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1. Introduction and Background to the Study 

Zimbabwe is endowed with a wide variety of indigenous fruits, vegetables and wildlife that can offer variety and diversity to the diet 

(Maroyi, 2012; Chirimuuta & Mapolisa, 2011, Shava, 2010). This study therefore sought to establish the consumption patterns of 

these foods in Masvingo urban district, Zimbabwe. Indigenous foods are foods which are abound in the environment and most of them 

grow naturally in fields and forests or they are food crops that have their origin in the country (Zimbabwe). These foods are known to 

be of high nutritive value as well as health benefits (Onyongo, 2007). They are also nature’s strong medicines with many healing 

properties (Chipurira, 2010; Tsiko, 2009; Onyongo, 2007) that cannot be found in imported and processed foods hence are very useful 

sources of nutrients without side effects (Chipurira, 2010).  

Throughout nutritional history, wild vegetables and fruits played a significant role in the daily diet of the indigenous people of 

Zimbabwe (Chirimuuta & Mapolisa, 2011; World Bank, 2010; Devine, Connors, Bisogni & Sobal, 1998). In recent decades, people 

globally, have experienced rapid and dramatic shifts in lifestyle that are unprecedented in history and Zimbabwe is no exception to 

that. Moving away from their own self-sustaining, local food systems into industrially derived food supplies have caused adverse 

effects on dietary quality and health (The Herald, 8 September 2014). Rising cases of diseases like diabetes mellitus and some cancers 

are linked to the consumption of processed foods (Maundu, Kiimiywe, Smith, Johns & Eyzaguirre, 2008), particularly in urban areas 

where people “farm in supermarkets.” Apart from these challenges and the overwhelming influence of western diets, there is a 

growing appreciation of the importance of indigenous foods in Africa at large and Zimbabwe in particular hence the purpose of this 

study was to establish the degree of present use of indigenous foods in Masvingo urban district. 

As already mentioned, the dietary transform that typifies the “nutrition transition” and westernization of cuisine include both 

quantitative and qualitative changes in the diets of the populations worldwide (Delaney & McCarthy, 2009; Mithofer, 2006). The 

undesirable dietary changes include shifts in the dietary patterns towards higher energy density foods, fatty and sugary diets. These 

dietary alterations are compounded by lifestyle changes that reflect reduced physical activity at work and leisure time which promote 

the development of non-communicable diseases (Onyongo, 2007; Kimiywe, Waudo, Mbithe1& Maundu, 2007). One of the World 

Health Organisation (WHO) mandate is to promote healthy diets and lifestyles that reduce the global burden of non-communicable 

diseases (WHO, 2010). To achieve this, all nations worldwide are encouraged to ensure consumption of adequate quantities of safe 
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Abstract: 
Indigenous foods have of late attracted much research attention in terms of their innate nutritional content, quality and also 

their medicinal properties. Research has also shown that the consumption of these foods would go a long way in improving 

health status of individuals and populations. The main aim of this study was to establish the consumption patterns of 

indigenous foods by the residents of Masvingo urban district, Zimbabwe. A qualitative design was employed to get empirical 

data from the participants. Data were collected through observations and in-depth interviews at the two main Masvingo city 

markets. The researchers established the rate at which the participants consumed indigenous foods through the sellers and 

interviewed the buyers who were forthcoming. Generally, the researchers observed that there is informal trading of 

indigenous foods in the city. Cultural and geographical origins were recognised to significantly influence the consumption of 

indigenous foods. Some of the participants indicated that they are now aware of the nutritional values and medicinal 

properties of indigenous foods so they are trying to incorporate them in their diets. Two major themes which emerged were 

that, most people regarded indigenous foods as the food for the poor and some believe that indigenous foods are for people 

who live with HIV/AIDS so as to boost their immune system. The study recommends that the Ministry of Health and other 

supporting organisations continue to educate the population about the benefits of indigenous foods in the diet.  
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and good quality foods that together make up a healthy diet. It was therefore the aim of this research to examine trends in consumption 

patterns of indigenous foods which have been found to constitute healthy diets (Chipurira 2010; Maundu et al, 2008; Onyongo, 2007).  

Dietary patterns or food consumption habits evolve over time, being influenced by a lot of factors and complex interactions. Family 

income, food prices, individual food preferences, knowledge and awareness, beliefs and cultural traditions as well as geographical, 

environmental, social and economic factors all interact in a complex way to determine dietary consumption patterns of individuals and 

populations (Sobal, Bisogni, Devine & Jastran, 2006). Figure 1 illustrates the interplay of factors which influences the food choices of 

the populations and individuals. 

 

 
 

Figure 1: Key life course influences on present food choice patterns (Adopted from Sobal et al, 2006:4) 

 

Macro-environmental influences may change over individuals’ life cycle stages as historical events unfold. An individual’s socio-

culturally influenced life experiences may be brought to bear in food choices over the life course (Cloutier, Mongeau, Pageau, & 

Provencher, 2013). Thus the environment in which a person operates offers expanded or constrained possibilities for food choice 

(Delaney & McCarthy, 2009), as in the case of this study, staying in an urban environment. Research has also demonstrated that the 

home and the workplace are the two key micro-contexts which social considerations and managing eating relationships determine 

food choices of individuals and populations (Paquette, 2005). Hence the need to study the indigenous foods consumption patterns of 

those who live in the urban locale. 

In Zimbabwe, most of these indigenous crops grow naturally while some are produced and found growing in the country under 

various regions according to weather conditions. In point of fact, food availability varies by region, socioeconomic level and season 

and this is the case in Zimbabwe as she has five agricultural regions. The geographical area under study falls in natural region four 

which receives average to low rainfall (450-650mm per annum) with severe mid-seasons droughts (Mithofer, 2006). Indigenous foods 

are mainly grown in the rural farming communities and on small scale, chiefly for subsistence purposes. Indigenous crops and their 

products were never commercialised, despite their nutritional and economic value they offer to the population (Zimbabwe 

Independent, 2011; Mushita, 2006). In most parts of Zimbabwe, as a case in point, Masvingo, the surplus of the produce is only traded 

informally within neighbourhood to generate income for the farmers. However, there is now an increasing interest by the Zimbabwean 

Ministry of Health through the government and other stakeholders about the value of indigenous foods to address nutritional needs of 

the populations and food security (Shava, 2010). In light of the above, efforts are being made to inform the Zimbabwean population 

about the benefits of indigenous foods as maintaining the good meal composition of the indigenous foods would be beneficial in 

preventing diseases. 

Thus, in spite of the abundance of indigenous foods in Masvingo district, the district is one of the major beneficiaries of food 

insecurity interventions like nutrition gardens and food handouts or food relief. Another cause of concern is the rising cases of 

diseases like diabetes mellitus and some cancers which are linked to the consumption of processed foods, which could be minimized 

by the use of indigenous foods in the diet (The Herald-8 September, 2014: Tsiko, 2009). It is against this background that lead to the 

study of the indigenous consumption patterns in Masvingo urban district, Zimbabwe since no work has looked at the consumption of 

indigenous foods in urban centres of the country. 

 

1.1. Statement of the Problem 

The study undertook to investigate the extent to which indigenous foods are consumed in Masvingo urban district. 

 

1.2. The study Research Questions 

The study was guided by the following three research questions: 

(a) To what extent are indigenous foods consumed in Masvingo urban district? 

(b) What are the effects of seasonal availability to usage of indigenous foods in the district? 

(c) What is the population’s level of nutritional knowledge in relation to indigenous foods? 
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2. Methodology 
 

2.1. Research Design 

In this research which established indigenous foods consumption patterns in an urban district adopted a qualitative approach. A 

qualitative approach was used in order to gain entry into the world of markets (natural settings) where the majority of the population 

under investigation purchases their food items. This was done so that the researchers could interpret phenomena in terms of the 

meanings participants brought to researchers (Marshall & Rossman, 2008). Understanding the extent of the urban population’s usage 

of the indigenous foods and their nutritional knowledge in relation to indigenous foods required the researchers to interact with the 

participants. A descriptive design was chosen to answer the research questions. This method focused on description or exposure of the 

salient aspects of the situations in markets in relation to indigenous foods consumption with a focus on the patterns that emerged 

(Sidhu, 2003; Cohen, Manion, & Morrison, 2011). 

 

2.2. Sample 

Convenient sampling was used to select forty participants who were involved in answering the semi-structured interviews over the six 

and half months which the researchers were regularly going to the markets from 20 September 2014 to 30 March 2015. This was to 

see indigenous foods consumption during the dry and wet seasons. The sampling technique allowed the researchers to reach 

information rich informants (Denzin & Lincolin, 2011). 

 

2.3. Instruments 

Observations and semi-structured interviews were used to collect relevant data from the indigenous foods shoppers. Observation was 

found to be the most ideal data collecting instrument for the nature of the study sample (Marshall & Rossman, 2008). The interviews 

gave evidence to the observations which were made by the researchers. A semi-structured interview guide with follow-up probes was 

used to explore participants’ current eating habits as well as their attitudes and knowledge (beliefs) about indigenous foods. This also 

helped to explore how the participants’ dietary patterns had evolved through their accounts of their experiences. Interviews lasted 

between 30-45 minutes and were recorded and transcribed verbatim after oral consent has been made (Resnik, 2012). This helped to 

obtain behavioural and environmental data (Bogdan & Biklen, 1992).  

 

Data were presented in descriptive and narrative forms and analysed thematically.  

 

 

                                       Male              Female           Total 

                                        

Age                                                     15                         30  45 

21-31                                    2                  6                8                   

31-41                                   13                 24               37 

 

Occupation  

Professionals                             1                  5                6 

Technicians and associate professionals       2                  3                5 

Clerical support workers                    4                  9                13 

Services and sales workers                 2                   4                6 

Crafts and related trade workers       2                   3                5 

Uniformed forces                          3                   2                5 

Not employed                            1                   4                5 

 

Location 

Low density                              8                  13               21  

High density                              7                  17               24 

 

BMI*  

Obese                                    9                  25               34          

Healthy weight                            6                   5                11    

*BMI according to IOTF criteria 

(Healthy weight: BMI 18.5-24.9, Obese: >30) 

 

Table 1: Characteristics of study participants (n=40) 
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3. Findings and Discussion 
Socio-demographic data are provided to furnish background information on the sample as these are life course and have an impact of 

food choices and preferences (Wardlaw & Smith, 2011; Sobal et al, 2006). Forty-five indigenous food shoppers who participated in 

the study were fifteen males and thirty females. The researchers were pleased to observe that there are some men who participate in 

the purchasing of indigenous foods as most men regard the kitchen issue to be women’s. Their age ranged from twenty-one to forty-

one and the majority were in the thirty-one and above range. The age ranges indicate that the people who go to the market are mature 

and can make decisions of what to buy. Most of them had recognisable occupations only a few were not employed and they all 

indicated that they were staying with their working spouses or relatives. These results indicate that the participants purchased 

indigenous foods because of various reasons and not because they are of low status as assumed by most people (Rozin, 2006), but 

because they like them or they know their value in the diet. The majority of the participants were obese and only about a quarter were 

in healthy weight. Obesity signifies some degree of ignorance in the importance of maintaining good health.  

 
3.1. Indigenous Foods Level of Consumption in Masvingo Urban District 

From the observations, it was noted that most Masvingo residents who reach the markets would at least stop at indigenous foods 

tables. This indicates that the residents are aware of their existence and their present food choices were found to be influenced by early 

food experiences especially those who grew in urban. Thus, geographical area, culture and norms had been seen to influence which 

foods are acceptable and preferable for consumption and how they should be consumed (Delaney & McCarthy, 2009; Onyango, 

2007). From the interviews, researchers also noted that, the changing economic, social, political as well as cultural circumstances and 

the changes in individual life circumstances had a bearing on the consumption of indigenous foods. This is because most participants 

indicated that their children shun traditional foods and enjoy exotic foods which they link to modernisation. Therefore, it may be 

necessary to mention that most young couples do not consider indigenous foods in their diets as they treat indigenous foods as inferior. 

All participants who bought indigenous foods gave the impression that they consume indigenous foods in the form of leaves, fruits, 

pods and also in the form of the plant roots. Participants mentioned various reasons for consuming indigenous foods with the most 

common being good relish. When participants were asked to state the frequency they took indigenous foods, most of them indicated 

that they try to take indigenous vegetables at least once a week and usually on weekend days as they will be at home and have ample 

time to prepare them. This shows that most families who take indigenous foods have some limitations in taking them daily, hence their 

contribution to the populations’ health status is very low. This is in line with what Paquette (2005) state as micro-contexts that 

influence food consumption patterns.  

Considering the number of people who reach the market at an average day, the researchers observed that about one tenth of the people 

would buy one or two food items from the indigenous foods tables. This shows that the majority of people who reach the market shun 

indigenous foods therefore their consumption is very low in the urban district. The common reason for not purchasing was “not used 

to the food stuffs.” This could be true because some did not grow up in rural areas as most of these foods are grown in rural and peri-

urban areas. Some participants indicated that they had problems in preparing these foods so could not buy them. One female 

participant in the thirty-one and above age group had this to say, “I only enjoy these foods when prepared by some other people, I 

think I need some skills in preparing them.” This indicates that there could be a good number of people who like them but do not 

purchase because of lack of preparation skills.  

 

3.2. Seasonal Availability of Indigenous Foods and Their Use in Masvingo District 

The researchers observed that there is an upsurge of trade and interest in indigenous foods especially vegetables because even when 

they are not in season. When they were asked to indicate whether their consumption levels were affected by seasons, the majority 

indicated that consumption is much higher in the wet months as most people prefer fresh fruits and vegetables than the dried ones. A 

good number of participants indicated that they take indigenous foods as families and they reported to consume different types of 

indigenous leafy vegetables. Indigenous vegetables like fresh pumpkin leaves (cucurbit) was the most commonly mentioned to be 

consumed by most households and are plentiful almost all year round except in the dry months which the vegetable is scarce. 

Preserved pumpkin leaves are consumed by less than a quarter of the people who consume fresh vegetables. This shows that the 

season or availability of indigenous foods determine their consumption level as some cited availability as their main reason.  

Comments from the shoppers during buying all indicated that indigenous foods were expensive to the majority of the citizens 

especially in the dry months. The researchers also observed that the majority of the shoppers would just see, admire and could not buy 

any food items in the dry months. This shows that the scarcity of indigenous foods makes it difficult for poor households to afford 

them. Another female participant elucidated that “...during wet season, I purchase indigenous foods for the whole family and when 

they are out of season, I can only afford for me and my husband. Children will eat covo and cabbage.” Thus, some families consider 

special cases when indigenous foods are out of season. About half of those who consumed these indigenous vegetables reported that 

the vegetables were bought and not adequate and because of this, indigenous vegetables, especially cucurbit are a well-adapted choice 

in urban agriculture to those who have average to large gardens.  

 

3.3. Participant’s Nutritional Knowledge in Relation to Indigenous Foods 

People in Masvingo urban district had knowledge on a variety of edible indigenous foods. Most mentioned vegetables are used as 

relish and almost all participants came up with some medicinal uses of the indigenous foods. Indigenous fruits and vegetables were 

liked because they were said to be nutritious and had a medicinal value attached. One participant said “...from the day I learnt they are 

good for health; I make sure every weekend I take indigenous meals. Actually, it’s now two years and my health status has changed, 
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less ailments so now spreading the gospel to family members and friends.” This quote indicates that the participant had discovered the 

secrecy behind constant consumption of indigenous foods. It also shows that people have been generally informed about the 

importance of indigenous foods though some did not take it seriously. This could be because most people regard indigenous foods as 

foods for the poor and also for those with diseases such as diabetes mellitus and HIV/AIDS as they hold on to the medicinal properties 

attached to them. Regarding indigenous foods as foods for the poor as well as for the sick is consistent with Mujova’s (2011) results. 

Another possible explanation for the view shared by many participants is that, most people turn to indigenous foods when doctors or 

nurses refer them. 

 

4. Conclusion 

The study found that, generally, people have developed interest in indigenous foods. Among the reasons given for the consumption of 

indigenous foods in response to the semi-structured questions during the interviews were that they are enjoyable, they are good for 

individuals suffering from diseases such as diabetes and HIV/AIDS and also that they are good for vegetarians. Indigenous vegetables 

are still therefore seen as poverty crops and they are still seen as food for the poor and the ill. The food and nutrition system of a 

particular region determines availability of foods, social meanings and functions attached to indigenous foods. Major constraints to 

consumption of indigenous leafy vegetables were the cost, lack of time and knowledge in food preparation.  

 

5. Recommendations 

The study has the following recommendations: 

• The value of traditional foods needs to be appreciated by all the residents, government policy makers and scientists 

responsible for research, extension activities and agricultural policy so that availability is increased. 

• There is need to mobilize resources to conduct extensive research on indigenous foods to develop new breeds that could meet 

new demands for taste and other properties. 

• Food nutritionists and dietians need to prepare tasty and appealing indigenous vegetable dishes so that our young people can 

eat them as well. 

• Information on the nutritional and medicinal value of indigenous foods should be put together in a simple and easy-to-read 

manner and circulated extensively to promote the intake of indigenous foods across the country since there is need to educate 

the consumers (especially the urban consumers) on the importance of indigenous foods. 

 

5.1. Recommendations for Further Study 

• A wider research which covers the whole country. 

• A study which looks into the types of indigenous foods taken and their nutritional contribution. 
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