empowerment exerting a stronger positive effect on dietary diversity than men’s. Similarly, Bukachi et al. (2022) highlighted how gendered power dynamics shape the intra-household allocation of animal-source foods, with men as the primary decision-makers for purchases and women managing preparation and distribution.

In western Kenya specifically, Deißler (2025) documented that the commercialization of African indigenous vegetables (AIVs) in Kisii and Kakamega counties can enhance women’s control over income and bargaining power, yet traditional gender roles continue to assign women to subsistence food crops while men dominate cash-generating activities. (Njuki et al., 2022) synthesized global evidence showing that gender equality and women’s empowerment in food systems lead to better nutrition outcomes and more resilient households. Critiques argue that studies on intra-household decision-making and food security are either national in scope (Kihiu, 2021), with very few that have examined localized dynamics in Masaba South Sub-County, Kisii County, a high-potential but densely populated area in Gusii land characterized by unique socio-cultural norms, land fragmentation, and mixed farming systems (Isinta et al., 2018; Mwololo et al., 2022; Bukachi et al., 2022). Additionally, these studies found that in urban informal settlements of Nairobi, sociocultural norms and intra-household power imbalances significantly restrict women’s control over animal-source food purchases and allocation, despite their primary role in food preparation. (Kassie et al., 2020) In their study on women’s decision-making, they demonstrated that women’s empowerment, particularly in production decisions and income control, amplifies the positive effects of agricultural technology adoption on dietary diversity among smallholder households in rural Kenya.

Gendered power dynamics in food security remain inadequately explored at the local level. (Njuki et al., 2022) Conducted a comprehensive scoping review of gender equality and food systems, finding that women’s limited agency in resource control and decision-making perpetuates gender gaps in food insecurity; across most low- and middle-income countries, women face higher levels of moderate or severe food insecurity than men. This disparity is especially pronounced in high-potential but densely populated areas such as western Kenya, where customary tenure systems and patriarchal norms continue to sideline women’s indigenous knowledge of subsistence crops and nutrition needs (Deißler, 2025). However, significant gaps remain in understanding how these dynamics play out locally in counties such as Kisii, where rapid socio-economic changes including male out-migration and shifting family structures may be altering traditional decision-making. This study, therefore, examines gendered decision-making patterns and their influence on household food security in Masaba South Sub-County, Kisii County, Kenya.
[bookmark: _cwv1yaunbpfq]

Literature Review
The Food and Agriculture report (2023) on food security and inequalities highlights that  there is evidence of the economic, social, and environmental implications of unequal power relations on food and nutrition security outcomes. Unequal power relations influence the extent to which individuals have access to resources, the decision-making process, and who controls food production, distribution, and consumption patterns at the household level (Radeny, 2020). The food and Agriculture Organization identifies gender differences in food security and notes that the gender gaps are more prevalent in low- and middle-income countries. The inequalities affect power relations and intersect with ethnic and geographical factors, likely increasing vulnerability to food insecurity (Devereux, 2016). Power relations exist at various levels, including household, community, national, and global levels, and they influence the distribution of food, income, and resources (Jiren, 2020). Similarly, studies have pointed out that substantial gender disparities in food security and nutrition exist, with female-headed households being more food insecure than male-headed households (Fonjong & Gyapon, 2021).
Inequalities such as gender inequality, class disparities, and political power imbalances often exacerbate food insecurity, as they limit the ability of marginalized groups to ensure sufficient, nutritious, and affordable food (Kuchechuk,2022). Similar studies identify household gender dynamics, particularly power relations, as a cross-cutting issue that negatively affects food security and nutrition outcomes (Ragasa et al., 2019). Notably, women are the most food insecure, with additional vulnerabilities such as violence against women and girls, which is closely linked with inequitable gender norms, economic and social deprivation, and isolation, respectively, increasing their food insecurity (Abdi,2018 ). Food insecurity indicators are relatively prevalent among women who, for instance, are the majority of the underweight and undernourished population, with relatively high rates of vulnerability to anemia, especially among pregnant women in Asia and Africa (FAO,2023). However, contrary studies argue that the absence of sex disaggregated data on men and boys would be a challenge for comparative studies evaluating the gender differences in food and nutrition security outcomes (UNICEF,2021)
Power relations, inequalities, and inequities, whether based on gender, class, political power, or cultural beliefs, are indeed significant barriers to achieving food security (Njuki et al., 2023). These power imbalances limit access to resources, influence food distribution, and shape the policies that govern food systems (Jiren et al., 2020). Therefore, addressing unequal power relations is essential for improving food security, as it enables marginalized groups to gain access to resources, support, and decision-making power to determine the availability and production of nutritious food. According to research, by empowering women, promoting equitable access to land, and ensuring inclusive political and economic participation, societies can implement key strategies to overcome food insecurity caused by unequal power dynamics (Bamishaiye et al., 2024). Gender differences in human and social capital also contribute to gender differences in adaptive capacities for food security outcomes. In confirmation, a case study from Kenya shows that men and women participate in different types of groups and that men tend to have a wider social network, leading to greater participation in community decision-making and in influencing adaptive behavior( ngigi et al.,2025).  

According to a UNICEF report (2021), the gender gap in food security widened between men and women from 2020 to 2021 due to systemic and structural differences that impact power relations, such as decision-making. Women’s roles in farming are often overlooked and undervalued due to perceptions about appropriate gender roles. As a result, women are often excluded from decision-making in farming households, limiting the adoption of climate-smart practices (Summer et al., 2017). Unequal power dynamics limit women’s ability to negotiate responses to climate disturbances within households, communities, groups, and organizations, as well as in policy spheres (Steinfeld & Holt, 2020). In addition, despite differences in needs, preferences, and priorities, it is essential to ensure equality in decision-making, especially in responding to climate change and its impacts on food security (Ngigi, 2017).
Theoretical Framework 
This study was anchored in two complementary theoretical frameworks: the ecofeminist and neo-Malthusian theories. Ecofeminism explains how patriarchal norms, patrilineal land inheritance, male dominance in decision-making, and cultural taboos position women as primary producers of subsistence crops while denying them ownership or control. This results in prioritization of male-controlled cash crops over diverse, nutrient-rich food crops, leading to reduced household dietary diversity. The theory further illuminates how food taboos that restrict women’s and children’s consumption of eggs, fish, meat, or certain vegetables reinforce gendered nutritional inequities, mirroring the broader patriarchal devaluation of women’s knowledge and needs. Thus, ecofeminism frames socio-cultural norms not as neutral traditions but as mechanisms of dual oppression that undermine both ecological diversity and nutritional outcomes. 

Neo-Malthusian theory extends Malthus’s original thesis by emphasizing that rapid population growth combined with finite arable land and environmental degradation inevitably leads to food insecurity. In Masaba South Sub-County, a high-density area with severe land fragmentation and competition between cash and food crops, neo-Malthusianism explains the structural pressure on households to maximize caloric output from staples at the expense of dietary diversity. High population density exacerbates resource scarcity, forcing reliance on subsistence production, affecting diversification and utilization due to compromised nutrient quality and quantity in production and preparation. When coupled with socio-cultural norms, this pressure intensifies: male-controlled decisions favor cash crops for income, leaving women to manage shrinking plots for household nutrition under increasingly constrained conditions.

METHODOLOGY 
[bookmark: _b05104rcold5][bookmark: _knes2x9ckuxv]The study adopted convergent parallel mixed-methods research design integrating both quantitative and qualitative approaches. According to Creswell et al. (2018), mixed-methods research enables a comprehensive understanding by combining numerical data with participants’ lived experiences. Quantitative and qualitative data were collected simultaneously, analyzed independently, and merged during interpretation to provide a holistic understanding of gendered dimensions affecting household dietary diversity in Masaba South Sub-County, Kenya.  The target population comprised 23,197 subsistence farming households in Masaba South Sub-County. The accessible population consisted of adult household members aged 18–64 years who were actively involved in household food production, preparation, and consumption decisions. 
 A stratified random sampling technique was employed, where wards formed strata based on differing agro-ecological conditions. Using Creswell's (2014) sample size determination formula, a sample of 155 households was selected. However, due to field constraints, including non-response and logistical limitations, 133 household heads participated in the final survey. The distribution of respondents across the wards ensured proportional representation of the study population. In addition, a sample of 8 key informants was also used in the collection of qualitative data.The study adhered to ethical principles of voluntary participation, informed consent, confidentiality, and anonymity. Participants were assured that the information provided would be used strictly for academic purposes. Numerical codes rather than names were used during data processing to protect respondents’ identities. 
[bookmark: _7ekgaucokkan]Quantitative data were coded and analyzed using SPSS Statistics version 29. Descriptive statistics, including frequencies, percentages, means, and standard deviations, were used to summarize the data. Pearson product-moment correlation analysis was employed to examine relationships between socio-cultural determinants and household dietary diversity. 
Qualitative data from key informant interviews were transcribed and analyzed thematically using coding procedures and thematic categorization. Themes related to cultural food practices, gender norms, household decision-making, and dietary behavior were identified and interpreted. 
 Integration of qualitative and quantitative findings occurred during interpretation through narrative synthesis and triangulation, enabling a comprehensive understanding of the gendered dimensions affecting household dietary diversity in Masaba South Sub-County. 

RESULTS
[bookmark: _qskkl9hgbhfx]Socio-demographic Characteristics of Respondents 
Table 1 shows the socio-demographic data of the respondents. The characteristics included: age, gender, education level, marital status, farming type, household size, monthly income, and nutrition knowledge. A Chi-square test was conducted to determine whether there were statistically significant differences between gender and the other variables.
Table 1:  Demographic Characteristics of Respondents  
	Variable
	Category
	Gender of respondents
	 
	 

	
	
	Female (n=91)
	Male (n=42)
	Total (N=133)
	χ2 Statistic
	P-value
(≤ 0.05)

	Age
	20-24 years
	6 (6.6%)
	2 (4.8%)
	8 (6.0%)
	10.283
	0.036

	 
	25-29 years
	4 (4.4%)
	5 (11.9%)
	9 (6.8%)
	
	

	 
	30-34 years
	12 (13.2%)
	10 (23.8%)
	22 (16.5%)
	
	

	 
	35-39 years
	13 (14.3%)
	4 (9.5%)
	17 (12.8%)
	
	

	 
	40-44 years
	10 (11.0%)
	4 (9.5%)
	14 (10.5%)
	
	

	 
	45-49 years
	15 (16.5%)
	5 (11.9%)
	20 (15.0%)
	
	

	 
	50 years and above
	31 (34.1%)
	12 (28.6%)
	43 (32.3%)
	
	

	Education
	Non-formal
	19 (20.9%)
	4 (9.5%)
	23 (17.3%)
	17.654
	0.001

	 
	Primary
	22 (24.2%)
	4 (9.5%)
	26 (19.5%)
	
	

	 
	Secondary
	40 (44.0%)
	18 (42.9%)
	58 (43.6%)
	
	

	 
	Tertiary
	6 (6.6%)
	13 (31.0%)
	19 (14.3%)
	
	

	 
	University
	4 (4.4%)
	3 (7.1%)
	7 (5.3%)
	
	

	Monthly Income
	KES 1-10,000
	59 (64.8%)
	8 (19.0%)
	67 (50.4%)
	33.150
	0.000

	 
	KES 10,001-20,000
	22 (24.2%)
	22 (52.4%)
	44 (33.1%)
	
	

	 
	KES 20,001-30,000
	5 (5.5%)
	12 (28.6%)
	17 (12.8%)
	
	

	 
	KES 30,001-40,000
	3 (3.3%)
	0 (0.0%)
	3 (2.3%)
	
	

	 
	Above KES 40,000
	2 (2.2%)
	0 (0.0%)
	2 (1.5%)
	
	

	Marital Status
	Married
	52 (57.1%)
	34 (81.0%)
	86 (64.7%)
	2.891
	0.089

	 
	Widowed
	24 (26.4%)
	4 (9.5%)
	28 (21.1%)
	
	

	 
	Single
	12 (13.2%)
	4 (9.5%)
	16 (12.0%)
	
	

	 
	Separated
	3 (3.3%)
	0 (0.0%)
	3 (2.3%)
	
	

	Household Size
	1-3 members
	26 (28.6%)
	13 (31.0%)
	39 (29.3%)
	2.900
	0.235

	 
	4-6 members
	44 (48.4%)
	20 (47.6%)
	64 (48.1%)
	
	

	 
	7-9 members
	18 (19.8%)
	8 (19.0%)
	26 (19.5%)
	
	

	 
	Above 10 members
	3 (3.3%)
	1 (2.4%)
	4 (3.0%)
	
	

	Farming Type
	Mixed farming
	28 (30.8%)
	4 (9.5%)
	32 (24.1%)
	13.13
	0.022

	 
	Food crop farming
	60 (65.9%)
	34 (81.0%)
	94 (70.7%)
	
	

	 
	Dairy farming
	3 (3.3%)
	4 (9.5%)
	7 (5.3%)
	
	


The findings indicate a predominance of female respondents, with 91 women (68.4%) and 42 men (31.6%). This distribution underscores women’s central role in subsistence agriculture, food preparation, and household nutrition management in the study area. Women primarily undertake unpaid domestic responsibilities, including food production, preparation, distribution, and care work. The lower representation of men may be attributed to their involvement in public income-generating activities or migration for employment, which enables them to remit funds for food purchases and family support. These factors contribute to the observed differences in participation. Most respondents were mature adults, with 32.3% aged 50 and above, 16.5% aged 30–34, and 15.0% aged 45–49. Only 12.8% were between 20 and 29 years. Older individuals dominate household agricultural work and food production, a pattern seen in rural communities where younger people are often in school or have moved to urban areas for work. Customary inheritance laws also limit younger people’s authority in farm management if they have not inherited land. There is a statistically significant association between gender and age among respondents (χ²=10.283,p=0.036)

The majority of respondents attained secondary education (43.6%), followed by primary (19.5%) and non-formal education (17.3%). Notably, gender disparities were observed: a greater proportion of women had non-formal or primary education, whereas men were more likely to have tertiary education (31.0% compared to 6.6% for women). This pattern underscores persistent gender inequalities in educational attainment, which may restrict women’s access to information, agricultural training, and extension services. Lower educational attainment among women farmers constrains their capacity to adopt improved agricultural technologies and nutrition-sensitive practices, thereby affecting food availability and dietary diversification. A key informant from the social development department explained how the differences affected household food and nutrition security.
“Women’s low education levels have confined them to the informal sector, which is characterized by low pay, and this affects their ability to purchase a variety of foods and make decisions regarding food production and other household purchases, making them vulnerable and dependent on men who hardly influence household food matters. This limits their ability to ensure diet diversification, making the women and children more vulnerable to nutritional deficiency-related health risks.” ( KII-002)
A statistically significant association was identified between gender and monthly income levels (χ² = 33.150, p < 0.001). More than half of respondents (50.4%) earned KES 1–10,000 per month, with women comprising the majority in this income bracket (64.8%). Conversely, men There is a significant association between gender and monthly income (χ² = 33.150, p < 0.001). Over half of respondents (50.4%) earned KES 1–10,000 per month, with women making up 64.8% of this group. Men were more common in higher income brackets, including KES 10,001–20,000 (52.4%) and KES 20,001–30,000 (28.6%). Women are overrepresented in lower income groups, reflecting broader gender gaps in access to resources, employment, and assets. These income differences limit household food purchasing power and the ability to access or produce diverse foods, affecting nutrition. A key informant explained that women are mainly involved in low-income subsistence farming, informal labor, and small business, while men have better access to higher-paying jobs and market-oriented agriculture, leading to differences in food security between male- and female-headed households association between gender and marital status (χ² = 2.891, p = 0.089). 

The predominance of married respondents reflects the typical structure of rural households, where family units are central to agricultural production and food provisioning. Married households often benefit from joint labor and income contributions, which can enhance food production and nutrition diversification. However, the substantial number of female-headed households due to widowhood may face specific challenges in accessing land, labor, and financial resources, potentially undermining their ability to sustain stable food production. The social development officer on marital status and food security noted that:
“Marital status directly determines control over property, especially land. In the Kisii cultural patriarchal system, married women often have use rights only, while widows frequently face disinheritance or delayed access to land. Therefore, women have limited control and power over family land and productive assets. This lack of property control translates into lower income, affecting the ability to produce, afford, and diversify into quality and adequate food production.” (KII-002)
The household size distribution revealed that nearly half of households (48.1%) comprised 4–6 members, followed by 1–3 members (29.3%) and 7–9 members (19.5%). Only a small fraction of households had more than 10 members (3.0%). The chi-square analysis found no statistically significant association between gender and household size (χ² = 2.900, p = 0.235). Larger household sizes may place pressure on available food supplies, particularly when household income and agricultural productivity are limited. Additionally, household size can influence food consumption patterns and vulnerability to food shortages, as larger households may face greater demand for food and other resources. This was well explained by the sub-county development officer as detailed below.
“In my observations of the socio-economic status of most households here, the majority are poor with limited farming land due to fragmentation because of high population rates. This affects food purchase and production, especially in households with large numbers of more than four people. The food availability is worse during shortages and the, common coping strategies include, compromised preparation that affects the nutritional value for instance the higher the size the need for more food which may be unavailable and so even using sufficient oil or fats that have additional nutritional value, excessive boiling to have more soup could potentially affects dietary diversity.” (KII-002)
This was also explained by an extension officer who said: 
“Low income and large family size affect food preparation and distribution which disproportionately affects women and children, for example, excessive addition of water to meals where children and women are likely to be served soup while men are given well prepared foods affecting the utilization pillar for male and female household members.” (KII-003)

The results indicate a statistically significant association between gender and farming type (χ² = 13.13, p = 0.022). Most respondents engaged in food crop farming (70.7%), followed by mixed farming (24.1%), with dairy farming representing only 5.3%. Women were more involved in mixed farming (30.8%), while men were predominantly engaged in food crop farming (81.0%) and dairy farming (9.5%). These findings highlight gendered roles in agricultural production. Farming, as a seasonal occupation with fluctuating prices, affects household income and purchasing power. The perishable nature of most food products poses storage challenges, thereby affecting year-round food availability. Women often manage diverse farming systems for household food provision, whereas men are more involved in commercial or specialized farming activities, leading to varying food security and nutrition outcomes across farming types. According to a key informant, most food produced by small-scale farmers is insufficient to last throughout the year due to perishability, limited quantity, and inadequate storage facilities, thereby affecting household nutritional security. The study assessed the number of meals and snacks consumed by different household members in the 24 hours preceding the survey. This intra-household meal distribution analysis is critical for understanding how food is allocated among household members and whether gender-based disparities exist in food consumption patterns.

Table 2: 24-Hour Meal and Snack Recall by Household Member 
	Household Member
	Meals Mean
	SD
	N
	Snacks Mean
	SD
	N

	Respondent
	2.88
	0.33
	129
	0.65
	0.91
	79

	Spouse
	2.58
	0.96
	111
	0.51
	0.87
	72

	Child 1
	1.77
	1.45
	81
	0.74
	0.89
	78

	Child 2
	2.78
	0.7
	110
	0.71
	0.84
	85

	Elderly Member
	1.34
	1.49
	80
	0.28
	0.65
	67



The findings in the Table reveal important patterns in intra-household food distribution. Respondents (household heads) reported the highest mean number of meals (2.88, SD=0.33), followed by Child 2 (2.78, SD=0.70) and spouses (2.58, SD=0.96). Elderly household members reported the lowest meal frequency (1.34, SD=1.49), followed by Child 1 (1.77, SD=1.45), indicating that these groups are particularly vulnerable to inadequate food intake. The high standard deviations for children and elderly members suggest considerable variation across households in how food is allocated to these vulnerable groups. 
 Snack consumption was low for all household members. Child 1 had the highest average (0.74), followed by respondents (0.65). Elderly members had the lowest (0.28). Low snack and meal counts for children and elderly raise concerns about nutritional adequacy, especially for children who need frequent, nutrient-rich meals. The study also analyzed gender differences in these patterns, as shown in Table 3.
Table 3: Gender difference in respondent meal and snack consumption 
	Variable
	Female Mean (SD)
	Male Mean (SD)
	t-statistic
	p-value

	Respondent Meals
	2.84 (0.37)
	2.95 (0.22)
	-1.778
	0.078

	Respondent Snacks
	0.55 (0.85)
	0.85 (1.01)
	-1.386
	0.17



Gender differences in meal and snack consumption were not statistically significant, but men reported slightly higher meal frequency (2.95) than women (2.84), and more snacks (0.85 for men, 0.55 for women). These patterns match other findings: men often receive more food, both in quantity and quality, within households. Even if not statistically significant, these trends reflect persistent gender-based food allocation norms. Local administrators and health workers confirmed that men are often prioritized at meals due to financial and cultural factors. 
 “In many households in the sub-county, though this could reflect the whole Gusii region, women are likely to eat less and eat last. Many women consciously serve their husbands and sons first, giving them larger portions or the better parts of the meal, and then take whatever remains for themselves and the younger children. Snacks, which are often out of homestead energy-dense items like roasted maize, mandazi and bread, also tend to be consumed more by men and boys. This is rooted in the long-standing cultural belief that men need more strength because they are the ‘providers’ or do the heavier ‘outside’ work, while women can manage with less.” (KII-006) 
 
“Women are likely to have a lower intake of both quantity and quality of food, which affects their energy levels and health. This can have negative implications during pregnancy and when breastfeeding. The traditional patterns of men receiving more food in terms of both quantity and nutrient quality show that gender-based food allocation norms are still very much present in our communities. They contribute to poorer nutritional status among women and girls and weaken the overall resilience of the household.” (KII-008) 
 Gender power relations and food security 
 Decision-making, the gendered division of labor, and control over income and expenditures were identified as factors affecting food security outcomes in households within the sub-county. A key informant from the social development department explained in detail that power relations did play a role in many households. 
 “Women are the backbone of the farm. They are out there doing the planting, weeding, and harvesting. Despite doing nearly all the manual work, they often receive minimal benefit from the returns or decide on distribution of revenue. I see many cases where a mother knows exactly what her children need more vegetables or protein-rich beans, but she doesn’t have the authority to change what is planted on the family land. If the male head of the household decides to prioritize cash crop farming, her knowledge of the family’s nutritional needs is sidelined.” (KII-002) 
Additionally, power dynamics in food production and consumption patterns were evaluated, and the findings are presented in Table 4 below.
Table 4: Unequal power dynamics in agricultural production
	Statement
	SD
	D
	N
	A
	SA
	Mean
	Std

	Unequal power dynamics often mean that men decide which crops to plant for the household
	12(9.0%)
	24(18.0%)
	19(14.3%)
	36(27.1%)
	42(31.6%)
	3.54
	1.34

	Men control farm income and decide on distribution for food purchased
	13(9.8%)
	18(13.5%)
	18(13.5%)
	50(37.6%)
	34(25.6%)
	3.56
	1.28

	Women ‘s productivity affected by triple role burden
	0(0.0%)
	3(2.3%)
	17(12.8%)
	59(44.4%)
	54(40.6%)
	4.23
	0.76

	Women have limited say in income-generating agricultural productivity affecting household food purchases
	3(2.3%)
	27(20.3%)
	21(15.8%)
	44(33.1%)
	38(28.6%)
	3.65
	1.16

	Women have limited access to market access due to cultural and structural barriers
	3(2.3%)
	18(13.5%)
	20(15.0%)
	45(33.8%)
	47(35.3%)
	3.86
	1.11

	Unequal Power relations limit women's ability to sell surplus produce for income or purchase diverse food items to improve family diet quality
	3(2.3%)
	14(10.5%)
	19(14.3%)
	49(36.8%)
	48(36.1%)
	3.94
	1.06

	Food and nutrition programs do not account for gender-specific roles and power imbalances, hence ignore women's roles
	2(1.5%)
	10(7.5%)
	26(19.5%)
	59(44.4%)
	36(27.1%)
	3.88
	0.95


 
Respondents agreed that unequal gender power dynamics strongly influence crop choices, income control, market participation, and household food security. Mean scores ranged from 3.54 to 4.23, with the strongest consensus on women’s triple role burden. 
 Most respondents (85.0%, Mean = 4.23) agreed that women’s productivity is affected by the triple role burden. Many also agreed that unequal power relations limit women’s ability to sell surplus produce or buy diverse foods for the family (72.9%, Mean = 3.94). Food and nutrition programs often ignore gender-specific roles and power imbalances (71.5%, Mean = 3.88), and women face limited market access due to cultural and structural barriers (69.1%, Mean = 3.86). While views on male dominance in decision-making were more divided, most agreed that men control farm income and food purchases (63.2%, Mean = 3.56) and often decide which crops to plant (58.7%, Mean = 3.54). Women’s limited say in income-generating agriculture also affects household food purchases (61.7%, Mean = 3.65). The data show broad recognition of women’s heavy workload and barriers to market access and income, with moderate agreement on male control over key decisions. 
 “In most households, decision-making is left to male heads who determine what can be grown and how the farms can be utilized. Men prefer to use land for commercial farming, such as growing cash crops for income and financial gain, overlooking women’s interests and needs for household food farming. Women’s farm suggestions may not be actualized in most cases despite their indigenous knowledge, and this has great effects on household food availability, access, utilization and dietary diversity.” (KII-001) 
These findings demonstrate how power imbalances translate into tangible outcomes for food security and nutrition. In an interview, a community health practitioner explained how food distribution disparities were experienced within households. 
 “I’ve seen many cases where during the lean seasons, the mother is the first to skip meals to ensure there is enough for the rest of the family. Because she lacks the decision-making power to manage the household’s grain reserves or the cash to buy supplements affecting her health and the nutritional development of her children,” (KII-008) 
 Table 4: Power Relations and Food Security Indicators
	Variable
	HDDS (r)
	P
	Severity (r)
	P
	Foods Avail. (r)
	P

	Income Control
	0.144
	0.098
	0.108
	0.217
	0.13
	0.135

	Decision Making
	0.236
	0.006**
	0.128
	0.141
	0.117
	0.179

	Food Distribution
	0.236
	0.006**
	-0.004
	0.961
	0.167
	0.055

	Patriarchal Dominance
	0.063
	0.468
	-0.05
	0.571
	0.201
	0.021*

	Power Impact
	0.32
	<0.001***
	0.156
	0.073
	0.198
	0.023*

	Overall, Power Relations
	0.264
	0.002**
	0.115
	0.189
	0.165
	0.058



The results show weak to moderate associations between intra-household gender power variables and key food security indicators. Greater women’s agency in decision-making (r = 0.236, p = 0.006), equitable food distribution (r = 0.236, p = 0.006), perceived power impact (r = 0.320, p < 0.001), and overall power relations (r = 0.264, p = 0.002) all have significant positive correlations with HDDS. Increased women’s participation in decisions, fairer food allocation, and less patriarchal dominance are linked to more diverse diets. Associations with food availability are weaker but still positive for patriarchal dominance (r = 0.201, p = 0.021) and power impact (r = 0.198, p = 0.023), suggesting that changes in power dynamics can improve household food supply stability. Correlations with the severity of food insecurity are weak and not significant (p > 0.07), showing that gender-power factors have limited direct effect on hunger intensity. Income control is only borderline significant (r = 0.144 with HDDS, p = 0.098), indicating its influence may be indirect or limited by other factors. Overall, intra-household gender power relations shape dietary diversity and, to a lesser extent, food availability, with empowerment indicators showing the strongest effects. 
“ In contemporary society, I may disagree that women’s decision-making powers are limited, especially in matters concerning household food production, purchases, distribution, and factors affecting utilization, such as preparation. Women today have been left to solely take care of their homes due to irresponsible negligence from their spouses, due to drug and substance abuse, irresponsible gambling, migration, and polygamy-associated issues and conflicts. This means with income and information, women have the potential to ensure positive food security outcomes such as improved availability, stability, dietary diversity, and proper utilization.” (KII-002)
Discussion 
Socio-Demographic Characteristics and Household Food Security
The findings revealed that women constituted the majority of respondents (68.4%), reflecting their central role in household food production, preparation, and nutrition management within rural agricultural households. This finding is consistent with evidence from sub-Saharan Africa showing that women contribute between 60% and 80% of food production while simultaneously undertaking unpaid domestic and caregiving responsibilities (Food and Agriculture Organization [FAO], 2023). The predominance of female respondents therefore reflects the gendered nature of food systems in rural communities, where women remain primarily responsible for ensuring household food availability and utilization.The study further found significant gender disparities in educational attainment. Women were disproportionately represented among respondents with non-formal and primary education, while men were more likely to have tertiary education. This finding supports previous studies showing that educational inequalities continue to constrain women's access to agricultural information, extension services, and income-generating opportunities (UN Women, 2023). Education is widely recognized as a critical determinant of food security because it enhances knowledge regarding agricultural innovations, nutrition practices, resource management, and livelihood diversification (Aidoo et al., 2022). Consequently, lower educational attainment among women may reduce their capacity to adopt improved agricultural technologies and nutrition-sensitive agricultural practices.

The significant association between gender and income levels further highlights structural inequalities affecting household food security. Women were concentrated in lower-income categories, while men dominated higher-income brackets. Similar findings have been reported by Doss et al. (2021), who found that gender-based inequalities in access to productive resources, labor markets, and financial capital contribute to persistent income disparities between men and women. Income plays a critical role in determining household food access because it influences the ability to purchase food, diversify diets, and cope with seasonal shortages. Therefore, lower incomes among women may increase vulnerability to food insecurity and nutritional deficiencies.
Household size emerged as another important factor influencing food security. Nearly half of the households comprised four to six members, while approximately one-fifth had seven to nine members. Although no significant gender differences were observed, larger households may experience increased pressure on available food resources. This finding is consistent with studies by Gebre (2021), which found that larger household sizes are often associated with increased food insecurity due to higher dependency burdens and limited household income. The qualitative findings similarly indicated that larger families often adopt coping strategies such as reducing food quality or diluting meals during periods of food scarcity.
Intra-Household Food Distribution and Nutritional Vulnerability
The results revealed important disparities in meal consumption among household members. Household heads and spouses reported the highest meal frequencies, while elderly household members and some children reported substantially lower meal frequencies. These findings suggest unequal intra-household food allocation practices that may disproportionately affect vulnerable household members.The low meal and snack consumption among children and elderly members raises concerns regarding nutritional adequacy and household dietary quality. Similar findings have been reported by the United Nations Children's Fund (UNICEF, 2023), which identified children and older adults as particularly vulnerable to inadequate dietary intake during periods of household food shortages. Nutritional deprivation among these groups can have long-term consequences for physical health, cognitive development, and overall wellbeing.

Although gender differences in meal and snack consumption among respondents were not statistically significant, men reported slightly higher meal and snack frequencies than women. This pattern is consistent with findings from other African contexts where cultural norms prioritize men in food allocation because they are perceived as household providers (Alemu & Tadesse, 2022). The qualitative evidence from community leaders and health practitioners reinforces this observation by demonstrating that women often consume food after other household members and frequently sacrifice their own dietary needs during food shortages.These findings support feminist perspectives on food security, which argue that food allocation within households is influenced by gendered power relations rather than purely nutritional considerations (Agarwal, 2021). Consequently, women and girls may experience hidden forms of food insecurity despite living in households that appear food secure at aggregate levels.
Gender Power Relations and Household Food Security
The study found widespread agreement that unequal gender power relations influence agricultural production, income control, market participation, and household food security. The strongest consensus was observed regarding women's triple role burden, which encompasses reproductive, productive, and community responsibilities.These findings support the Gender and Development (GAD) perspective, which argues that unequal power structures limit women's access to resources and opportunities despite their substantial contributions to household welfare (Moser, 2019). Women in Masaba South appear to bear primary responsibility for agricultural production and household food management while simultaneously experiencing limited authority over agricultural decision-making and income utilization.Respondents also agreed that men frequently control decisions regarding crop selection and farm income allocation. Similar findings have been reported by Quisumbing et al. (2022), who found that male dominance in agricultural decision-making often limits women's ability to influence food production choices that could improve household nutrition. Women may prioritize crops that contribute directly to household food security, whereas men may focus on cash crop production intended for market sales.

The predominance of control over income and expenditure as the most-cited factor underscores the critical role of economic agency in determining food security outcomes. Unequal intra-household power dynamics are most pronounced in this domain. Patriarchal norms and patrilineal inheritance systems position men as the default controllers of cash income. (Onyeaka et al., 2024) highlight that unequal access to income and decision-making power disproportionately affects household food production and allocation, directly contributing to household food insecurity. In smallholder agrarian contexts, where income is often irregular and limited, the individual who controls earnings and expenditure decisions effectively determines the household’s capacity to purchase diverse foods, invest in nutrition-sensitive inputs, and respond to seasonal shortages. These findings align with broader evidence that economic empowerment, particularly women’s control over income, is a stronger predictor of dietary diversity and nutritional outcomes than production alone (Quisumbing et al., 2023). The International Food Policy Research Institute (IFPRI, 2021) shows that when women control household income, there is a higher likelihood of expenditure on food, healthcare, and child nutrition. In contrast, men are more likely to spend on non-food-related

The findings further indicate that women face substantial barriers to market participation and control over agricultural income. Such barriers reduce women's economic empowerment and limit their capacity to purchase diverse foods or invest in productivity-enhancing technologies. According to FAO (2023), improving women's access to markets and income-generating opportunities significantly enhances household dietary diversity and nutritional outcomes because women are more likely than men to allocate resources toward household welfare.The qualitative findings provide compelling evidence that women's agricultural knowledge is often undervalued despite their central role in food production. This finding supports studies by Njuki et al. (2021), who found that women's exclusion from agricultural decision-making reduces household productivity and undermines food security outcomes. Empowering women to participate fully in farm management decisions may therefore contribute to improved agricultural performance and household nutrition.
Gender Power Relations and Food Security Outcomes
The correlation analysis provides further evidence regarding the importance of intra-household gender dynamics in shaping food security outcomes. Significant positive associations were observed between women's decision-making power, equitable food distribution, overall empowerment, and household dietary diversity. These findings indicate that households characterized by more equitable gender relations tend to achieve more diverse and nutritionally adequate diets.The positive relationship between decision-making power and dietary diversity supports findings by Malapit et al. (2021), who demonstrated that women's empowerment significantly improves household nutrition through better food choices, improved resource allocation, and enhanced caregiving practices. Women who participate in household decisions are more likely to prioritize food purchases and dietary diversity, thereby improving household nutritional outcomes.

Similarly, the significant association between equitable food distribution and dietary diversity suggests that fairer intra-household allocation of food contributes to improved nutritional outcomes. This finding aligns with research by Smith et al. (2020), which found that households with more equitable gender norms generally exhibit better food utilization and nutritional outcomes than households characterized by rigid patriarchal structures.The strongest correlation was observed between the overall impact of power relations and household dietary diversity. This finding suggests that empowerment operates through multiple pathways, including decision-making authority, control over resources, access to markets, and participation in food-related decisions. These results support the Women's Empowerment in Agriculture Framework, which posits that women's agency contributes directly to improved food security and nutrition outcomes (Malapit et al., 2021).

Notably, gender power variables demonstrated weaker and non-significant associations with the severity of food insecurity. This finding suggests that although empowerment improves dietary quality and diversity, severe food insecurity may be more strongly influenced by broader structural factors such as poverty, climate shocks, market conditions, and agricultural productivity. Similar conclusions were reached by Quisumbing et al. (2022), who argued that women's empowerment alone cannot fully overcome systemic constraints affecting food availability and access. In general, gender power relations are critical determinants of household dietary diversity and food availability. Households characterized by greater female participation in decision-making, more equitable food distribution, and reduced patriarchal dominance appear better positioned to achieve positive food security outcomes. These results underscore the importance of gender-transformative interventions that address not only women's access to resources but also the underlying power relations that shape food production, allocation, and consumption within households.
[bookmark: _6x1ahdfdm6b9]
Respondents also acknowledged that decision-making power was a critical factor in determining household food and nutrition security outcomes. Household decision-making encompasses key choices related to food production, for example, what crops to grow, how much land to allocate to subsistence or cash crops, food purchase, for instance, what items to buy, and intra-household food distribution. These decisions collectively shape food security outcomes, including how effectively available food meets nutritional needs, and directly influence dietary diversity, nutrient adequacy, and vulnerability to malnutrition. These findings on decision-making power align closely with other similar studies that position power dynamics as central mechanisms linking gender relations to nutritional outcomes. (Quisumbing et al., 2023) demonstrate across multiple low- and middle-income settings that women’s greater decision-making authority, particularly over production and consumption choice, significantly increases household dietary diversity, child nutritional status, and overall food security. However, key informants observed that women possess critical knowledge of household nutritional needs but lack the authority to influence production decisions that affect the attainment of the availability, access, and utilization pillar. This relates to studies by Slavchevska et al. (2025) who argue that gender inequalities in decision-making authority, especially when men retain final say over crop choices and income use, constrain women’s influence over production and consumption patterns, resulting in persistently lower dietary diversity even when total household food availability is adequate. 

The gendered division of labor emerged as another significant indicator of intra-household power dynamics, clearly reflecting deep-seated inequalities within both the agricultural systems and household structures in the study area. In the study area, findings indicated that women do most of the labor-intensive work, such as growing vegetables, weeding, harvesting, preparing meals, and managing daily nutrition. Men mainly control key decisions, land ownership, and income from major cash crops. This imbalance is not just a cultural division of roles but a reflection of a deeper patriarchal system that limits women’s decision-making power and influence within the household. (Doss & Cheryl, 2015) highlights that patriarchal norms in rural Kenya continue to assign women primary responsibility for food crop production and household provisioning, while men retain authority over land, marketing, and income, resulting in suboptimal crop choices and inequitable intra-household food allocation. (Machio et al., 2025), In their gendered analysis of food security in Makueni County, they found that the unequal division of labor significantly reduces women’s bargaining power and limits household adaptation toward nutrition-sensitive practices. 
 
The positive relationship between women’s agency and HDDS observed in this study reinforces the argument that whoever makes decisions within the household matters as much as, or even more than, the level of resources available. 

The strongest correlation observed in this study was between perceived power impact and the Household Dietary Diversity Score (HDDS) (r = 0.320, p < 0.001), highlighting that a broader shift in household power dynamics, particularly when women perceive greater influence over decisions and resource allocation, has greater implications on nutritional outcomes. This moderate positive association suggests that households where women experience tangible improvements in their bargaining power and ability to shape consumption choices tend to achieve greater dietary diversity, thereby strengthening the utilization pillar of food security through more diverse, nutrient-rich diets. The Gender and Development (GAD) perspective posits that transforming power relations is essential for achieving sustainable development outcomes. Empowerment involves not only access to resources but also the ability to influence decisions that affect one’s well-being. Similar studies emphasize that when women perceive meaningful power impact, whether through income control, asset ownership, or influence over consumption, households allocate resources more effectively toward nutrition-sensitive foods, leading to measurable gains in dietary quality (Onyeaka et al.,2024; Quisumbing et al., 2023) 
In contrast to the consistent positive associations observed between women’s decision-making power and the Household Dietary Diversity Score (HDDS), the absence of significant correlations between gender power variables and the severity of food insecurity suggests that empowerment alone may not be sufficient to alleviate extreme deprivation or acute hunger. Machio et al. (2025) observed in Makueni County that women’s decision-making power enhanced adaptive capacity and dietary quality under normal conditions, yet failed to buffer households against severe food insecurity during prolonged drought or economic stress. 

These studies confirm that, while greater female decision-making authority was linked to improved dietary diversity, intra-household dynamics appear to exert limited influence on the severity of food shortages when households face deep structural constraints. The World Food Program (WFP, 2021) emphasizes that severe food insecurity is predominantly driven by macro-level structural factors, including chronic poverty, climatic shocks, economic instability, market disruptions, and conflict, rather than solely by intra-household allocation or empowerment. 
 The borderline significance of women’s control over income (r = 0.144, p = 0.098) in relation to the Household Dietary Diversity Score (HDDS) suggests that its influence on household food security may be indirect, context-dependent, or moderated by other factors in the study area. 

Although the correlation points in the expected positive direction, the lack of statistical significance at the conventional 0.05 level indicates that income control alone does not reliably translate into measurable improvements in dietary diversity within this specific setting. This finding contrasts with much of the literature, which documents a strong, direct relationship between women’s income control and nutritional outcomes. Several studies have reported robust positive associations between women’s income control and dietary diversity or food security (Quisumbing et al., 2023; Slavchevska et al., 2025). However, studies that align with the findings argue that the benefits of economic empowerment are often contingent upon broader socio-economic conditions. These studies include Doss & Cheryl (2015), who note that broader socio-economic conditions often mediate the impact of women’s economic empowerment. Similarly, Onyeaka et al. (2024) in their systematic review, conclude that while women’s control over income generally improves food security, its impact is often diminished in contexts of extreme poverty or limited economic opportunities, where external structural barriers override intra-household dynamics.
 
[bookmark: _pq4jn7fcmh0k]These findings underscore that food security at the household level is not merely a function of production, but is deeply embedded in gender relations and power structures that shape access to, control over, and utilization of resources. In African settings, studies assert that patriarchal norms and customary tenure systems frequently reinforce these power asymmetries. (Doss & Cheryl, 2015) argues that male dominance in resource control, particularly land and agricultural income, limits women’s ability to prioritize nutrient-dense crops or influence intra-household allocation, perpetuating nutritional inequities.The predominance of control over income and expenditure as the most-cited factor underscores the critical role of economic agency in determining food security outcomes. Unequal intra-household power dynamics are most pronounced in this domain. Patriarchal norms and patrilineal inheritance systems position men as the default controllers of cash income. (Onyeaka et al., 2024) highlight that unequal access to income and decision-making power disproportionately affects household food production and allocation, directly contributing to household food insecurity. expenses. 
Conclusion
[bookmark: _k0303cggt565]Household food security is profoundly shaped by unequal gendered power dynamics within the household, where male dominance in income control, decision-making, and resource allocation is reinforced by patriarchal norms that systematically disadvantage women and children, resulting in inequitable food distribution and reduced dietary diversity. Women’s perceived agency and influence emerge as a strong driver of improved nutritional quality, with the clearest evidence shown in the significant positive association between perceived power impact and household dietary diversity. However, empowerment in gender power variables primarily enhances nutritional utilization and quality rather than alleviating the severity of acute food insecurity, which is more strongly driven by broader structural constraints such as poverty, climate shocks, and economic instability. Enhancing women’s decision-making power and reducing patriarchal dominance can significantly improve dietary diversity and nutritional equity. Nevertheless, household empowerment must be complemented by simultaneous action in other areas, such as climate resilience, income diversification, market stability, and secure land tenure, to ensure sustainable food systems. The findings reinforce that transforming intra-household power dynamics is essential, but not sufficient on its own, for achieving sustainable and equitable household food and nutrition security in this highland rural context. Therefore there should be more efforts that advocate for policies that mainstream gender in food systems (e.g., sex-disaggregated data, inclusive policymaking) to address structural barriers such as poverty and shocks, ensuring that empowerment translates into sustained nutritional improvements. 
 Design and deliver gender-responsive, nutrition-sensitive extension by training agents in inclusive methods (e.g., targeting both men and women, using no-literacy/low-travel approaches like farmer field schools or digital tools adapted for women). Ensure extension services are complemented with support, for example, market linkages, credit, post-harvest technologies, and build capacities for behavioral change, while monitoring gender-disaggregated outcomes to ensure equitable gains in productivity, food availability, and dietary diversity. 
Recommendations 
Implement community-based programs and policies that strengthen women’s participation in household decision-making, control over income, and access to productive resources. Efforts should also engage men and community leaders in addressing patriarchal norms that limit women’s influence on food and nutrition decisions, thereby improving dietary diversity and nutritional equity. 
Governments and development partners should integrate gender-responsive approaches into food systems by promoting sex-disaggregated data collection, inclusive policymaking, and targeted interventions that address structural barriers affecting women. Such measures will help ensure that gains in women’s empowerment translate into sustainable improvements in household nutrition and food security. 
[bookmark: _asomz76nfqew]Design and deliver nutrition-sensitive extension services that effectively reach both men and women through inclusive and accessible approaches such as farmer field schools, digital platforms, and community-based training. These services should be complemented with market linkages, access to credit, post-harvest technologies, climate-resilient farming practices, and income diversification opportunities, while monitoring gender-disaggregated outcomes to ensure equitable improvements in food availability, dietary diversity, and resilience to shocks. 
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