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S u m m a r y 
This study is part of a larger multi-centrc survey on widow-
hood in Niger ia . I n fo rma t ion w a s ga the red using a structured 
self-administered questionnaire f rom 42 widows who arc work-
ing at the University College Hospital and the College of Medi-
cine. in Ibadan, capital of Oyo State in the southwest of Nige-
ria The f indings reveal that the major i ty of these widows are 
middle aged, between 35 and 55 years o f age, with little or no 
prospect of remarriage. Almost half of them had only primary 
education and are of low professional status; 4 8 % of them earn 
very low salary, and had a high parity, having 5 or more chil-
dren The problems identified by these widow s in order of pri-
ority include f inancia l /economic hardship (69%), absence of 
husband ' s will resulting in the loss of properties to husband 's 
relations (55%), loneliness and depression (41%), poor rela-
t ionship with in-laws (41%) , d i f f icul ty in social interaction 
(21%), and poor housing (17%).Recommendat ion for alleviat-
ing the hardships of w idows suggested include encouragement 
of female education, enhancement of women , economic em-
powerment , improving availabili ty and effect ive utilization of 
family planning services and encouraging men to write their 
wills early in marriage. Also, through advocacy and public health 
awareness campaigns , to enlighten the masses about the plight 
of the widows , in order to el iminate the dehumanizing tradi-
tional practices to which Nigerian widows arc often subjected 
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R6sum 6 
Cette etude fait parti d ' u n e enqucte plus etendue, de veuvage 
au Nigeria. Les in format ionsont etc rccucillies ramassea travers 
des quest ionnaires auto-adminis t rcs aux 42 veuves travaillant 
au centre hospitalier universitaire ct 1'institut de medccinc d ' 
Ibadan, la capitale de 1'etat d ' O y o au sud ouest du Nigeria. Les 
rcsultats mont rcn t q u e la p lupar t de ccs veuves avaicnt le 
cinquantaine, entre 35 ct 55 ans avec peu ou sans perspectives 
de remar iage Presque la mo i t i e d ' e l l e s avai t la format ion 
primaire et avait un statut professionnel bas ; 4 8 % d 'c l les gagne 
un salaire tres bas avec une paritc tres elevee et ayant 5 ou plus 
d 'enfants Les problemes identifies par ces veuves en ordre de 
pnorite inclus ; difficulte cconomique/f inancicre(69%), manque 
de testament de leur mari engendrant une pcrte des bicns au 
profit des parents de la famil lc du mari defunt (515%), la soli-
tude et la depression (41%) , pauvrc rapport avec les beaux-par-
ents (41%), interaction sociale (21%), probleme de hebergement 
( 1 7 % ) . Les r e c o m m a n d a t i o n s s u g g e r c c s p o u r a l l eger les 
diff icul tcs des veuves inclus, 1 "encouragement de la formation 
des femmes, l ' encouragement de l 'emancipat ion cconomique 
des femmes , I 'ameliorat ion de la disponibil i te et utilisation 
effectives des services de planning familial et 1'encouragemcnt 
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des homines a faire leurs testaments tres tot dans le manage . 
Aussi par la prcconisation ct les campagnes de scnsibilisation 
de la santc publiquc, visant et a cduquer la masse populaire des 
difficultcs des veuves afin d'climincr les pratiques traditionnellcs 
deshumanisantes auxqucls les veuves sont assujettics. 

I n t roduc t ion 
Widowhood, the death of a spouse, is often considered one of 
the most stressful events in a person 's life [1]. Several studies 
attest to both the physical and psychological consequences [2-
4] . R e p o r t e d phys i ca l c o n s e q u e n c e s w h i c h h a v e b e e n 
encountered include increased risk of physical symptoms [2,3], 
new illnesses [4], hospitalizations [3], use of medicat ions [3,4], 
lower perceived health status [5] and mortality [6-9] 

Psychological cffccts of widowhood reported include 
increased risk of depress ion, psychological s y m p t o m s and 
mental illness [2,4,10-12]. Widowhood has been described as 
a multifaceted tragedy especially in the African environment 
[13]. Kitzinger [14] remarked that w o m e n ' s rights have always 
been ignored, denied or invalidated under heteropatriarchy. The 
widow is unequivocally the most marginalized of women in 
most cultures. Widowhood practices in most parts of the world 
reveal atrocious social injustices. In some part of Nigeria, the 
widow is force to drink the water with which the corpse of her 
dead husband is washed, as proof that she had no hand in the 
man ' s death [13]. The Indian widow, many years ago, faced 
being burnt alive at the cremation ceremony of her deceased 
husband [15]. In Ghana, Zambia, as well as Nigeria, the widow 
suffers an indescribable emotional violence, as her husband ' s 
relations swoop on the dead man ' s property in the zealous and 
scandalous scramble for his property [13]. 

Given the realities of the deve loping countries in 
which many are war- ravaged, economical ly depressed and 
politically unstable, it is now apparent that cultural change has 
become inevitable. Obnoxious and outmoded traditions that 
compound the problems that a widow has to contend with must 
be discarded. For example, in the USA and England ad some 
other European countries, widows are taken care of under the 
social security schcmc or social services al lowance scheme. A 
somewhat wclfarist w i d o w ' s scheme has also been adopted in 
Pakistan, in what is known as Zakat fund [13]. In Nigeria, 
attempts have been made by various religious groups and non-
governmental organizat ions (NGOs) to introduce measures 
which may a l lev ia te s o m e of the p r o b l e m s ar i s ing f r o m 
w i d o w h o o d , and e n c o u r a g i n g resul ts have been repor ted 
following such interventions [16,17]. 

However, there is still much to be done to protect the 
right of widows, as the issue has not been adequately and openly 
addressed by the society [18]. Even the existing legal rights 
and religious doctrines which specify how widows should be 
protected and assisted are of ten sidetracked or even overturned 
by the social norms and adverse tradit ional pract iccs [17]. 
F u r t h e r m o r e , c o n d i t i o n s of w i d o w s a rc g e n e r a l l y q u i t e 
precarious, as they arc particularly vulnerable. 

Widowhood is a ssuming increasing importance in 
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N i g e r i a , w i t h i n c r e a s i n g f r e q u e n c y o f r o a d t r a f f i c a c c i d e n t s a n d 
the rise in i n c i d e n c e o f m o r t a l i t y f r o m m y o c a r d i a l i n f a r c t i o n 
and c e r e b r o v a s c u l a r a c c i d e n t s a m o n g o t h e r s . T h e r e i s n o w a 
n e e d f o r t h e g a t h e r i n g o f s c i e n t i f i c i n f o r m a t i o n a b o u t t h i s 
c a t e g o r y o f w o m e n in o r d e r t o d e v e l o p a p p r o p r i a t e p o l i c y a b o u t 
the i r w e l f a r e . 

T h e I n t e r n a t i o n a l C o n f e r e n c e o n P o p u l a t i o n a n d D e -
v e l o p m e n t h a s a d d r e s s e d t h e f ac t t ha t d e v e l o p m e n t c a n o n l y b e 
m e a n i n g f u l i f it p u t s t h e p e o p l e f i r s t [19 ] . T o a c h i e v e t h i s , it i s 
n e c e s s a r y t o i d e n t i f y t h e p e o p l e , t he i r s p e c i f i c n e e d s in o r d e r t o 
k n o w h o w b e s t t o m e e t t h e s e N w o g a a s o b s e r v e d t ha t t h e r e is 
p a u c i t y o f s t u d i e s o n w i d o w h o o d p r a c t i c e s in N i g e r i a [ 2 0 ] . 

T h i s p r e s e n t s t u d y t h e r e f o r e is u n d e r t a k e n t o i d e n t i f y 
d e m o g r a p h i c c h a r a c t e r i s t i c s o f w i d o w s in a t e r t i a r y i n s t i t u t i o n 
in t h e s o u t h w e s t e r n p a r t o f N i g e r i a . It a l s o s e e k s t o i d e n t i f y t h e 
s o c i a l p r o b l e m s t h e y e n c o u n t e r , w i t h a v i e w t o o b t a i n i n g 
s u g g e s t i o n s , w h i c h c a n a d d r e s s t h e a d v e r s e e f f e c t s o f 
w i d o w h o o d o n t h e s o c i o e c o n o m i c s t a t u s o f t h e s e w o m e n . It i s 
e n v i s a g e d t ha t t h e i n f o r m a t i o n t h u s g a t h e r e d w o u l d n o t o n l y 
s e r v e a s a t e m p l a t e f o r l a r g e r c o m m u n i t y , s t a t e a n d n a t i o n a l 
s t u d i e s , b u t w i l l a l s o a s s i s t in f o r m u l a t i n g a n d e s t a b l i s h i n g 
a p p r o p r i a t e p r o g r a m m e s t o a l l e v i a t e s o m e o f t h e p r o b l e m s f a c e d 
b y w i d o w s . It is a l s o h o p e d t h a t t h e d a t a g a t h e r e d wi l l ass i s t 
l ega l e x p e r t s , p o l i c y m a k e r s a n d all w e l l - m e a n i n g v o l u n t a r y 
g r o u p s i n a d v i s i n g t h e g o v e r n m e n t o n p o l i c y d e c i s i o n s 
c o n c e r n i n g e f f e c t i v e l ega l e n f o r c e m e n t o f t h e r i g h t s o f w i d o w s . 

M a t e r i a l s a n d m e t h o d s 
T h i s s t u d y , w h i c h is p a r t o f a m u l t i - c e n t r e p r o s p e c t i v e s u r v e y 
in N i g e r i a i n v o l v i n g b o t h t h e u r b a n a n d ru r a l a r e a s , w a s c a r r i e d 
o u t in I b a d a n , O y o S t a t e , o v e r a o n e - y e a r p e r i o d , b e t w e e n 1998 
a n d 1 9 9 9 . C o n t a c t w a s e s t a b l i s h e d w i t h w i d o w s t h r o u g h the 
P e r s o n n e l / E s t a b l i s h m e n t O f f i c e s o f t he C o l l e g e o f M e d i c i n e a n d 
the U n i v e r s i t y C o l l e g e H o s p i t a l , I b a d a n . T h e h e a d s o f t he v a r i o u s 
d e p a r t m e n t s in t h e C o l l e g e a n d H o s p i t a l w e r e a l s o c o n t a c t e d . 
T h e list o f w i d o w s i d e n t i f i e d w a s t h e n c o m p i l e d . T h e w i d o w s 
w e r e all r e g i s t e r e d w i t h t h e F a m i l y C a r e P r o j e c t , a n o n - p r o f i t 
a n d n o n - p o l i t i c a l , n o n - g o v e r n m e n t a l o r g a n i z a t i o n ( N G O ) 
e s t a b l i s h e d in J u n e 1 9 9 6 t o c a t e r f o r t h e w e l f a r e a n d w e l l - b e i n g 
o f w i d o w s w h o a r e s t a f f m e m b e r s o f t h e a b o v e - m e n t i o n e d 
i n s t i t u t i o n s a n d t h e i r c h i l d r e n . 

T h e i d e n t i f i e d w i d o w s w e r e s u b j e c t e d to a p r e t e s t e d 
s t r u c t u r e d s e l f - a d m i n i s t e r e d q u e s t i o n n a i r e , w i t h a s s i s t a n c e f r o m 
a t r a i n e d i n t e r v i e w e r . T h e q u e s t i o n n a i r e w a s d e s i g n e d t o in-
c l u d e i n f o r m a t i o n o n s o c i o - d e m o g r a p h i c c h a r a c t e r i s t i c s o f t h e 
w i d o w s a n d t h e soc i a l p r o b l e m s a s p e r c e i v e d b y the w i d o w s 
t h e m s e l v e s . T h e c o m p l e t e d q u e s t i o n n a i r e s w e r e then a n a l y z e d 
b y f r e q u e n c y d i s t r i b u t i o n , a n d t h e test o f s i g n i f i c a n c e u s i n g C h i -
s q u a r e . 

Results 
A tota l o f 4 2 w i d o w s c o m p l e t e d t h e q u e s t i o n n a i r e . T a b l e 1 g i v e s 
a p r o f i l e o f t he s o c i o - d e m o g r a p h i c c h a r a c t e r i s t i c s o f t he w i d o w s 
14 ( 3 3 . 3 % ) a r c w i t h i n t h e 4 6 - 5 0 y e a r a g e g r o u p , f o l l o w e d b y 9 
( 2 1 . 4 % ) in t he 4 1 - 4 5 y e a r a g e g r o u p . M a j o r i t y ( 8 1 % ) o f t he 
w i d o w s b e l o n g s to t he m i d d l e a g e d , 3 6 - 5 5 y e a r s g r o u p ( T a b l e 
1). N i n e t e e n o f t h e 4 2 ( 4 5 . 2 % ) w i d o w s h a d o n l y p r i m a r y 
e d u c a t i o n , w h i l s t 15 ( 3 5 . 8 % ) h a d pos t s e c o n d a r y e d u c a t i o n . 

W i t h r e g a r d t o t he i r p r o f e s s i o n a l / o c c u p a t i o n a l s t a tus , 
m a j o r i t y o f t h e m a re s e m i - s k i l l e d , w i t h 17 ( 4 0 . 5 % ) w o r k i n g a s 
hospi ta l w a r d ass is tants . S e v e n ( 1 6 . 7 % ) are nu r ses , w h i l e a no t he r 
7 ( 1 6 . 7 % ) arc s e c r e t a r i e s / c l e r i ca l a s s i s t a n t s ( F i g . 1). 

T a b l e 1: S o c i o d c m o g r a p h i c c h a r a c t c r i s i t i c s o f the 
( n = 4 2 ) widows 

Age of the 
widows 

Educational 
status 

Annual 
income 

Religion 

Ethnicity 

Age (yrs) Frequency % 

ZU-JU 
31-35 

1 
2 

2 T 
d a 

36-40 6 
•»o 

14.3 
41-45 9 21 4 
46-50 14 3 3 3 
51-55 5 11.9 
56-60 3 7.1 
61-65 1 2.4 
66-70 1 2.4 
Total 42 100 

Highest educa No % 
tional level 
Illiterate \ 2.4 
Primary completed 17 40.4 
Secondary uncompleted 4 9.5 
Secondary cpmple ted 3 7.1 
Post Secondary (Nur ing) 12 28.6 
Laboratory Technic ian etc. 3 7.1 
Polytechnic I 2 4 
University I 2.4 
Total 42 100 
Annual income No % 
(Nigerian Naira) 
N 12,000 - 24 ,000 10 23.8 
N24,001 - 36 ,000 13 3.1 
N36.001 - 4 8 , 0 0 0 
N48,001 - 6 0 , 0 0 0 5 11 9 
N60.001 - 7 2 . 0 0 0 
No response 9 21.4 
Total 42 100 
Religion No % 
Islam 3 7.1 
Christ ianity 39 92.9 

Traditional Religion - -

Total 42 100 
Ethnicity No % 
Yoruba 26 61.9 
Efik 4 9.5 
Edo 4 9 5 
Igbo 2 4 8 
Hausa 2 4.8 
Others 4 9 5 

Total 42 100 

F I G U R E 1 
P I E D I A G R A M S H O W I N G THE O C C U P A T I O N OF WIDOWS 
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T a b i c 1 a l so r e f l ec t s t he i n c o m e of t he w i d o w s , 23 
( 5 4 . S % ) c a m less than 4 0 0 0 N a i r a ( N ) ( U S $ 4 0 ) pe r m o n t h o r 
N 4 S , 0 0 0 ( U S S 4 8 0 ) pe r a n n u m , w h i l e 10 ( 2 3 . 8 % ) earn less than 
N 2 0 0 0 per m o n t h or N 2 4 , 0 0 0 pe r a n n u m . T h u s , 7 5 % of the 
w i d o w s , j u d g i n g f r o m thei r i n c o m e , b e l o n g to t he low soc io -
e c o n o m i c c lass . T h e e thn ic d i s t r ibu t ion o f the w i d o w s r evea l s 
that 26 ( 6 1 9 % ) are Y o r u b a . T h e geog raph i ca l loca t ion of the 
s tudy re f lec t s the e thn ic d o m i n a n c e , as t he Y o r u b a s a rc loea ted 
in sou thwes t Niger ia . T a b l e 1 a l so s h o w s that 39 ( 9 2 . 9 % ) o f the 
w i d o w s w e r e Chr i s t i ans . 

T a b l e 2 s h o w s the ages o f the w i d o w s w h e n their 
husband d ied Six teen ( 3 8 % ) w e r e 36 -40 years old, w h i l e 2 were 
under 30 years old w h e n the event occurred. T h e table also reveal 
that 13 ( 3 1 % ) had spen t b e t w e e n 11 and 15 years wi th their 
husbands be fo re the h u s b a n d ' s demise , whi le another 10 (23 .8%) 
had spent 16-20 years . 

T a b l e 4 : W i d o w ' s se l f a s sessed p r o b l e m s * 

Pcrcc ived p r o b l e m s No . o f w i d o w s 
( n = 4 2 ) 

% 

Financia l 29 61 
H u s b a n d m died in tes ta te ( i .c did 
not wr i t e a wi l l ) 2 3 55 
Poor (non-co rd ia l ) r e l a t ionsh ip 
wi th h u s b a n d ' s f ami ly 17 41 
Lone l iness /depress ion 17 41 
Di f f i cu l ty in social interact ion 9 21 
Gross ly inadequa te h o u s i n g 7 17 

= multiple responses 

T a b l e 2: A g e d i s t r ibu t ion o f the w i d o w s as at the t ime of hus 
b a n d ' s dea th 

Age when husband 
died 

A g e ( y r s ) Frequence % 

Number of years 
of marriage before 
husband died 

21-25 1 2.4 
26-30 1 2.4 
31-35 6 14.3 
36-40 16 3.8 
41-45 7 16.7 
46-50 6 14.3 
51-55 4 9.5 
56-60 1 2.4 
Total 42 100 
Years of 
marriage 

0-5 yrs 
6-10 yrs 

11 -15 yrs 
16-20 yrs 
> 20 yrs 

No response 
Total 

No 
0 
3 

13 
10 
14 

2 
42 

% 
0 

7.1 
31 

23.8 
33.3 

4.8 
100 

T a b l e 3 i l lustrates the i ncome distr ibution 
of the w i d o w s in relat ion to the n u m b e r of chi ldren they have to 
cater for. T h e major i ty of the low income widows , 15 out of 17 
(88%) had four to six chi ldren to cater for , s ignif icant ly more 
chi ldren than w i d o w s with h igher incomc ( P < 0.01). 

T a b l e 3 : Distr ibution of chi ldren related to the w i d o w ' s 
annual incomc. 

Income of w i d o w s No. of chi ldren catered for 
1-3 % 4-6 % Total No. of 
chi ldren children w i d o w s % 

N12 ,000-24 ,000 2 11.8 15 88.2 17 100 

N24.001-48,000 6 40 .0 9 60.0 15 100 
N48.001-72 ,000 7 70.0 3 30.0 10 100 
Total 15 35.7 27 64.0 42 100 

/ USS = NI00 
X2 = 9.49 df=2 p = 0.0087 

T a b l e 4 g ives a b r e a k d o w n of the type of social p r o b l e m s that 
the w i d o w s e n c o u n t e r . T h e m a j o r i t y , 2 9 ( 6 9 % ) , i den t i f i ed 
f inancial p rob l em/ha rdsh ip as the mos t se r ious p rob l em they 
face . T w e n t y - t h r e e ( 5 5 % ) o b s e r v e d that t he d e a t h o f the i r 
husbands interstate (that is, the h u s b a n d ' s fai lure to write a "wi l l " 
before his death) result ing in the loss o f the h u s b a n d ' s proper t ies 
to h i s r e la t ions , a s a n o t h e r s i g n i f i c a n t s e r i o u s p r o b l e m . In 
addi t ion, lonel iness and depress ion occur red in 17 (41 %). Other 
p rob lems ident i f ied includc: poor re la t ionship wi th the in- laws, 
17 ( 4 1 % ) ; d i f f i c u l t y in s o c i a l i n t e r a c t i o n , 9 ( 2 1 % ) , a n d 
inadequate hous ing in 7 (41 % ) of the w idows . T a b l e s 5a, b and 
c g ive the b reakdown of the var iab les age, educa t iona l s ta tus 
and incomc in relat ion to their pcrcc ived prob lems . It wou ld 
have been wor thwhi le if the va lues obta ined in connec t ion with 
perceived prob lems in respect of the var iables w e subjec ted to 
appropr ia te statist ical test in o rde r to f ind out w h e t h e r any 
s ignif icant d i f f e r ence exis ts be tween the var ious categor ies . 
However , this is not feasible g iven the fact that s o m e of the 
values associated with the var iables for s o m e of the categor ies 
are few, less than 5. 

Se^ assessed problems. 

Fig. 2: 

Discussion 
This s tudy has shown that the major i ty of the w i d o w s arc in the 
middle aged group, with more than 8 0 % be ing over 35 years of 
age as at the t ime of the h u s b a n d ' s death. Th is f inding is in 
agreement with the observa t ions of Smith and col leagues in the 
USA [21]. T h e critical age is the per iod when the w i d o w s arc 
often saddled with the responsibi l i ty o f not only looking after 
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T a b i c 5 a : 
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Pcrccivcd prob lems of w idows related to their a g e s ( n = 4 2 ) 

A g e (yrs ) F inanc ia l Husband died Non-cordial Lone l ines s D i f f i cu l ty in Grossly 
interstate relat ionship wi th social interact ion inadequate 

husbands ' s f ami ly housing 
No . % N o % No. % No. % No . % No. % 

3 1 - 4 0 2 20 .0 4 40.0 6 60 .0 7 70 .0 5 50 .0 2 20.0 
( n = l 0 ) 
4 1 - 5 0 12 52 .2 20 87.0 14 60.9 13 56 .5 12 52 .2 I 4.3 
( n - 2 3 ) 
5 1 - 6 0 3 3 3 . 3 4 44.4 4 44 .4 4 4 4 . 4 3 33 .3 1 11.1 
(n -9 ) 

* - Multiple responses 

T a b l e 5 b : Perce ived prob lems of w idows related to educat ion ( n = 4 2 ) 

Highes t F inancia l Husband died Non-cordial Lone l iness D i f f i cu l ty in Grossly 
educa t iona l interstate relat ionship with depress ion social interact ion inadequate 
level husbands ' s fami ly housing 

No . % No % No. % No. % No. % No. % 

Ill i terate 1 100.0 1 100.0 
(n = 1) 
P r i m a r y 
educa t ion 6 
( n = 17) 
S e c o n d a r y 
educa t ion 6 
( n = 12) 
Post 
S e c o n d a r y 5 
( n = 12) 

35 .3 11 64.7 

50.0 5 41 .7 

4 1 . 7 11 91.7 

12 70.6 12 

41 .7 

58.3 

100.0 

70 .6 

50 .0 

58 .3 

1 100.0 

8 47.1 

58.3 

50 .0 

100.0 

11.8 

16.7 

I 8.3 

- Multiple responses 

T a b l e 5c : Perceived problems of widows related to their income (n=42) 

Annua l I n c o m e "Perceived problems 
**Annua l Financial Husband died Non-cordial Lonel iness 
i n c o m e in interstate relationship with depress ion 
Niger ia husbands ' s family 
Nai ra No. % No % No. % No. % 

Diff icul ty in Gross ly 
social interaction inadequate 

housing 
No. % No. % 

< 1 2 , 0 0 0 - 2 4 , 0 0 0 1 20.0 2 40.0 2 40.0 2 40.0 1 20.0 1 20.0 
n = 5 

2 4 , 0 0 0 - 4 8 , 0 0 0 13 46 .4 19 67.9 17 60.7 18 64.3 17 60.7 3 10.7 
n = 2 8 

4 8 , 0 0 0 - 7 2 , 0 0 0 3 50.0 5 83.3 3 " 50.0 4 66.7 2 33.3 - -

n = 6 
72 ,000 + 1 33.3 2 66.7 1 33.3 1 33 .3 1 33.3 - -

n = 3 

• Multiple responses 
N/00 = USS/ 

the children, but also looking after their aged parents. Therefore, 
for most of the widows , the prospect for remarriage is neither 
contemplated nor desired, because of the increased demand from 
their dependants . 

Smith et al. [21J a lso observed that midd le aged 
widows with dependent children have lower rates of remarriage, 
e v e n t h o u g h r e m a r r i a g e is o n e o f t h e m o s t i m p o r t a n t 
determinants of the physical and economic well-being among 
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the w i d o w e d 
Informat ion on the widows* se l f -assessed p rob lems 

is qui te reveal ing in this s tudy. Financial ha rdsh ip w a s the most 
c o m m o n l y ident i f ied p rob lem. T h e impact of their f inancial 
p rob lem can be fur ther apprec ia ted when it is real ized that up to 
7 5 % of the w i d o w s arc o f low profess iona l s ta tus and on a low 
salary grade level. In the face of o n g o i n g structural ad jus tmen t 
p r o g r a m m e and sky- rocke t ing inf la t ion, it is ex t remely di f f icul t 
for these w f d o w s to c o p e f inancia l ly , wi th the e n o r m o u s fami ly 
c o m m i t m e n t s such as f eed ing and c lo th ing the ch i ldren , pay ing 
school fees, buy ing their school mater ia l s and pay ing house 
rents If adequa te provis ion was not m a d e prior to the h u s b a n d ' s 
dea th , the f a m i l y m a y s u d d e n l y be p l u n g e d into a s ta te of 
impover ishment T h e w i d o w s ' culturally manda ted long per iods 
of con f inemen t in m o u r n i n g a l so prevent t h e m f rom go ing out 
to work to support themse lves , as has been p rev ious ly observed 
[17]. T h e low educa t iona l s ta tus of the w i d o w s in this s tudy is 
not in f avour o f their se l f - re l iance and se l f - suf f ic iency af ter the 
death of the husbands . Abou t 5 0 % of w i d o w s in this s tudy had 
only p r imary educa t ion wh ich can on ly p rov ide them with low 
skilled labour and low salary, in the event that they have to 
work to suppor t t hemse lves and their chi ldren. C h o u d h u r y and 
Lcones io [22] in their s tudy of l i fe-cycle aspec t s of poverty 
a m o n g o lder w o m e n in U S A , found that, whe the r w o m e n are 
impover i shed o r not by adverse life even t s such as w i d o w h o o d 
depends on their e c o n o m i c resources , j u s t prior to the event , 
which in turn depends to a large extent on the w i d o w ' s education 
and occupat ion . 

W h e n r e s p o n d e n t s ' i ncome is v i ewed in relation to 
the n u m b e r of chi ldren be ing taken care of by each w i d o w , it 
was observed that those wi th low salary had more children than 
those with relat ively h ighe r salary. T h i s f ind ing is s imilar to 

that found in the genera l popu la t ion in wh ich the less educated 
and poor ly pa id tend to h a v e m o r e ch i ld ren than the more 
e d u c a t e d u p p e r i n c o m e g r o u p [23] . T h i s u n d e r s c o r e s the 
impor tance and the urgent need for aggress ive family p lanning 
e d u c a t i o n c a m p a i g n , and t h e p r o v i s i o n o f a c c e s s i b l e and 
culturally accep tab le fami ly p lann ing services. 

Ano the r m a j o r p rob lem ident i f ied by the w i d o w s is 
the non-provis ion o f a " w i l l " by the husbands . This is due to 
the wrong att i tudes of m a n y Niger ians ( including educated ones) 
w h o do not bel ieve in m a k i n g a will. Indeed, m a n y communi t ies 
f rown at the idea o f a person d iscuss ing the eventual i ty of death 
and if a w i f e should keep on remind ing her husband of the need 
to wri te a wi l l , she m a y be al leged to have an ulterior motive, or 
may even be accused of p lanning the death of her husband. The 
ser ious consequences on the wife , of the husband dy ing inter-
state, are enormous . 

A w o m a n ' s gender-constructed role makes her inferior 
in many respects, in the Afr ican society, but w i d o w h o o d adds 
another oppress ion Her p rob l ems are o f ten c o m p o u n d e d in a 
country like Nigeria , as in m a n y other count r ies in Af r ica , by 
cthnically based, age - long cus toms and tradit ional pract ices 
which have adverse effect on the health of the w o m a n [17]. A 
widow is p resume to have forfei ted all her r ights within the 
society because *she has al lowed her husband to d ie ' . It is thus 
very clear that the w i d o w is t raumatized and that she is made to 
su f fe r t r emendous ly in m a n y respects , phys ica l ly , social ly , 
economica l ly and psychologica l ly . Physical ly , her health is 
impaired through poor and irregular feeding. She also suffers 
socially as a result of the prolonged solitary conf inement . In 
addi t ion, she becomes economical ly deprived since her period 
in mourn ing prevents her f rom going out to work to support 

herself and her chi ldren, thus worsen ing her a l ready precarious 
economic state. 

In this s tudy, s ignif icant psychologica l problem was 
ident i f ied a m o n g the widows . About 5 0 % of them identified 
lonel iness /depress ion as a m a j o r p rob lem. It has been observed 
that in the Niger ian cultural env i ronmen t , the loneliness and 
depress ion is usual ly .aggravated by the fact that that w i d o w is 
o f ten a suspect if she tries to interact socially with couples in 
the ne ighbourhood, and may be accused of having illicit amorous 
af fa i rs with the males in the area, if she gets too famil iar [13]. 
T h u s , the w i d o w t e n d s to be r a t h e r w i t h d r a w n , b e c o m e 
introverted, keeping much to herself. Similar observat ion about 
psychologica l p rob lems in w i d o w h o o d has also been reported 
in the s tudy of Pakhlava and associa tes [24] in Finland In this 
s tudy, the occurrence of ma jo r depress ion a m o n g the widows 
studied was reported a m o n g other f indings. Similarly, Avis and 
col leagues [25] f rom USA reported that fo l lowing the death of 
their spouses, the percentage of w idows report ing psychological 
s y m p t o m s increased. G r i m b y and Wikland [26], in their s tudy 
correlated w idowhood with loneliness and financial discontent . 

In c o n c l u s i o n , t h e t e r r ib le p l igh t of the w i d o w s 
particularly in the context of Afr ican cus toms and tradit ions 
cannot be over-emphasized. Hence, the w i d o w needs a great 
d e a l o f s u p p o r t , p h y s i c a l l y , f i n a n c i a l l y , s o c i a l l y a n d 
psychological ly . More o f ten than not, she is denied this much 
needed support by her in-laws; and her own family member s 
are usually too prc-occupied with their o w n personal p rob lems 
to be of hc lp .This s tudy has revealed that there is an urgent 
need to address the problems of w i d o w s in Nigeria. Thus , the 
burden of the care of w i d o w s and their children has to fall on 
the g o v e r n m e n t , non -gove rnmen ta l o rganiza t ions , the mass 
media and wel l -meaning individuals and phi lanthropists 

The fol lowing recommendat ions are suggested for the 
Govcrnmcnt : -

1) Ensure that the fundamenta l human rights stated in 
the declaration signed by all member s of the United 
Nat ions are observed. 

2) Ensure that there are laws that protect the rights of 
w idows and encourage w i d o w s to stand up for their 
rights. 

3) Provide tax relief for the widows. 
4) P r o m o t e f e m a l e e d u c a t i o n t h r o u g h a w a r d of 

scholarships and bursaries 
5) Promote economic well-being of the w idows through 

women empowerment programmes. 
6) P r o m o t e f a m i l y s i ze l im i t a t i on by e n c o u r a g i n g 

effect ive utilization of family planning services by 
couples; while; 
N o n - g o v e r n m e n t a l O r g a n i z a t i o n s and Paras ta ta l s 
should:-

7) Intensify ef for ts in the area of advocacy at all levels 
to highlight the p rob lems of widows. 

8) Promote psychological well-being through organized 
social activities. 

9) Encourage men to write their 'Wi l l ' early in their 
marital life to protect their families. 

10) E n c o u r a g e w o m e n to d e v e l o p good interpersonal 
relationship, particularly with their in-laws. 
It is hoped that these e f for t s will help to abolish the 

adve r se t radi t ional pract ices and m i n i m i z e the ha rdsh ip of 
w i d o w s and their chi ldren, thereby g iv ing them hope for a 
happier and more fulfi l led life 
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