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Abstract 
 

Background: Food insecurity and malnutrition have been major challenges and threats to 

humans influencing health generally as well as having negative effects on the economy. In West 

Africa, the older population is subjected to food insecurity and malnutrition, especially among 

the rural dwellers which leads to various health effects physically, biologically, and 

psychologically.  Food insecurity and malnutrition are caused by several factors such as climate 

change, war and famine, pests and diseases, and political and economic crises.  

 

Objectives: The aim of this study is to understand more of the health outcomes and causes of 

food insecurity and malnutrition among the older population in West Africa. 

 

Methods: This study utilizes a narrative review method in which a database search was 

conducted using Google Scholar, Medline, and Pubmed with search terms “Food insecurity”, 

“Malnutrition”, “Diet”, “Hunger”, and “West Africa”. The selected articles are within West 

Africa. Zotero software was used to save the selected articles for reference. The study is written 

as a monograph.  

 

Results: The results of the studies show that the majority of the older adults in West Africa are 

suffering from food insecurity and malnutrition, which is highly prevalent among rural dwellers 

and this has severe health effects such as mental and psychological disorders, weakened 

immune and dysfunction and other chronic and cardiovascular diseases. The finding also shows 

that food insecurity and malnutrition are caused by climate change, war and famine, pests and 

diseases, economic crises, and political crises. The findings show that little attention is paid to 

the health effects caused by food insecurity and malnutrition among the older population in 

this region, thus increasing the health problem. 
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Conclusions: The study shows that food insecurity and malnutrition contribute to health 

problems among the older population in West Africa and these health effects include 

psychological and physical effects (mental disorders and inability to complete daily activities), 

and biological (chronic, cardiovascular diseases). Factors that contribute to food insecurity and 

malnutrition in West Africa are climate change, war and famine, pests, and diseases while 

reaffirming to creation of a supportive program to reduce and eliminate food insecurity and 

malnutrition in the region. 

 

Keywords: Food security, Food insecurity, Malnutrition in West Africa, Psychological disorder, 

Mental Disorder, Nutritional Disorder, Climate change, violence, Conflicts, Aged, older adult, 

and balanced diet. 
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1. Introduction    
 
1.1. Overview 
    
As the world population is aging rapidly, there is a need to maintain adequate nutrition and a 

balanced diet to prevent age-related problems as well as to live a healthy life (WHO, 2022). 

Food insecurity has been a major challenge and threat to human health, which has increased 

recently as a result of COVID-19, climate change, and conflicts thus resulting in a shortage of 

food supply, poor farming products, and malnutrition (WHO, 2022; Beyene, 2023, p. 16; Alaimo 

et al., 2022). This study focuses mainly on West Africa while exploring the health effects and the 

causes of food insecurity and malnutrition in the region. The reason for choosing West Africa is 

because the older population in this region has not benn given adequate attention in the aspect 

of malnutrition and food insecurity. There is a lack of comprehensive understanding of the 

health effects of food insecutiry among the older population in the region. 

1.2. Food insecurity 
 

Food insecurity is defined “as a kind of state whereby a person lacks regular access to enough 

safe and nutritious food for normal growth and development and an active and healthy life” 

(FAO, 2023). Food insecurity has a negative health effect, reducing physical performance, lower 

cognitive function, and physiologic diminishing ability to preserve homeostatic mechanisms 

(Lee et, al. 2010, p. 124). Food insecurity has been a major challenge in the world, dating back 

to the 1970s when global food crises occurred (Gerlach, 2015, p. 929). This prompted different 

organizations, such as the United Nations, the World Food Organization, and the Food and 

Agricultural Organization (FAO) to work together on the means of eradicating food insecurity 

and malnutrition by improving food supply accessibilities, creating and formulating goals and 

policies, such as United Nations Millennium Declaration A/Res/55/2  (2000 p. 19), The Right to 

Adequate Food, (1999. p. 6), and more. To this present day, food insecurity still prevails.  

The  FAO report shows that approximately 11% of the world population was subject to food 

insecurity and Malnutrition in 2016, and the World Bank states that nearly 83 million people in 
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45 countries are starving in Sub-saharan Africa and Asia which are mostly affected by food 

insecurity and Malnutrition (Food and Agricultural Organization, 2023).   

Food insecurity and malnutrition influence health generally. The health effects of food 

insecurity and malnutrition range from psychological effects such as mental disorders, cognitive 

decline, depression, and more (Raskind et, al, 2019, p. 477; Myers, 2020, p. 111). The biological 

effects include changes in metabolism, a weakened immune system, morbidity, and co-

morbidity (Ahmed & Haboubi, 2022, p. 214). A relationship between food insecurity and 

malnutrition, chronic and cardiovascular diseases, which exacerbate the health effects and 

increase the prevalence rate of diseases and infections as a result of a weakened immune 

system, is also reported in the study research (Leung et, al 2020, p.2; Gundersen & Ziliak, 2015, 

p. 1832). The physical effect includes the inability to complete daily tasks, aging decline, and 

more (Brewer et, al. 2010, p. 162; Gallegos et, al. 2021, p. 15).  

 

1.3. Food insecurity in Africa 
 
The African continent has been facing food insecurity for the past decades, and this has caused 

a lot of misfortunes, loss of lives, and diseases (Crush et. al, 2012, p. 272). The prevalence of 

undernourishment (PoU) rose from 19.4 % (11 million) in 2021 to 19.7 % in 2022 (57 million), 

whereas in Asia, it fell from 8.8 % in 2021 to 8.5 % in 2022 (Food and Agricultural Organization, 

2023). The African continent has become the region that receives the most food aid, and it is 

estimated that 30 million people receive food aid annually. The main drivers of food insecurity 

in Africa are conflicts and war, droughts, climate change, high poverty rate, and economic 

instability (Clover, 2003, p. 8; Akwango et, al, 2017, p. 2). Food insecurity and malnutrition are 

common in Africa, Middle Africa, Eastern Africa, and Sub-Saharan Africa. In Africa, Sub-Saharan 

is the leading region in food insecurity and malnutrition in Africa, while North, South, and West 

Africa have milder prevalence rates (Food and Agricultural Organization, 2023).  

Table 1 shows the statistics and the prevalence rate of malnutrition globally, but in this 

statistics, we are focusing on the prevalence of undernourishment (PoU) in West Africa. The 
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PoU in West Africa decreased from 12.2% in 2005 to 10.6% in the year 2017, before increasing 

to 11.1% in 2018, to 14.6% in 2022, which shows in the coming years, the prevalence rate will 

increase more in West Africa (Food and Agricultural Organization, 2023). 

Table 1: Food and Agricultural Organization (2023). FAOSTAT: Suite of Food Security Indicators. 

FAO. Available at: www.fao.org/faostat/en/#data/FS 

 

 

 

 
In West Africa, some countries are subjected to food insecurity, though the rate is not as high 

as in Sub-Saharan, Northern, and Middle Africa. There are 17 countries in West Africa; Benin, 

Burkina Faso, Cape Verde, Cote d’Ivoire, Gambia, Ghana, Guinea, Guinea- Bissau, Liberia, Mali, 

https://www.fao.org/faostat/en/#data/FS
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Mauritania, Niger, Nigeria, Senegal, Sierra Leone, Togo, Saint Helena (British Oversee territory) 

(UN, 2014).  The report shows that in Mauritania, Niger, and Chad, the food insecurity and 

malnutrition prevalence rates are above the alert threshold, while Mali and some other regions 

in Niger exceed the emergency threshold. In  North East and North West Nigeria, the majority 

of older adults are subjected to malnutrition and food insecurity. Moreso, Burkina Faso is also 

facing malnutrition. Mauritania, part of Senegal, Gambia, Sierra Leone, and some parts of 

Burkina Faso are subjected to a medium rate of malnutrition. The remaining countries in West 

Africa were not analyzed and there is no report of food insecurity and malnutrition (UNICEF 

2021). In summary, out of 17 countries in West Africa, 6 of them are facing extremely high 

malnutrition, though some countries like Nigeria and Burkina Faso are not fully facing 

malnutrition and food insecurity, it only applies to some regions in the country, while a country 

like Senegal, Mauritania, Gambia, are facing high and medium malnutrition and food insecurity. 

(UNICEF 2021). 

 

 

Figure 1: UNICEF (2021).  Prioritization exercise: Nutrition Hotspot Analysis 2022. Available at 

https://www.unicef.org/wca/media/7826/file/Note-nutrition-nie-final-en.pdf 

https://www.unicef.org/wca/media/7826/file/Note-nutrition-nie-final-en.pdf
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1.4. Factors that contribute to Food insecurity in West Africa. 
 

Food insecurity is caused by several factors, but the common drivers of food insecurity include 

climate change, war, conflicts, economic crisis, and political influence, these are discussed in 

the present chapter.  

Climate change is defined as a "change in the mean variability properties of the climate, which 

persists over an extended period of time, typically within decades or longer. The climate 

condition is the long-term summation of the atmospheric elements which includes solar 

radiation, temperature, relative humidity, and precipitation” (Ani et al, 2022, p. 149). The main 

causes of the climate change that is experienced presently are linked to the human expansion 

of greenhouse and aerosols that is uttered such as the burning of fossil fuels, coal, and oil, 

clearing of land for agricultural processes, and more, thus resulting in greenhouse effects and 

global warmings (IPCC, 2014; Enete, 2000).  This rapid change has an effect on farming products 

by increasing the heat waves, as well as altered patterns of droughts and floods in any region 

due to the variability and extreme changes, which have a large impact on farm products and 

food supply (Jung and Kunstmann, 2007, p. 112; Wossen and Berger, 2015, p. 7). Countries in 

West Africa are experiencing climate change which leads to droughts affecting the crops. 

Climate change has an impact on agricultural products and food production, and this results in 

a shortage of food supply. According to the International Monetary Fund (IMF), climate 

vulnerabilities affect farming products and lead to food insecurity in Mali (Tucker, 2023). One of 

the findings reveals that climate change-induced alterations such as droughts, heavy 

precipitation, flooding of farmlands; rising temperature, increasing aridity, and soil acidity, 

changes in relative humidity, and increased evaporation, among others, have an adverse effect 

on agricultural productivity and food systems in Nigeria and West Africa (Adishi and Oluka, 

2018; Nzeh et. al, 2016, p. 103). 

War and conflict are important drivers of food insecurity in West Africa. The effect has an 

impact on the health of the older population. Conflict-affected countries have a higher rate of 



10 

 

food insecurity and malnutrition than non-conflict-affected countries, and most of the conflict 

zones occur in rural areas that have a lot of agricultural products (Food and Agricultural 

Organization, 2017 p. 44). For example, in the northern part of Nigeria (Adamawa, Borno, and 

Yobe), Boko Haram has been terrorizing the people, destroying their farm products and burning 

their farms, destroying government storage facilities that store fertilizers and other farming 

machines and equipment, thereby leading to loss of life and shortage of food contributing to 

food insecurity in Nigeria (Adelaja and George, 2019, p. 3; Akerele et. al, 2013 p. 407; Eme et. 

al, 2014 p. 1; Otaha, 2013, p. 33; Ae-Ngibise et. al, 2021, p. 2; Akwango et. al, 2017, p. 1). 

Moreso, in Burkina Faso, there is a conflict in the northern part which is the rural area where 

agricultural products are produced. This same region experiences low rainfall, conflicts, and 

violence frequently led by communal militias and jihadists that destroy livelihoods, farming 

products, and properties. This extends to the eastern parts, and other parts of the country, and 

leads to food shortages (Maitre d’Hôtel, 2023, p. 1278). 

Economic growth is associated with food security. In a situation where there is an economic 

crisis, it will increase the unemployment rate, and poverty rate, lead to inflation, and destabilize 

the country's economy, thus causing food shortages or limited food supplies and malnutrition 

(Warr, 2014, p. 519). Therefore, an economic crisis could affect trade, accessibility, and 

affordability of food supplies (Cockburn et. al, 2010, p. 5). 

 

1.5. Food Insecurity Strategies in West Africa 
 
There have been several strategies to curb and reduce food insecurity and malnutrition, but 

food insecurity still prevails in West Africa (Akinyele 2009, p. 1).  Some of the programs created 

to curb food insecurity include National Accelerated Food Production (NAFPP) whose aim is to 

increase rice, maize, millet, sorghum, cassava, and wheat production in the country (Njoku & 

Mijindadi, 1985), Operation Feed the Nation which was established in the year 1976 to increase 

local food production and reduce food importation (Arua, 1982), Agricultural Development 

Programme in the year 1972 whose aim is to improve the level of agricultural production and 
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boost food production in Nigeria (Elijah et, al, 2019, p. 6), Food and Agriculture Organization of 

the United Nation (FAO), World Bank, the United Nations Children’s Fund (UNICEF), the United 

Nation World Food Programme (WFP) and World health organization (WHO) (FAO, UNICEF, 

WFP, 2022) and more. Despite to several intervention programs, West Africa is still subjected to  

food insecurity which has health effects on the older population. For example, the effect of 

food insecurity was associated with psychological distress, morbidity, and long-term care in 

older adults during the HIV care cascade research outcome in Senegal (Ae-Ngibise et. al, 2021, 

p. 2; Benzekri et. al, 2021, p. 13).    

 

1.6. Objective of the study 
 

A “silent epidemic” of food insecurity and malnutrition continues to afflict the older population 

in West Africa, and this population group often escapes the spotlight of public health 

discourses. The main objective of this study is to understand the health outcomes and causes of 

food insecurity and malnutrition among the older population in West Africa. 

The research question is:  

How do food insecurity and malnutrition affect the health outcomes of the older population in 

West Africa? 

A subquestion for the study is: What are the causes of food insecurity and malnutrition in West 

Africa 

 2. Methodology 
 
The narrative review method was chosen for this research due to its possibility to provide a 

synthesis of findings that can explain the causes of food insecurity and malnutrition and the 

health outcomes on older adults in West Africa. while the PCC framework was used to inform 

the  search strategy. The PCC Frameworks are: 
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Population (P): Older adults 

Concept (C): Food insecurity and malnutrition 

Context (C): West Africa 

Search strategy 

A database search for the relevant studies was conducted.  Google Scholar, Medline, and 

PubMed with the terms “Food security”, “Food insecurity”, “Hunger”, “Diet”, “Older Adults”, 

“Malnutrition”, “psychological effect”, “Physical effects’, “Biological effects”, “Health effects”,  

and “West Africa”. The search terms were combined with “OR” and “AND”.  

Eligibility and selection strategy 
 

The selected articles were based on certain criteria which were discussed below: 

Articles whose abstracts and titles include food insecurity or malnutrition health outcomes on 

older adults within the West Africa Region were selected. Articles written in English language 

were selected, and articles that discuss psychological, physical, and biological health effects 

were also selected. Articles that use scoping review and systematic review methods, 

commentary pieces, book chapters, editorials, conference abstracts, and review protocols were 

excluded while articles that use probability, non-probability, multi-stage, cross-sectional, 

purposive, and randomized pilot were selected. Non-adults and articles outside West Africa 

region were excluded and the studies that don’t report health effects from food insecurity were 

also excluded. Zotero software was used to save the selected article for reference.  Table 2 

shows the inclusion and exclusion criteria. 

 

Table 2: The inclusion and exclusion criteria for the study 

Inclusion criteria 

 Articles published in English Language 

Exclusion criteria 

 Articles published in another language 

other than English Language. 
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 Articles from  West Africa. 

 Full Text Available 

 Among the recruited participants, 

included older adults. 

 Research articles on insecurity and 

Malnutrition effect on older adults in 

and West Africa. 

 Psychological, mental, biological, and 

physical effects of food insecurity on 

the older adult. 

 Publication dates from 2013-2023, 

with the exception of some important 

articles. 

 Reported prevalence and/or associated 

factors of food insecurity, malnutrition, 

and low diet. 

 Published articles on food insecurity's 

effect on older adults outside West 

Africa. 

 Non-adults were excluded. 

 Studies that do not report the health 

effects of food insecurity on older 

adults. 

 

 

Analysis 

Thematic analysis was used to explore the impact of food insecurity and malnutrition on the 

health outcomes of the older population in West Africa, which is structured into two themes 

which are; 

Theme 1: Impact of Food Insecurity: This section analyzes the health outcomes of food 

insecurity among the older population in the region, as well as the association between food 

insecurity, and chronic and cardiovascular diseases. This section also discussed how food 

insecurity could increase the risk of chronic diseases, compromised immune function, cognitive 
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decline, and other health challenges as a result of inadequate or limited access to food. It also 

analyzes other psychological, biological, and physical effects of food insecurity on the older 

population in this region. 

Theme 2: Impact of Malnutrition: This section analyzes the health outcomes of malnutrition on 

the older population in West Africa, as well as the health challenges and problems linked to it. It 

also analyzes the psychological, biological, and physical effects of malnutrition on the older 

population in this region. 

Conclusion: Exploring, analyzing, and understanding the health outcomes and causes of food 

insecurity and malnutrition will create an avenue to provide a support program that could 

reduce food insecurity and malnutrition in the region as well as avert health-related problems 

that are associated with it. 
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3. Result 
 
3.1 Description of the Selected Papers 

Google Scholar (Result of the search = 35,100), PubMed (Result of the search = 0), and Medline 

database search were used (Result of the search = 1597) which brought 36,697 results in total., 

Relevant articles were selected from the first hundreds of hits from each of the databases.  

These were screened for relevant topics and research methods for the research question. 75 

articles were selected from this first selection. From these 75 articles, 70 articles were found 

relevant based on their abstracts and moved on to the next stage. Of these, 18 articles were 

eligible and met the inclusion criteria for the study. Among the eligible selected articles, some 

focus on nutritional and dietary effects in West Africa including the prevalence and the factors 

that influence low dietary while some articles focus their research on food insecurity, its 

impact, and the health effects on older populations, in association with chronic and 

cardiovascular disease. More so, among the selected articles, 10 articles were from Nigeria, 4 

were from Ghana, 2 were from Senegal. Meanwhile one articles each comes from a combined  

coutries such as Kenya, Nigeria (1) & Tanzania and Nigeria, Uganda and Ghana (1). 11 articles 

utilize the cross-sectional method, 2 articles use the probability sampling method, 1 article each 

uses non-probability, and randomized, purposive, mix (quantitative and qualitative) descriptive 

and multistage.   

The flow chart in Figure 2 and Table 3 show the selected and screened articles with the detailed 

results: 
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Figure 2: Flow chart of the included studies. 

 

 

Table 3: Lists of the selected articles. 

Author, year & Country Title 

Afolabi et al. 2015,  

Abeokuta Ogun State Nigeria 

NUTRIENT INTAKE AND NUTRITIONAL STATUS OF THE AGED IN LOW-

INCOME AREAS OF SOUTHWEST, NIGERIA 
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Agbawodikeizu et al. 2021, 

Nigeria. 

Exploring the Impact of COVID-19 Pandemic on Economic Activities and 

Well-being of Older Adults in South-eastern Nigeria: Lessons for 

Gerontological Social Workers 

Agbozo et al.  2018,  

Ghana  

Nutrition knowledge, dietary patterns and anthropometric indices of 

older persons in four peri-urban communities in Ga West municipality, 

Ghana 

Ani et al., 2022 

Nigeria 

The impact of climate change on food and human security in Nigeria. 

Benzekri et al.  2021,  

Senegal, West Africa. 

High Prevalence of Severe Food Insecurity and Malnutrition among HIV-

Infected Adults in Senegal, West Africa 

Benzekri et al.  2019,  

Senegal & West Africa 

Nutrition support for HIV-TB co-infected adults in Senegal, West Africa: 

A randomized pilot implementation study 

Braimah and Rosenberg, 

2022, Ghana 

An ecological systems analysis of food access barriers and coping 

strategies adopted by older adults in Ghana 

Fasasi and Jegede, 2018, 

Nigeria 

Perceived Effects of Dietary Behaviour on Household Food Security and 

Health of the Elderly Yoruba in Oyo State, Nigeria 

Federal University of 

Agriculture and Oyekale et al.  

2017,  

Nigeria 

ANALYSIS OF RURAL HOUSEHOLDS; FOOD SECURITY STATUS IN OGUN 

STATE, NIGERIA 

Folaniyan et al.  2021 

Nigeria  

Factors Associated with Financial Security, Food Security and Quality of 

Daily Lives of Residents in Nigeria during the First Wave of the COVID-

19 Pandemic 

Gyasi et al.  2020, Ghana Association of food insecurity with psychological disorders: Results of a 

population-based study among older people in Ghana 

Gyasi et al.  2021, Ghana How Far Is Inclusivity of Financial Services Associated With Food 

Insecurity in Later Life? Implications for Health Policy and Sustainable 

Development Goals 

L. Olawumi et al.  2023, 

Nigeria 

Relationship between anemia, hypoalbuminemia, and dietary lifestyle 

of the older adults attending a primary care clinic in Nigeria 

Nzeagwu et al.  2022,  

Nigeria 

Association between dietary patterns and lipid profile of older adults in 

Kogi State, Nigeria 

Olayiwola et al. 2014, Nigeria Serum micronutrient status and nutrient intake of elderly Yoruba 
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people in a slum of Ibadan, Nigeria 

Onyenakie et al, 2022 

Kenya & Tanzania 

Prevalence and predictors of food insecurity among people living with 

and without HIV in the African Cohort Study 

Onyenweaku et al. 2022, 

Nigeria 

Effect of the coronavirus pandemic on nutrition and health of adults in 

Calabar, Nigeria: A post-lockdown analysis 

Sweetland et al. 2019, 

Nigeria, Uganda & Ghana. 

Food insecurity, mental distress and suicidal ideation in rural Africa: 

Evidence from Nigeria, Uganda, and Ghana 

 

3.2. Themes  
 

There are several research studies that focus on food security, food insecurity, malnutrition, 

nutritional insecurity, and diet intake in West Africa. Some of this research is directly linked to 

cardiovascular, chronic diseases, mental disorders, and other psychological disorders, while 

some explore the possible effects on households, women, men, children, adolescents, and 

adults, while some focus the research on morbidity health effects.  One of the theme of the 

thesis also analyzes the factors that contribute to food insecurity and malnutrition among the 

older population in West Africa such as climate change, war and conflicts, famine, pests, and 

diseases. 

Health outcomes of food insecurity and malnutrition 
 

Food insecurity and malnutrition have psychological, biological, and physical health effects on 

older adults in West Africa, which are linked to numerous chronic, cardiovascular diseases and 

mental disorders.  

Psychological effects 
 

Food insecurity and malnutrition have a negative impact on the older population 

psychologically, with the effects such as mental disorders, depression, anxiety, cognitive 

decline, and other related psychological disorders (Gyasi et al, 2020). In a study conducted in 

Ghana which shows a relationship between food insecurity and psychological disorders, mental 
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disorders, depression and suicidal among older adults, out of which 1200 adults participated in 

the research. The prevalence rate of food insecurity of hunger is 36%, while those who skip 

breakfast are 29%. Those ones with a late intake of the first daily meal are 5%, after 

adjustment, moderate and severe food insecurity significantly increase psychological disorder 

compared to those without food insecurity, therefore it shows that late meal and inadequate 

nutrition is associated with increased psychological disorder (Sweetland et, al 2019, p.22). The 

findings show that food insecurity and malnutrition are associated with a higher prevalence of 

psychological and mental disorders among older adults in West Africa. 

Biological and physical effects 
 

Food insecurity and malnutrition are associated with several biological and physical effects such 

as a weak immune system, impaired immunological recovery, incidents of stroke, aging decline, 

stunted growth, and other chronic and cardiovascular diseases (Afolabi et al, 2015, p. 66). In a 

study research that was conducted in Senegal, which shows the relationship between 

malnutrition and HIV/AIDs among the infected adults where one hundred and nine participants 

with HIV-1 and HIV-2 enrolled. The prevalence of food insecurity was 84.6% in Dakar and 89.5% 

in Ziguinchor, therefore the severity of food insecurity was 59.6% in Dakar and 75.4% in 

Ziguinchors, while malnutrition was 19.2% in Dakar and 26.3% in Ziguinchors. Food insecurity 

severity was associated with missing clinic appointments and failure to take antiretroviral 

therapy in relation to hunger, while malnutrition was associated with lower CD4 cell counts. In 

conclusion, it shows that food insecurity and malnutrition are associated with HIV which leads 

to increased mortality, poor adherence to ART, virologic failure, impaired immunological 

recovery, and death (Benzekri et, al. 2011, p. 13). 

Another study that was conducted among the community-dwellers of ambulatory older adults 

also shows that malnutrition and food insecurity have severe health effects. In the findings, 

28% of the participants have adequate knowledge of geriatric nutrition, while 40% of them 

have dietary patterns, 53% have poor dietary patterns, 25% have bloating, 18% constipation, 

12% appetite loss, 11% chewing difficulties, 10% underweight, 21.7% overweight and 16.6% 

obese. The overall findings show that poor diet and malnutrition are linked to health problems 



20 

 

among older adults in West Africa, thereby causing aging-related disorders, underweight, a 

decline in aging, poor adherence to treatment, and stunted growth (Agbozo et al. 2018, p. 748, 

p. 305; Nzeagwu et. al, 2022; Olayiwola et.al 2014). Malnutrition in relation to dietary patterns, 

behavior, and lifestyle has a significant impact on the health of older adults in West Africa such 

as adherence to treatment, barriers in controlling chronic and cardiovascular diseases, inability 

to recover from acute health threats or stressors (L. Olawumi et al, 2024, p. 301). According to 

the study conducted in Nigeria to examine the perceived effects of changing dietary behaviors 

on Household Food Security (HFS) and the health of the elderly shows that 65% of the elderly 

were food insecure, while 37% were healthy according to self-reported analysis, therefore 

concluding that most of the elderly were affected by household dietary behavior and this has a 

negative impact on their health (Fasasi and Jegede, 2018, p. 93).  

Food insecurity and malnutrition are associated with the aging decline in renal function, fluid 

imbalance, poor hydration, and long-term chronic illness, according to the findings that were 

conducted among elderly Yoruba participants in Nigeria West Africa in which the diet intake 

contained inadequate vitamin B and other micronutrients, which has a negative impact on their 

health (Olayiwola et al, 2014, p.459) 

Causes of food insecurity 
 

The findings show that food insecurity and malnutrition are caused and influenced by several 

factors that have a negative impact on the health of the older population in West Africa. Among 

the causes include climatic change, low income, conflicts and famine, pandemics, and more 

(Gyasi et al., 2020, p. 190).  

Climate change 

Climate change is one of the factors that contribute to food insecurity and malnutrition in West 

Africa. The main causes of climate change and global warming that are experienced presently 

are linked to the human expansion of greenhouse and aerosols that is uttered such as the 

burning of fossil fuels, coal, and oil, clearing of land for agricultural processes, and more, thus 

resulting to increasing in heat waves, droughts, flood and more (Benzekri et al., 2015), 
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therefore cause severe adverse effects on agricultural products such as droughts, heavy 

precipitation, flooding of farmlands, rising temperature, increasing aridity, and soil acidity, 

changes in relative humidity and more thereby affect food supply chain, and contribute to food 

insecurity and malnutrition in West Africa (Braimah & Rosenberg, 2022). 

Low income 

Another factor that causes food insecurity and malnutrition is low income. Low income can lead 

to inability to purchase adequate nutritional food, especially among older adults who have no 

income or depends on a pension that is not sufficient enough (Folaniyan et. al, 2021). In a study 

report that was conducted in Nigeria, they found that low income contributes to food insecurity 

and malnutrition and affects food consumption;  the mean age and household size of the 

respondents were 43 years and above. The per capita household expenditure per day was 

N113.57, by using two-thirds mean per capital expenditure as a food security line, the result 

shows that 70.1 percent of the households were food secure, while 36.7 percent were food 

secure with dollar-per-day per person food security line (Federal University of Agriculture, 

Abeokuta, et al., 2017) 

 Another finding also shows the effect of low income on food security; Out of 4439 

participants/respondents, 2487 were financially insecure, 907 decreased food intake, and 4029 

had their daily lives negatively impacted. 84 Males with depression, 62 males with PLHIV, and 

55 had lower odds of reporting decreased food intake (Folaniyan et. al, 2021).  

Other findings also show how older adults in low-income areas in the southwest region of 

Nigeria are subjected to malnutrition. The study shows the results of the participants who were 

married, and illiterate with farming and trading occupations earning around #1000 and #6000 

monthly (less than 6 dollars per month) could not afford to buy nutritious food and this 

affected their nutrient intake. Their intake includes protein, calcium, riboflavin, niacin, and 

vitamin C for both men and women which was below DRI while iron, phosphorus, thiamine, and 

energy intakes were inadequate, thereby leading to underweight (Afolabi et al., 2015) 

Conflicts and Famine 
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War and famine contribute to food insecurity and malnutrition in West Africa. War as a result 

of conflict and famine affects and disrupts food supply and agricultural products. There are 

several instances that could lead to war and conflicts which are either linked directly or 

indirectly to religion, ethnic crisis, and political crisis. This has claimed many lives and destroyed 

a lot of farm products.  Famine is caused by drought, pests, and diseases which also have an 

effect on agricultural products and this could lead to scarcity of food products. For example, in 

Nigeria, Boko Haram insurgency, Niger Delta militancy, Communal clashes, Secessionist 

agitation, inter-religious conflicts, and Fulani herdsmen conflict are responsible for killing, 

destroying farm products, and causing chaos (Ani et al., 2022, p. 156).  

Pandemic 

Pandemic can also cause food insecurity and malnutrition. Pandemic such as COVID-19 has a 

severe impact on food supply, which affects the majority of the older adults who are illiterate 

and engage in farming are restricted from going to farms and markets, as a result making it 

difficult to earn their living and contributes to low-income makes it difficult to purchase 

nutritious food (Agbawodikeizu et al., 2021, p. 614). COVID-19 is an unprecedented challenge 

for West Africa which disrupted some agricultural activities and supply chains as a result of 

lockdowns, social distancing, and social restrictions in movement and transportation, perhaps 

before the pandemic, the cropping system was rainfed while expecting the rain but when 

COVID-19 broke out, it affected the farming plantations, because the majority of crop, fish, and 

livestock farmers were unable to go farm due to restriction and lockdown, while marketing of 

food products, stores, hotels, and shopping malls was shut down, thus reducing the cash flow 

among food vendor and farmer, therefore, discourage them from engaging in farming (Folayan 

et al., 2021). 
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4.0. Discussion 
 

In this thesis, the impact of food insecurity and malnutrition on the health outcomes of the 

older population and the causes in West Africa have been critically examined using narrative 

review. The narrative review approach was chosen so as to synthesize existing literature, 

identify gaps in knowledge, and provide a comprehensive overview of food insecurity and 

malnutrition. It also allows a qualitative exploration of the topic, while enabling a deeper 

understanding of the complex relationships between food insecurity, malnutrition, causes, and 

health outcomes in older adults. Unlike systematic reviews that follow a structured protocol 

and focus on specific research questions, narrative reviews allow us to explore a wide range of 

studies. 

The findings of this narrative review shed light on the silent epidemic of food insecurity and 

malnutrition among older adults in West Africa as well as its detrimental outcome effects on 

health and causes. The data collected and analyzed in this research demonstrate an association 

between food insecurity, malnutrition, causes, and adverse health outcomes among older 

adults. One of the key findings of this study is the prevalence of food insecurity among older 

adults in West Africa in which the data reveal high levels of food insecurity, with a significant 

proportion of the older population experiencing limited access to an adequate and nutritious 

diet (Olayiwola et al., 2014). This is consistent with existing literature highlighting the 

vulnerability of older adults to food insecurity due to factors such as climate change, low 

income, conflicts, and famine pandemic, which affect their ability to procure and prepare food 

(Gyasi et, al. 2021, p. 190).  

Furthermore, the study also identifies a concerning prevalence of malnutrition among older 

adults in the region. Malnutrition, whether due to undernutrition or overnutrition, has been 

shown to have detrimental effects on health outcomes, particularly in older populations. The 

data collected in this study point to a complex relationship between malnutrition and various 
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health conditions commonly observed among older adults, including psychological disorders, 

chronic and cardiovascular diseases such as HIV/AIDS, tuberculosis, anemia, mental distress, 

fluid imbalance, cognitive impairment, and more (Onyenakie et al, 2022; L. Olawumi et al., 

2023; Benzekri et al., 2011; Gyasi et, al. 2021). 

The impact of food insecurity and malnutrition on the health outcomes of older adults in West 

Africa cannot be overstated. The findings suggest that older adults experiencing food insecurity 

are more likely to suffer from malnutrition, which in turn significantly increases their risk of 

developing chronic diseases and experiencing functional decline. This highlights the 

interconnected nature of food insecurity, malnutrition, and health outcomes, underscoring the 

need for comprehensive approaches that address these issues. 

Moreover, the study reveals disparities in the prevalence of food insecurity and malnutrition 

among older adults in different regions of West Africa. Factors such as conflicts and famine, 

pandemics, and climate change play a crucial role in shaping the experiences of older adults in 

relation to food insecurity and malnutrition (Gyasi et, al. 2021). This underscores the 

importance of context-specific interventions that take into account the unique challenges faced 

by older adults in different settings within the region.  

In light of these findings, there is a need to address food insecurity and malnutrition among the 

older population in West Africa as well as work on the means to increase access to nutritious 

food, enhance social support systems, and improve healthcare services for older adults which is 

one of the important steps in mitigating the negative health impact of food insecurity and 

malnutrition. 

Furthermore, policymakers, healthcare providers, and community organizations must work 

together to develop targeted interventions that are tailored to the specific needs of older 

adults in West Africa. This includes implementing nutrition education programs, expanding 

social safety nets, and promoting age-friendly environments that support healthy aging and 

well-being. Collaborative efforts at the local, national, and regional levels are crucial in 

addressing the "silent epidemic" of food insecurity and malnutrition among the older 

population in West Africa. 
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4.1. Limitations of the study 
 

The study was majorly based on an assessment and data collection of malnutrition, low dietary, 

and food insecurity in certain regions which limits the data availability. Therefore some regions 

may be lacking quality data, thus resulting in potential biases. For example, the search word is 

limited to food security, food insecurity, dietary, and malnutrition, as well as the adult 

population in the region of West Africa, which limits the search to specific results, maybe if the 

search could be extended to other regions like East, North and South Africa, it could give more 

details then compare the prevalence rate, health outcomes and the causes in these regions 

together could improve the result.  Another aspect of the limitation is the sample size. Majority 

of the study research from the selected articles have a smaller sample size which may be prone 

to selection bias, therefore it cannot be generalized to a larger population. There is a limitation 

in exploring the factors that influence food insecurity and malnutrition among the older 

population in West Africa because it wasn’t fully explored in the studies, therefore affecting the 

depth of the analysis. The studies don’t discuss in detail the intervention strategies to reduce 

food insecurity and malnutrition in West Africa, as well as possible means to elevate these 

problems. In conclusion, the study on the older population in West Africa is not generalized to 

all countries in the region due to their demographics, health systems, and environmental 

factors. 

5.0. Conclusion 
 

In conclusion, this narrative review has shed light on the pervasive but often overlooked issue 

of food insecurity and malnutrition, and low diet among the older population in West Africa. 

The findings synthesized from the selected studies highlight the significant impact that 

inadequate access to nutritious food and poor nutritional status can have on the health 

outcomes of older adults in this region.  The study also explores how malnutrition, food 

insecurity, and dietary patterns have an impact on mental, physical, and biological effects 

among the older population in West Africa, and these health effects range from mild to severe, 
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which could cause serious health problems and death. The study also shows how malnutrition, 

dietary, and food insecurity are associated with pandemic diseases such as COVID-19.  The 

studies also analyzed and revealed a multitude of adverse effects, ranging from increased risk 

of chronic conditions, and cardiovascular diseases such as HIV/AIDS, tuberculosis, impaired 

immune, and diabetes to compromised immune function and cognitive decline. While this 

thesis contributes to the growing body of literature on food insecurity, malnutrition, and health 

outcomes in the older population of West Africa it also illuminates the challenges faced by 

older adults in accessing adequate and nutritious food, it is hoped that this research will serve 

as a catalyst for informed policies and interventions that promote healthy aging and improve 

the overall quality of life for older individuals in the region. 
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