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Introduction 
Food insecurity worsened significantly following the 

onset of the COVID-19 pandemic in sub-Saharan 

Africa. Data from high-frequency phone surveys 

implemented as part of the Living Standards 

Measurement Study - Integrated Survey on 

Agriculture (LSMS-ISA) – indicate that food 

insecurity was particularly high in Nigeria with a 

longitudinal analysis suggesting that the prevalence 

of moderate or severe food insecurity increased 

from 46.8 percent of the adult population in 2018-

2019 to 75.1 percent of the adult population in 

Nigeria in June 2020 (Amankwah & Gourlay, 2021). 

The health and labor impacts of COVID-19, and 

some policy and other responses to contain its 

spread, have contributed to supply chain 

disruptions and likely exacerbated food insecurity. 

Nationwide curfews led to the closure of many 

business operations and resulted in reduced 

opportunities for informal workers (FGN, 2020). The 

lockdown caused major disruptions in social and 

economic activities. In addition, supply chain 

disruptions likely resulted in increases in food 

shortages and price hikes. 90 percent of the 

Nigerian households reported price increases in 

July 2020. Amankawah & Gourlay (2021) report 

that these price increases significantly affect 

households’ purchasing power and likely led to 

reductions in food expenditures, especially for the 

poorest households.    

Savings groups may help mitigate some of the 

negative consequences of COVID-19. Savings groups may, for example, provide members with savings and 

credit with which to absorb economic losses and increases in food prices (Demont, 2013; Karlan et al., 2017; 

Walcott et al., 2021). Households could, for example, use savings and credit to cope with increases in food 

prices Amankawah & Gourlay, 2021). This study examines whether savings group membership in Nigeria is 

Key Takeaways 

￭ Over 70 percent of adults in Nigeria were impacted by 

moderate or severe food insecurity in the immediate 

aftermath of the start of the COVID-19 pandemic in 

June 2020 (Amankwah & Gourlay, 2021).  

￭ This study contributes to the literature on resilience by 

examining the role of savings group membership in 

improving food security after COVID-19 in Nigeria. 

￭ Households with female savings group members 

were, on average, 3.7 percentage points less likely to 

report that they faced any food security challenges 

than households without female group members after 

controlling for various baseline and demographic 

characteristics between April and August 2020.  

￭ There was only limited evidence of a longer term 

relationship between savings group membership and 

food security in November 2020.  

￭ Access to savings and credit likely contributed to the 

association between savings group membership and 

food security between April and August 2020. 

Households with a female savings group member 

were 24.5 percentage points more likely to have a 

female household member with savings in August 

2020, and 10.8 percentage points more likely to have 

obtained a loan between March and August 2020. 

￭ It is unclear whether savings groups can also 

contribute to long-term food security when covariate 

shocks, such as COVID-19, and food price increases 

have longer-term negative effects on savings and 

access to credit as shown in de Milliano et al. (2022) 

and Sanyal et al. (2022). 
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associated with enhanced resilience of households against food insecurity in the immediate aftermath of 

COVID-19.  

Methodology  

 Research Questions 

This study seeks to answer three main research questions on the association between savings group 

membership and resilience of Nigerian households after COVID-19:  

1. What is the association between savings group membership and changes in savings during the 

COVID-19 pandemic?  

2. What is the association between savings group membership and changes in access to credit during the 

COVID-19 pandemic?  

3. What is the association between savings group membership and changes in food insecurity during the 

COVID-19 pandemic?  

 Methods and Data 

We use high frequency phone survey data collected by the World Bank during COVID-19 and data from 

Nigeria’s general household survey (GHS) supported by the LSMS-ISA to analyze the association between 

female savings group membership and whether the household saved and from which sources (see Figure 1). 

For the first and second research question, we use the phone survey data focused on savings and credit to 

analyze the association between female savings group membership and whether the household saved or 

obtained credit and from which sources. For both research questions we use covariates on household-level 

variables (e.g., household composition, education level, assets, and women’s decision-making power) derived 

from the 2018-2019 GHS to use as control variables in the analysis. For the third research question, we 

combined the data on female savings group membership with in-person 2018-2019 GHS data on food 

insecurity and phone-based survey data from August 2020 on food insecurity to examine associations between 

savings group membership and differences in food insecurity before and after COVID-19.  

Figure 1. Survey data used for the analysis 

For each analysis, we conduct regression analyses that control for the same household-level variables from 

the 2018-2019 GHS data. We conduct analyses that combine the survey waves from each phone-based 

Round 4 
(August 2020) 

LSMS-ISA Phone Surveys 
General Household 
Survey 2018-2019 

Round 1 
(April/May 2020) 

Food insecurity 

Savings and loans 
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survey in Nigeria in one aggregate analysis in addition to conducting separate analyses for each phone-based 

survey round. To limit potential selection bias from phone ownership, we weigh the regression with the inverse 

probability of participation in the phone surveys. We estimated this probability using a logistic model that 

predicts participation in the phone-based surveys using various control variables from the in-person GHS 

survey. Finally, we conduct a robustness check controlling for Google mobility data to proxy for the intensity of 

the COVID-19 restrictions at the time the survey data were collected.1   

Box 1: Main Variables of Interest 

Savings and Loans: Respondents indicated whether any female household member had savings at a 
bank or other financial institution or cooperative, and whether any household member took out a loan 
since mid-March and if so from where.  

Food Insecurity: Food insecurity experience scale (0-8) with 8 being food insecure in all instances. 
Scale includes whether in the last 30 days the respondent was worried about not having enough food, 
unable to eat healthy food, ate few kinds of food, skipped a meal, ate less than they thought they should, 
ran out of food, hungry but did not eat, or went without food for a whole day. 

Our main analysis for savings and credit (see Box 1) is based on the regression from Equation 1 below: 

(1) Yit = α + β1 * formal savings group membershipit + β2 * Xi, GHS + εit 

Here Yit refers to the dependent variable, which is related to savings for research question 1, and credit for 

research question 2, formal savings group membershipi is a dummy variable indicating savings group 

membership for a female in the household I at time t, Xi,GHS are control variables from the in-person GHS 

survey data, and εit is the error term. Β1 refers to the association between savings group membership and 

savings or credit after controlling for other factors.      

Our main analysis for food insecurity (see Box 1) is based on the regression from Equation 2 below: 

(2) Yit - Yi,GHS = α + β1 * formal savings group membershipi + β2 * Xi-GHS + Surveyt + εit 

Here Yit refers to the food insecurity reported during the phone-based survey, and Yi,GHS refers to the food 

insecurity measure during the in-person GHS survey, formal savings group membershipi is a dummy variable 

indicating savings group membership for a female in the household, Xi-GHS are control variables from the in-

person GHS survey data, Surveyt are survey fixed effects for each survey round,  and εit is the error term. β1 

refers to the association between savings group membership and differences in food security after controlling 

for various variables.      

We triangulate the results with longer-term analyses on how COVID-19 may have affected savings groups and 

their members in Nigeria. For this triangulation we relied on quantitative analyses by de Milliano et al. (2022) 

who examine reductions in savings, access to credit and savings group functioning in Nigeria in 2021. Further, 

we triangulate the results with a qualitative study on how savings group members perceived the impact of 

COVID-19 on savings, access to credit, and the ability of savings groups to continue functioning in Nigeria in 

2021 (Sanyal et al, 2022).   

 

1 We did not use the robustness check with Google mobility data as our main specification because there were a substantial number of 
missing values for the Google mobility data.  
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Study Findings 

Households with female savings group members were more likely to save during the COVID-19 pandemic 

The cross-sectional analysis revealed that households with female savings group members were more likely to 

have female household members who saved than households without a female savings group member during 

the early months of the COVID-19 pandemic. Households with a female savings group member were 22.8 

percentage points more likely to have a female household member with savings in August 2020 (p<0.01). This 

result is robust to adjusting for differences across households in demographic and socio-economic 

characteristics. Figure 1 depicts the associations based on the analysis of August 2020 data.    

Households with female savings group members accessed more to credit during the COVID-19 pandemic 

We found that households with female savings group members were statistically significantly more likely to 

access credit than households without female savings group members after COVID-19. Households with a 

female savings group member were 11.8 percentage points more likely to have obtained a loan since March 

2020, and 6.5 percentage points more likely to have female household members who had a loan since March 

2020. The statistically significant differences were primarily driven by an increase in the loans from savings and 

other women’s groups. These result hold regardless of the control variables we use. Figure 2 depicts the 

associations based on the cross-sectional analysis.    

Figure 2: Association between female savings group membership, savings, and loans 

  

At least one female in household has savings

Obtained a loan since mid-March

Loan coming from women's group

Loan coming from other source

At least one loan provided to female household member

0 2010 30
Association in percentage points

Note 1: Values on the x-axis indicate the association between having a female savings group member in the household
and the outcomes on the y-axis.
Note 2: The lenght of the bar indicates the magnitude of the association. The capped spikes indicate the 95% confidence interval
Note 3: If the capped spike crosses 0, it indicates that the coefficient is not statistically significant.
Data Source: World Bank High-Frequency Phone Surveys Nigeria, August 2020

Savings and Loans
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Households with female savings group members had lower food insecurity between April and August 2020 

While food insecurity spiked during the COVID-19 months, the analysis showed statistically significantly 

smaller increases in food insecurity for households with female savings group members. Households with 

female savings group members were 3.4 percentage points less likely to report skipping a meal, 3.3 

percentage points less likely to report eating portion sizes less than they should, 3.3 percentage points less 

likely to report running out of food, 3.6 percentage points less likely to report going hungry but not eating, and 

4.3 percentage points less likely to go a whole day without food between April and August 2020. The 

associations were consistent across the survey rounds between April and August 2020.  Though we cannot 

establish causality, female savings group membership may have contributed to household resilience in the 

immediate aftermath of COVID-19. Figure 3 depicts these results.    

Figure 3: Association between female savings group membership and food security between April and 

August 2020 
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There is only some evidence for lower food insecurity among households with female savings group members in November 2020 

We only found some evidence for a statistically significant relationship between female savings group 

membership and food insecurity in November 2020. While households with female savings group members 

were 2.5 percentage points less likely than other households to go a whole day without food, we did not find 

other statistically significant differences in food security measures between households with and without 

female savings group members. Figure 4 depicts the results.   

Figure 4: Association between female savings group membership and food security in November 2020 

 

Conclusion 
This study finds an association between savings group membership and less food insecurity in the immediate 

aftermath of COVID-19. Female savings group members were less likely to experience food security 

challenges than households without female savings group members from April – August 2020. A larger 

propensity to save and increased credit likely contributed to the ability of savings group members to limit 
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reductions to food expenditures. We found limited evidence of a relationship between female savings group 

membership and food insecurity in November 2020, possibly because of the relaxing of COVID-19 restrictions, 

including supply chain restrictions, or because of tightening financial constraints and savings within the group.  

While savings groups may provide a short-term buffer, it is unclear whether they can contribute to long-term 

food security when covariate shocks, such as COVID-19 have longer-term consequences. Recent studies 

suggest that COVID-19 had longer-term negative effects on savings and access to credit of savings group 

members in Nigeria and Uganda (de Milliano et al., 2022; Sanyal et al., 2022). While the negative effects were 

likely larger in Uganda because of the COVID-19 induced lockdown, we also found evidence for negative 

effects on savings and credit in Nigeria (de Milliano et al., 2022; Sanyal et al., 2022). These reductions in 

savings and access to credit may limit the ability of Nigerian savings group members to mitigate the negative 

effects of new and longer-term covariate shocks (i.e., a resurfacing of COVID-19 restrictions, food price 

increases, or climate change related shocks, such as droughts and floods). We also plan further testing of the 

longer-term associations between savings group membership and food security as additional phone survey 

data are available. These analyses will aim for examining the linkages of the association between savings 

group membership and food security with other covariate shocks, including food and fertilizer shortages 

associated with global increases in food prices.      

Savings group members and their community may require cash transfers, food assistance, and vouchers to 

improve their food security outcomes considering the continued reduction in savings in Nigeria reported by de 

Milliano et al. (2022) and Sanyal et al. (2022). This is even more important considering the difficulties 

households in northeast Nigeria face caused by low purchasing power and atypically high food prices (FEWS 

NET, 2022). The Nigerian government could, for example, integrate existing savings group programs with cash 

transfers or other social protection mechanisms. Recent evidence suggests that integrated social protection 

programs may achieve larger improvements in food security for Nigerian households than stand-alone 

programs (e.g., Bossuroy et al., 2022; de Hoop et al., 2022). It will remain important, however, to assess the 

external validity of these results as well as to examine the costs, cost-effectiveness, and return on investment 

of such integrated programs.  

 

In addition, it is critical to examine the impact and cost-effectiveness of alternative approaches to improve food 

security, including but not limited to more cost-effective and nutritionally appropriate food aid formulation 

(Ignowski et al., 2021). Savings groups may contribute to improving food security, but it is not their main 

objective. While studies in Malawi, Burkina Faso, and Sierra Leone examined the impacts of food assistance 

commodities (Kumwenda et al., 2015; Cliffer et al., 2018; Griswold et al., 2020) there is limited evidence on 

(a) the effects of food assistance programming through supplementation on women’s nutrition outcomes, 

especially in emergency contexts; (b) the risk factors associated with wasting prevalence and causes of 

relapse; and (c) the long-term nutrition and health impacts of protracted reliance on food assistance in 

humanitarian contexts. Future research also could focus on examining how specific program design choices 

may affect nutrition outcomes and at what costs. Achieving this goal requires a strong focus on implementation 

research and cost-effectiveness analyses.  

 
 

 
 

  



  Women’s Groups and Member Resilience After COVID-19: Evidence from Nigeria  

 

 

     

 
 

References 

Amankawah, A., & Gourlay, S. (2021). Food security in the face of COVID-19: Evidence from Africa. Available 

at https://documents1.worldbank.org/curated/en/912661610964372485/pdf/Food-Security-in-the-Face-

of-COVID-19-Evidence-from-Africa.pdf 

Bossuroy, T., Goldstein, M., Karimou, B., Karlan, D., Kazianga, H., Pariente, W., Premand, P., Thomas, C.C., 

Udry, C., Vaillant, J., Wright, K.A. (2022). Tackling psychosocial and capital constraints to alleviate 

poverty. Nature, 605, 291-297.  

Cliffer, I., Suri, D., Langlois, B., Shen, Y., Nikiema Ouedraogo, L., Zeba, A., Lanou, H., Garanet, F., Vosti, S., 

Walton, S., Green, L., Chui, K., Rosenberg, I., Webb, P., & Rogers, B. (2018). Comparative cost-

effectiveness of four supplementary foods in preventing stunting and wasting in children 6-24 months in 

Burkina Faso. Report to USAID. Tufts University. 

De Hoop, T., Siwach, G., Holla, C., & Mahapatra, B. (2022). Convergence of social protection programmes in 

India: The impact of self-help groups on access to and employment under the Mahatma Gandhi 

National Rural Employment Guarantee Scheme. ECWG Working Paper 07. Available at - 

https://womensgroupevidence.org/sites/default/files/2022-

02/1.%20ECWG%20Working%20Paper%20MGNREGS%20Nov%202021.pdf 

De Milliano, M., de Hoop, T., Holla, C., Lakew Yihun, K.L., Mulyampiti, T., Namisango, E., Akinola, A., 

Natukunda, M., Okello, S., Khaoya, I., & Joseph, T. (2022). Savings group member resilience over the 

course of the COVID-19 pandemic: Evidence from Nigeria and Uganda. 

https://womensgroupevidence.org/sites/default/files/2022-04/CARE-Women-Respond-Brief.pdf   

Demont, T. (2013). Poverty, access to credit and absorption of weather shocks: Evidence from Indian self-help 

groups. CRED working paper  

FEWS NET (2022). The rainy season begins normally, although planting is atypically low due to conflict in 

some areas.  Available at https://fews.net/west-africa/nigeria/key-message-update/may-2022 

FGN (Federal Government of Nigeria) FGN; Abuja, Nigeria. (2020). Address by his Excellency Muhammadu 

Buhari, President of the Federal Republic of Nigeria, on the COVID-19 Pandemic. 29th March. 

Griswold, S., Langlois, B., Shen, Y., Cliffer, I., Singh, A., Potani, I., Riffenburg, K., Chatterton, K., Leppänen, J., 

Suri, D., Chui, K., Vosti, S., Walton, S., Green, L. E., Sawi, M., Koroma, A., Wegner, D., Manary, M. J., 

Rosenberg, I., Webb, P., & Rogers, B. (2020). Comparative cost-effectiveness of four supplementary 

foods in treating moderate acute malnutrition in children 6-59 months in Sierra Leone. Report to USAID 

from the Food Aid Quality Review. Tufts University. 

Karlan, D., Savonitto, B., Thuysbaert, B., & Udry, C. (2017). Impact of savings groups on the lives of the poor. 

Proceedings of the National Academy of Sciences, 114(12), 3079–3084.  

https://documents1.worldbank.org/curated/en/912661610964372485/pdf/Food-Security-in-the-Face-of-COVID-19-Evidence-from-Africa.pdf
https://documents1.worldbank.org/curated/en/912661610964372485/pdf/Food-Security-in-the-Face-of-COVID-19-Evidence-from-Africa.pdf
https://womensgroupevidence.org/sites/default/files/2022-04/CARE-Women-Respond-Brief.pdf
https://fews.net/west-africa/nigeria/key-message-update/may-2022


  Women’s Groups and Member Resilience After COVID-19: Evidence from Nigeria  

 

 

     

 
 

Kumwenda, G., Nhlema, B., Maganga, G., Rogers, B., Walton, S., Boiteau, J., & Webb, P. (2015). Feasibility 

and acceptability study of preparing corn soy blend with fortified vegetable oil in Malawi: Formative 

research. Report to USAID. Tufts University. 

Sanyal, P., Namisango, E., Mulyampiti, T., Akinola, A., Iskarpatyoti, B., de Hoop, T., Yihun, K.L., Khaoya, I., 

Okello, S., Natukunda, M., Tijani, J. (2022). How the COVID-19 Pandemic Affected VSLAs and Their 

Members: Qualitative Evidence From Nigeria and Uganda. Available at 

https://womensgroupevidence.org 

Walcott, R., Schmidt, C., Kaminsky, M., Anderson, L., & de Hoop, T. (2021). Women's Groups, Covariate 

Shocks, and Resilience: An Evidence Synthesis of Past Shocks to Inform a Response to COVID-19. 

ECWG Working Paper 04. Available at https://womensgroupevidence.org/sites/default/files/2021-

03/ECWG%20Working%20Paper%20Shocks_final.pdf 

The Evidence Consortium on Women’s Group (ECWG) is funded by the Bill & Melinda Gates 
Foundation and aims to address evidence gaps on how groups and collectives can contribute to 
achieving women’s empowerment and well-being as well as understand their implementation models 
and cost-effectiveness. The consortium is co-led by the American Institutes for Research and Population 
Council, with partners from the University of Washington, Stanford University, the Campbell Collaboration 
and Makerere University. To learn more, please visit http://www.womensgroupevidence.org or email 
info@www.womensgroupevidence.org. 

09/2021 

https://womensgroupevidence.org/
https://womensgroupevidence.org/sites/default/files/2021-03/ECWG%20Working%20Paper%20Shocks_final.pdf
https://womensgroupevidence.org/sites/default/files/2021-03/ECWG%20Working%20Paper%20Shocks_final.pdf
http://www.womensgroupevidence.org/
mailto:info@www.womensgroupevidence.org

