
Empowering Women Through a Community-
Based Probiotic Food Project in East Africa: Can 

We Get the Science Right? 

Isaac Luginaah  

Department of Geography, Western University 

Sponsors 



Research  context  … 

• The broader context of this research focuses on the 
relationship between community health, HIV/AIDS 
and food security in Sub-Saharan Africa.   

 
• Improvements over the years  

 
• Yet more to be done e.g., on community nutrition  



Research  context  … 

• The concept of using probiotics as part of a long-term 
strategy to alleviate suffering in this region, emerged 
in 2001 when an Expert Panel Report from the 
WHO/FAO of the United Nations stated that efforts 
must be made to make probiotic products more 
widely available (WHO, 2002).  



Research  Context…  
• Probiotics  are  “live  microorganisms,  which  

when administered in adequate amounts, 
confer  a  health  benefit  on  the  host” (Rolfe, 
2000; WHO, 2002) 
 

• Health benefits include: 
– diarrhea, gastroenteritis, intestinal infections and 

colonic cancer, and reduces the risk of bacterial 
vaginosis, a condition that predisposes women to 
sexually transmitted diseases such as HIV/AIDS 
(Hodgens, 2003; WHO, 2002).  

 





• In response to the United Nations and Stephen 
Lewis`call to action: 

• UWO in collaboration with 
• the Kivulini Women’s  Rights  Organization 
• Tanzanian National Institute of Medical 

Research (NIMR),  
• implemented a sustainable probiotic food-based 
project  entitled  “Western  Heads  East”  (WHE)  to  
improve nutrition and to potentially help 
alleviate the suffering of a population 
overwhelmed by the impacts of HIV/AIDS.  

Western Heads East (WHE) - Tanzanian 
Partnership 



Project Locations 



Collaborations 

*Collaborations are multilateral; training, knowledge transfer and exchange, & 
capacity building 
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Why Yogurt? 

• Yogurt was chosen as the delivery medium for the 
probiotic bacterium as it is associated with  a long 
history of fermented foods in Africa 
 

• It is relatively easy to produce!   
 



Yogurt Mamas 



Yogurt  Mamas  … 



I love this stuff!! 



What is it all about? 



What is meant by empowerment? 

• Nebulous definition at best 
• Rappaport (1987): 
• A difficult concept to measure, and it varies across 

levels, domains   and time 

• Empowerment is a process that can only be 
considered case by case in various contexts. 
 



Empowerment?  … 

• The aim of empowerment is to enhance the 
possibility for people/groups to control their own 
lives. 

• Individual empowerment can lead to other forms    of 
empowerment (community, social/political 
empowerment) and control over (certain) life  events. 

 
 



When women are empowered: 

• Whole families benefit, and benefits often have  
ripple effects to future generations. 
 

• Economic empowerment through income-generating 
activities can be seen as entry points for channels of 
communication and vehicles by which women can 
meet their needs 
 



Part of our focus 

• Identify community perceptions of probiotic yogurt 
 

• Examine the contextual and compositional factors 
related to the implementation and sustainability of a 
probiotic yogurt community health program 
 

• Explore perceived barriers to project sustainability in 
the context of community, familial relations and 
gender roles. 



Beliefs about Probiotics and their effects 
• Good Bacteria – Lactobacillus rhamnosus GR-1  
• Overall Health Benefits  
• Feeling fit and healthier 
• Increases CD4 Counts 
• Good for people living with HIV 
• Weight Gain 
• Gastrointestinal Health  
• Urogenital infections 
• Reduce Diarrheal Episodes 
• Clearing of Skin Rashes 
• Increases Strength and Energy 
• Good Nutrition 



Some  Impacts… 

• Improved self-esteem (proud & confident) 
 

• Gained status and respect within the community and 
seen as community role models 
 

• Exposure (e.g., dealing with local and national 
politicians, banking, travelling) 
 

• Opportunity to network and learn from other    groups 
and organizations 



Some  Impacts  …. 

• Sense of job security 
 
• Improvement in income 
 
• Ability to contribute towards household 

expenses 
 
• Improved household food security (more 

frequent & nutritious meals) 
 



Some  Impacts  …. 

• Reciprocal relationships have been built 
among members and leaders of the community 

 
• The kitchens have become a hubs within the 

community where individuals meet and 
provide support for one another  

 
• Helped to promote activism and community 

awareness about several social issues. 
 
 



Challenges  
• Technical issues due to lack of facilities 

 
• Misconceptions of probiotic yogurt 
 
• Accountability issues 

 
• Internal group dynamics and hierarchies - some may 

be more empowered than  others  … others 
disenfranchised  
 

• Gender dynamics within households 
 
 



Challenges  …   

• Bacterial culture - monitoring 
 

• Production and transportation cost 
 

• Time –i.e., work, family priorities and other 
obligations, childcare  
 

• Competing demands - i.e HIV/AIDS, malaria, 
tuberculosis, typhoid, cholera, diarrhea etc.  
common in a the community 



Conclusions 
• Lack of facilities 

 
• Possible misinformation and misconceptions about 

probiotics 
 
• Although the probiotics are known to have certain health 

benefits, more education on the health benefits and use 
of Antiretroviral with the yogurt is needed 
 

• Note:  The  use  of  the  term  ‘medicine’  in  the  Africa  
context has various meanings and definitions that are 
related to individual perceptions, cultural constructs, and 
specific context, and rightly so related to the definition 
of health in context and its science thereof. 
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