
Livestock ownership and anaemia in Sub-Saharan African
households

Yubraj Acharya1,* , Di Yang1 and Andrew D Jones2
1Department of Health Policy and Administration, College of Health and Human Development, The Pennsylvania State
University, 601 L Ford Building, University Park, PA16802, USA: 2Department ofNutritional Sciences, School of Public
Health, University of Michigan, Ann Arbor, MI 48109, USA

Submitted 11 December 2019: Final revision received 1 July 2020: Accepted 13 July 2020

Abstract
Objective: To determine the association between livestock ownership and Hb con-
centration of women of child-bearing age (WCBA) and preschool-aged children in
Sub-Saharan Africa (SSA).
Design: A prospective analysis of publicly available cross-sectional data, using
linear and logistic regressions controlling for potential confounders.
Setting: Twenty-eight countries in SSA.
Participants: 162 305 WCBA and 118 607 children aged 6–59 months.
Results: More than half of WCBA (62·5 %) and children (58 %) belonged to house-
holds that owned livestock. The average altitude-adjusted blood Hb concentration
forWCBA and childrenwas 12.23 and 10·24 g/dL, respectively. In adjustedmodels,
higher number of livestock ownedwas associated with lower Hb concentration for
children but not for WCBA. The magnitude of the association for children was
small, with one additional unit of livestock owned reducing Hb concentration
by 0·001 g/dL. Higher numbers of cattle, cows and bulls, sheep, and goats were
associated with lower Hb concentration for both groups. The number of certain
categories of livestock owned was associated with the consumption of relevant
foods by children. There was no association between the consumption of
animal-source foods and Hb concentration or between livestock ownership and
diarrhoeal diseases or fever among children.
Conclusions: Livestock ownership in SSA had a net negative association with the
Hb concentration of children and no association with that of WCBA. The results
highlight the need for research aimed at clarifying the mechanisms linking live-
stock ownership and nutritional status, and identifying entry points for leveraging
livestock ownership to improve the health of women and children in SSA.
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Livestock plays an important role as a source of income and
nutrition in many low- and middle-income countries
(LMIC). Several studies have shown that the availability
of meat and milk through livestock ownership helps
improve nutrition(1–7). In contrast, livestock ownership
can also be a risk factor for nutrition and health. There is
increasing evidence that faecal contamination associated
with human and animal faeces may raise the chances of
a condition called environmental enteric dysfunction
among children(8,9). This condition, which is widespread
among children and adults in LMIC, reduces the absorptive
capacity and the barrier function in the small intestine(10,11),
resulting in an overall poor health. The overall effect of
these two channels – one affecting nutritional status

adversely and another affecting it positively – is an empiri-
cal question.

Anaemia is a complex disease with multi-factorial deter-
minants related to both dietary intake and infectious dis-
ease exposure. As such, it is a useful condition for
examining the potential overall health implications of live-
stock ownership. Anaemia is highly prevalent among
women of child-bearing age (WCBA) and young children
throughout Sub-Saharan Africa (SSA). According to an esti-
mate from the WHO, 60·2 % (or, approximately 84·5 mil-
lion) of the children aged 6–59 months in Africa are
anaemic, compared with a global average of 42·6 %(12).
Likewise, 37·6 % (or, approximately 95·3 million) women
of reproductive age are anaemic in that continent,
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compared with 29·4 % globally(12). Deficiency of nutrients,
such as Fe, is a major cause of anaemia in LMIC(13), with the
proportion of anaemia attributable to Fe deficiency in 2016
ranging between 25 % for preschool children and 37 % for
WCBA(14) (WHO estimates from 2011 indicate that 42 % of
anaemia in children and 50 % of anaemia in women could
be eliminated by Fe supplementation(12)). Fe deficiency,
often caused by monotonous plant-based diets, is esti-
mated to be prevalent among two billion individuals
worldwide(15).

A recent review, by Lambrecht et al. (2019), has shown
mixed evidence on whether livestock ownership promotes
or reduces anaemia(16), concluding that the evidence base
for evaluating Fe and anaemia status, consumption of
animal-source foods, and morbidity outcomes as they
relate to animal production is weak. Strikingly, all of the
studies available for that review were relatively small and
from a specific country or setting. The small, context-spe-
cific studies have the advantage of generating evidence
applicable to a given setting. However, an important limi-
tation of such studies is that they may be underpowered
because of their small sample size. In fact, two other pre-
vious reviews have noted insufficient statistical power as
a limitation of many existing studies examining the associ-
ation between animal production on anaemia and other
nutritional outcomes(17,18).

In the current study, we attempted to fill this important
gap in the literature by estimating the overall association of
livestock ownership with Hb concentration in a large sam-
ple of WCBA and preschool-aged children aged 6–
59 months in 28 countries in SSA. Our sample was suffi-
ciently large to detect an association if one existed and rule
out lack of statistical power as a reason for any lack of sta-
tistically significant association. A second key contribution
of our study is that wewere able to generate additional sug-
gestive evidence on the potential mechanisms linking live-
stock ownership and Fe-deficiency anaemia. For example,
we examined the association between the number of spe-
cific types of livestock owned and the consumption of food
for which that type of livestock is a key source (e.g., owner-
ship of poultry and consumption of eggs). Likewise, we
examined the association between livestock ownership
and health events that can influence anaemia status (e.g.,
incidence of diarrhoea). While many of these associations
have been examined previously, we are unaware of any
study that examines these relationships using the same
sample.

Methods

Data
Weused publicly available data from theDemographic and
Health Surveys (DHS), a program that collects nationally
representative data from LMIC worldwide on fertility,

health and nutrition topics(19). We compiled household
member’s and children’s recode DHS data files from all
countries in SSA for which the most recent standard DHS
survey was completed in or after 2007. We excluded coun-
tries for which the DHS did not collect data on Hb concen-
tration of both women and children (Kenya, Liberia and
Nigeria). If data on Hb concentration of both women
and children were collected in previous rounds of the
DHS and not in the latest survey, we included the data from
the previous round (Senegal). We included countries for
which data on Hb concentration of either mother or their
children were available (Angola). Data for Gambia were
not publicly available so we did not include Gambia in
our analysis. Data on livestock ownership, our key inde-
pendent variable, were not available for Sao Tome
and Principe. This resulted in 118 607 children aged
6–59 months from 13 494 clusters in 27 countries for the
children sample. For the WCBA sample, data on smoking
status of women were not available for Guinea, thus
resulting in 162 305 non-pregnant women aged 15–49
years from 12 856 clusters in 25 countries. Online supple-
mentary material, Appendix Table 1 shows the list of
countries and number of clusters and individuals included
in the analysis.

DHS data collection activities were approved by the
Inner City Fund International (Calverton, MD) institutional
review board and the country-level entities responsible for
the ethical review of research on human subjects(20). As the
DHS data are de-identified and publicly available, a sepa-
rate ethics approval was not required for the current study.

Measurement of outcome variables
The primary outcome that we assessed was the altitude-
adjusted blood Hb concentration (in g/dL) of WCBA and
preschool-aged children. In a supplementary analysis,
we also assessed anaemia level as a binary outcome.
Based on the Hb concentration, DHS provides four catego-
ries of anaemia status: severely anaemic (<7 g/dL), moder-
ately anaemic (7–10 g/dL), mildly anaemic (10–11 g/dL)
and not anaemic (>10 g/dL). For the binary outcome, we
considered individuals in the first three categories to be
anaemic.

In an effort to understand mechanisms, we examined
the association between the consumption of animal-source
food and the number of different types of livestock owned.
We used a binary variable that measured whether the index
child in a household consumed a food from the respective
category of animal-source food during the 24 h preceding
the survey (including meat, eggs and dairy foods). We con-
ducted these analyses only for children because dietary
data amongWCBA were not available. Finally, for the child
sample, we also assessed the association of the number of
livestock owned with recent report (previous 2 weeks) of
diarrhoea and fever, respectively.
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Measurement of key independent variables
The primary independent variables examined in our analy-
ses were the total number of livestock and the number of
specific type of livestock owned by the household. The
specific categories of livestock included cattle, cows or
bulls, sheep, goats, pigs and chicken, which are available
for all countries in our sample. The total number of live-
stock included all aforementioned categories (as well as
a small number of other livestock, such as horses, informa-
tion on which was available for only a subset of the
countries). In the regressions of Hb concentration on
animal-source food consumption, the independent varia-
bles were whether the respondent consumed egg, dairy
or meat during the 24 h preceding the survey.

Measurement of covariates
We included several covariates in our analyses to adjust for
potential confounding of the relationship between anae-
mia and livestock ownership. These covariates were
selected a priori based on previous evidence of determi-
nants of anaemia(21–23). In the child-level analysis with
Hb concentration as the outcome, the covariates included
child sex, age and breast-feeding status, whether the child
had had fever, helminth or diarrhoea during the 2 weeks
preceding the survey and whether the child had received
Fe or vitamin supplements. Other covariates included the
highest attained education level of the child’s mother,
household access to an improved source of water and san-
itation(24), the number of individuals living in the household
and the gender of the household head. We also included
the quintiles of wealth index available from the DHS for
each household(25). Household flooring, access to electric-
ity and ownership of a radio, television, refrigerator,
bicycle, motorcycle and car were used to develop the
index. At the cluster level, we adjusted for whether the clus-
ter was urban or rural based onDHS definitions. We further
adjusted for country fixed effects and the month of the sur-
vey to account for differences in Hb concentration that may
have been driven by specific country effects and seasonal
variation in food availability. DHS child recode files pro-
vided data on whether the child had had fever, helminth
or diarrhoea during the 2 weeks preceding the survey,
and whether the child had received Fe or vitamin supple-
ments. All other variables were taken from the household
member’s recode files.

In the WCBA analysis, we included all of the covariates
mentioned above except the covariates related to the child
(namely, the child’s sex, age and breastfeeding status,
whether the child had had fever, helminth or diarrhoea dur-
ing the 2weeks preceding the survey andwhether the child
had received Fe or vitamin supplements).

Statistical analysis
Means and proportions for key household- and child-level
characteristics, Hb concentration and livestock ownership

were calculated. The correlation between maternal and
child Hb concentration as well as the binary measure of
anaemia status was also calculated. To assess the relation
between a child’s Hb concentration and the number of live-
stock owned, we estimated the coefficients in a regression
of the following form:

Yijk ¼ �þ �1Number Of Live stock Ownedj þ �Xijk

þ �þ!þ" (1)

In our main analysis, Yijk was the continuous variable
indicating the altitude-adjusted blood Hb concentration
of child i in household j living in cluster k. The number
of livestock owned was the primary independent variable
and varied by household. The coefficient β1 reflected the
association between number of livestock owned and the
child’s altitude-adjusted blood Hb concentration. Given
the mixed evidence on the relationship between anaemia
and livestock ownership in the existing literature, we had
no priors about the sign of the coefficient β1. If Hb concen-
tration fell with the ownership of a higher number of live-
stock, β1 would be negative; otherwise, it would be
positive.X represented child-, household- and cluster-level
covariates mentioned in the previous subsection. η repre-
sented the country of the child, while ω represented the
month of the survey. We also estimated equation (1) by
including Yijk as a binary measure of anaemia status (anae-
mic v. not) and reported the OR separately.

We estimated similar regressions for WCBA except that
Yijk was the Hb concentration of woman i in household j
living in cluster k, and the equation included a different
set of covariates, as discussed above.

To assess the relationship between Hb concentration
and the number of specific type of livestock owned, we
estimated regressions similar to the one above by replacing
the number of all livestock owned with the number of spe-
cific type of livestock owned.

Given the high prevalence of malaria in SSA and the
established association between malaria and anaemia
status(26), it would be important to control for incidence
of malaria in our analysis. However, the surveys did not
include information on whether the child or WCBA had
had malaria. Data on the use of sprays and bed nets, which
could potentially proxy for malaria occurrence, were miss-
ing for a large number of observations. Therefore, we
decided not to control for these proxies in the main analy-
sis. However, as a robustness check, we conducted a sep-
arate analysis on the smaller sample for which we had data
on the use of sprays and bed nets, and compared these
results to the results from the larger sample.

To estimate the association between livestock owner-
ship and consumption of animal-source food, we estimated
an equation similar to (1), where Yijk was a binary variable
indicating whether child i in household j living in cluster k
consumed a specific animal-source food. The independent
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variable was a continuous measure of the number of the
relevant type of livestock owned.

In all models, we clustered the SE at the level of the DHS
enumeration cluster to account for arbitrary correlation
between observations within each cluster. Clustering SE

at the level of DHS sampling units also accounts for
intra-household correlations for households with multiple
children in the sample. The statistical significance of asso-
ciations is reported at the P< 0·05, P< 0·01 and P < 0·001
levels. Given current debates on the arbitrary nature of
these cut-offs(27), we reported 95 % CI for all major findings.
We carried out all analyses using the Stata statistical soft-
ware package version 15(28).

Results

In the analytic sample, the livestock ownership rate was
58 % for WCBA and 62·5 % for children. Approximately,
39·7 %WCBA and 64·9 % children were anaemic. The aver-
age altitude-adjusted blood Hb concentration was 12·23
and 10·24 g/dL for WCBA and children, respectively. In
the WCBA analytic sample, the average number of live-
stock owned was 11·28. The number of cattle, cows or
bulls, sheep, goats, pigs and chicken owned were, respec-
tively, 2·55, 0·86, 0·96, 1·84, 0·38 and 5·17. In the children
sample, the average number of livestock owned was 12·48.
The number of cattle, cows or bulls, sheep, goats, pigs and
chicken owned were, respectively, 2·69, 1·29, 1·35, 2·05,
0·34, and 5·29 (Table 1). The correlation between maternal
and child Hb concentration was 0·22, while the correlation
between maternal and child anaemia status was 0·16
(not shown).

For children, after adjusting for the covariates, higher
number of livestock owned was associated with lower
Hb concentration (Table 2). This negative association
was true for the total number of livestock as well as the
number of specific type of livestock, including cattle, cows
and bulls, sheep, and goats. However, themagnitude of the
association was very small. On average, one additional unit
of livestock owned was associated with a reduction in Hb
concentration of 0·001 g/dL. There was no association
between the number of pigs or chicken owned and the
Hb concentration. The coefficients for covariates were all
in the expected direction. For example, larger household
size, living in a rural area and having fever recently were
associated with lower Hb concentration while higher
age, access to improved sanitation and more wealth were
associated with lower Hb concentration.

For WCBA, there was no association between the total
number of livestock owned and the Hb concentration
(Table 3). The association between the number of specific
type of livestock and Hb concentration varied by the type
of livestock. There was no association between the number
of pigs owned and Hb concentration. There was a negative
association between numbers of cattle, cows and bulls,

sheep, and goats, and Hb concentration. The association
between the number of chicken owned and the Hb con-
centration was positive. Similar to the results for the child
sample, themagnitude of the association in theWCBA sam-
ple was small (for all livestock as well as the specific type of
livestock). The coefficients on the covariates were, again, in
the expected direction except on the number of cigarettes
smoked.

In online supplementarymaterial, Appendix Table 2,we
show OR for logistic regressions with anaemia as the out-
come, separately for children and WCBA. These regres-
sions controlled for the same set of covariates as those
reported in Tables 2 and 3. Consistent with the results in
Tables 2 and 3, in adjusted regressions, higher number
of livestock owned was associated with higher odds of
anaemia for children (OR 1·001 (95 % CI 1·000, 1·002))
but not for WCBA. In online supplementary material,
Appendix Table 3, we show coefficients from estimating
the main regression in the smaller sample for which data
on the availability of mosquito spray and bed net were
available. The substantive results remained unchanged.

Table 4 reports OR from logistic regressions of food
consumption on number of specific categories of livestock
owned among children aged 5–59 months. The number of
chicken owned was associated with higher odds of eggs
consumption (OR 1·005 (95 % CI 1·002, 1·008)). Higher
number of cows and bulls was associated with higher odds
of dairy consumption among children (OR 1·012 (95 % CI
1·005, 1·019)). Higher numbers of chicken and sheep were
associated with higher odds of meat consumption (OR
1·003 (95 % CI 1·000, 1·006)) and 1·006 (95 % CI 1·000,
1·012)), respectively. However, the number of goats
owned was associated with lower odds of meat consump-
tion (OR 0·990 (95 % CI 0·983, 0·996)). The number of pigs
owned was not associated with meat consumption.

Table 5 reports coefficients from the regression of Hb
concentration on the consumption of animal-source foods
(specifically, eggs, daily and flesh) among children. The
table shows that there was no association between Hb con-
centration and the consumption of animal-source foods.

As mentioned earlier, diarrhoea and fever are important
risk factors for anaemia(29,30). In our analysis, however, we
found no association between livestock ownership and
incidence of diarrhoea or fever among children
(Table 6), suggesting that, while these symptoms were
associated with Hb concentration among children (see
Table 2), the pathway linking anaemia and these condi-
tions did not seem to operate through livestock ownership
in this context.

Discussion

Many NGO currently provide livestock as a way to improve
the livelihoods of poor households in LMICs(5). Whether
such interventions have the intended health effects matters
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Table 1 Descriptive statistics of the analytic sample

Children aged 5–59months Women aged 15–49 years

Variables n Mean SD % n Mean SD %

Sample size 118 607 162 305
Dependent variables
Anaemic status† 77 023 64·90 64 393 39·70
Hb concentration (g/dL) 10·24 1·65 12·23 1·71

Principal independent variable
Own livestock 74 089 62·50 94 127 58·00
Number of livestock 12·48 24·80 11·28 23·55
Number of cattle 2·69 9·49 2·55 9·06
Number of cows and bulls 1·29 5·94 0·86 4·51
Number of sheep 1·35 5·39 0·96 4·54
Number of goats 2·05 5·99 1·84 6·00
Number of pigs 0·34 2·19 0·38 2·27
Number of chickens 5·29 10·75 5·17 10·83

Child-level covariates
Child age, months 31·33 15·58
Child sex
Female 58 792 49·60
Male 59 815 50·40

Highest attained education of mother
None 50 219 35·30
Primary 41 839 20·70
Secondary 24 552 1·70
Post-secondary 1997

Food consumption in the last 24 h 9·40
Egg 7074 33·70
Dairy 3998 23·20
Meat 25 463 59·60

Fever in the last 2 weeks 27 530 10·30
Vitamin A in the last 6 months 70 694 43·00
Fe supplement in the last 7 d 12 170 16·20
Intestinal parasites drugs in the last 6 months 51 053
Diarrhoea in the last 2 weeks 19 206 59·10
Breastfed for at least 6months 9·00
Breastfed but not currently 70 135
Never breastfed 10 626
Still breastfeeding 37 846
Birth order 3·64 2·37

Woman-level covariates
Age in years 28·70 9·70
Highest attained education
None 46 768 28·80
Primary 58 323 35·90
Secondary 51 812 31·90
Post-secondary 5402 3·30
Number of cigarettes smoked in the last 24 h 0·43 6·18
Weight (kg) 58·67 42·45

Household-level covariates
Wealth quintiles
Lowest 38 025 32·10 42 455 26·20
Low 22 755 19·20 26 335 16·20
Middle 21 627 18·20 26 237 16·20
High 18 624 15·70 28 760 17·70
Highest 17 576 14·80 38 518 23·70
Household size 7·48 4·65 6·41 3·55

Household head sex
Female 25 430 21·40 49 043 30·20
Male 93 177 78·60 113 262 69·80

Household access to improved water source 75 807 63·90 113 522 69·90
Household access to improved sanitation 53 244 44·90 84 082 51·80
Location
Urban 33 665 71·60 58 625 36·10
Rural 84 942 103 680 63·90

†Altitude-adjusted Hb concentration below 11 g/dL.

Livestock ownership and anaemia in SSA 5



Table 2 Coefficients from linear regressions of Hb concentration on the number of livestock owned (children aged 5–59months)

Variables All livestock Cattle Cows and bulls Sheep Goats Pigs Chicken

Number of livestock owned −0·001*** −0·004*** −0·006*** −0·005*** −0·005*** 0·000 0·000
(0·000) (0·001) (0·001) (0·001) (0·001) (0·003) (0·001)

Household-level covariates
Household size −0·011*** −0·012*** −0·012*** −0·012*** −0·012*** −0·012*** −0·013***

(0·001) (0·002) (0·001) (0·001) (0·001) (0·002) (0·001)
Household head sex
Male (reference)
Female 0·003 −0·017 0·005 0·005 0·005 0·009 0·006

(0·012) (0·015) (0·013) (0·012) (0·012) (0·013) (0·012)
Location
Urban (reference)
Rural −0·053** −0·110*** −0·070*** −0·059*** −0·056** −0·045* −0·065***

(0·017) (0·019) (0·018) (0·017) (0·017) (0·019) (0·017)
Wealth quintiles, %
Lowest (reference)
Low 0·094*** 0·102*** 0·090*** 0·093*** 0·093*** 0·122*** 0·092***

(0·016) (0·020) (0·017) (0·016) (0·016) (0·017) (0·016)
Middle 0·084*** 0·090*** 0·080*** 0·081*** 0·080*** 0·112*** 0·079***

(0·016) (0·019) (0·016) (0·016) (0·016) (0·018) (0·016)
High 0·164*** 0·157*** 0·167*** 0·163*** 0·161*** 0·193*** 0·160***

(0·017) (0·021) (0·018) (0·017) (0·017) (0·019) (0·017)
Highest 0·347*** 0·335*** 0·352*** 0·345*** 0·344*** 0·351*** 0·341***

(0·020) (0·024) (0·021) (0·020) (0·020) (0·022) (0·020)
Household access to improved water source
No (reference)
Yes 0·019 0·021 0·027 0·020 0·019 0·013 0·021

(0·014) (0·017) (0·015) (0·014) (0·014) (0·016) (0·014)
Household access to improved sanitation
No (reference)
Yes 0·123*** 0·147*** 0·132*** 0·126*** 0·125*** 0·118*** 0·128***

(0·014) (0·016) (0·014) (0·014) (0·014) (0·015) (0·014)
Child age, months 0·023*** 0·025*** 0·023*** 0·023*** 0·023*** 0·022*** 0·023***

(0·000) (0·001) (0·000) (0·000) (0·000) (0·000) (0·000)
Child sex
Male (reference)
Female 0·118*** 0·127*** 0·117*** 0·118*** 0·118*** 0·112*** 0·117***

(0·009) (0·011) (0·009) (0·009) (0·009) (0·010) (0·009)
Highest attained education of mother
None (reference)
Primary 0·150*** 0·204*** 0·137*** 0·150*** 0·149*** 0·121*** 0·155***

(0·014) (0·017) (0·014) (0·014) (0·014) (0·015) (0·014)
Secondary 0·227*** 0·237*** 0·222*** 0·227*** 0·227*** 0·215*** 0·230***

(0·017) (0·021) (0·018) (0·017) (0·017) (0·019) (0·017)
Post-secondary 0·334*** 0·352*** 0·341*** 0·330*** 0·329*** 0·323*** 0·333***

(0·035) (0·042) (0·039) (0·036) (0·036) (0·038) (0·036)
Fever in the last 2 weeks
No (reference)
Yes −0·357*** −0·320*** −0·358*** −0·357*** −0·357*** −0·365*** −0·357***

(0·012) (0·015) (0·013) (0·012) (0·012) (0·014) (0·012)
Vitamin A in the last 6months
No (reference)
Yes 0·064*** 0·047*** 0·061*** 0·064*** 0·064*** 0·068*** 0·065***

(0·012) (0·014) (0·012) (0·012) (0·012) (0·013) (0·012)
Missing 0·144* 0·093 0·146* 0·136* 0·141* 0·168* 0·146*

(0·065) (0·085) (0·066) (0·065) (0·065) (0·070) (0·065)
Fe supplement in the last 7 d
No (reference)
Yes 0·040* 0·078*** 0·045* 0·042* 0·042* 0·033 0·043*

(0·019) (0·023) (0·019) (0·019) (0·019) (0·020) (0·019)
Missing 0·074 0·118 0·075 0·076 0·071 0·082 0·077

(0·098) (0·130) (0·099) (0·098) (0·098) (0·098) (0·099)
Intestinal parasites drugs in the last 6months
No (reference)
Yes 0·021 0·013 0·021 0·022 0·022 0·044*** 0·022

(0·012) (0·014) (0·012) (0·012) (0·012) (0·013) (0·012)
Missing −0·044 −0·038 −0·050 −0·043 −0·041 −0·065 −0·042

(0·072) (0·093) (0·075) (0·072) (0·072) (0·078) (0·072)
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Table 2 Continued

Variables All livestock Cattle Cows and bulls Sheep Goats Pigs Chicken

Diarrhoea in the last 2 weeks −0·047*** −0·025 −0·043** −0·047*** −0·047*** −0·045** −0·047***
(0·013) (0·016) (0·014) (0·013) (0·013) (0·014) (0·013)

Breastfed for at least 6 months
Never breastfed (reference)
Breastfed but not currently −0·003 −0·003 −0·010 −0·002 −0·003 0·020 −0·002

(0·023) (0·027) (0·024) (0·023) (0·023) (0·025) (0·023)
Still breastfeeding −0·024 0·007 −0·026 −0·023 −0·024 0·007 −0·023

(0·025) (0·028) (0·025) (0·025) (0·025) (0·026) (0·025)
Missing −0·242 −0·244 −0·237 −0·239 −0·236 −0·086 −0·239

(0·260) (0·258) (0·261) (0·260) (0·260) (0·226) (0·260)
Birth order 0·010*** 0·004 0·010*** 0·010*** 0·010*** 0·009*** 0·010***

(0·002) (0·003) (0·002) (0·002) (0·002) (0·002) (0·002)
Sample size 118 607 76 551 110 391 118 475 118 431 97 330 118 110

* P< 0·05, ** P< 0·01, *** P< 0·001. Standard errors are shown in parentheses below the coefficients.

Table 3 Coefficients from linear regressions of Hb concentration on the number of livestock owned (WCBA)

Variables All livestock Cattle Cows and bulls Sheep Goats Pigs Chicken

Number of livestock owned −0·000 −0·002* −0·005*** −0·003* −0·005*** −0·001 0·003***
(0·000) (0·001) (0·001) (0·001) (0·001) (0·002) (0·000)

Household-level covariates
Household size −0·007*** −0·011*** −0·007*** −0·007*** −0·006*** −0·006*** −0·009***

(0·001) (0·002) (0·001) (0·001) (0·001) (0·002) (0·001)
Household head sex
Male (reference)
Female −0·061*** −0·080*** −0·046*** −0·061*** −0·061*** −0·070*** −0·057***

(0·011) (0·013) (0·011) (0·011) (0·011) (0·012) (0·011)
Location
Urban (reference)
Rural 0·044** 0·026 0·044** 0·044** 0·049** 0·050** 0·032*

(0·016) (0·020) (0·017) (0·016) (0·016) (0·018) (0·016)
Wealth quintiles, %
Lowest (reference)
Low 0·066*** 0·126*** 0·074*** 0·066*** 0·066*** 0·083*** 0·064***

(0·016) (0·020) (0·017) (0·016) (0·016) (0·017) (0·016)
Middle 0·047** 0·093*** 0·053*** 0·047** 0·048** 0·049** 0·042**

(0·015) (0·019) (0·016) (0·015) (0·015) (0·017) (0·015)
High 0·074*** 0·098*** 0·071*** 0·074*** 0·074*** 0·097*** 0·073***

(0·016) (0·020) (0·017) (0·016) (0·016) (0·018) (0·016)
Highest 0·159*** 0·186*** 0·168*** 0·159*** 0·160*** 0·176*** 0·156***

(0·019) (0·022) (0·019) (0·019) (0·019) (0·021) (0·019)
Household access to improved water source
No (reference)
Yes 0·007 0·012 0·007 0·006 0·005 0·019 0·008

(0·013) (0·017) (0·014) (0·013) (0·013) (0·015) (0·014)
Household access to improved sanitation
No (reference)
Yes 0·049*** 0·070*** 0·049*** 0·049*** 0·048*** 0·030* 0·051***

(0·012) (0·015) (0·013) (0·012) (0·012) (0·014) (0·012)
Woman-level covariates
Age in years 0·000 −0·000 0·001 0·000 0·000 0·000 0·000

(0·000) (0·001) (0·000) (0·000) (0·000) (0·001) (0·000)
Number of cigarettes smoked in the last 24 h −0·003*** −0·003** −0·003*** −0·003*** −0·003*** −0·003** −0·003***

(0·001) (0·001) (0·001) (0·001) (0·001) (0·001) (0·001)
Weight (kg) 0·000*** 0·001** 0·000** 0·000*** 0·000*** 0·000* 0·000***

(0·000) (0·000) (0·000) (0·000) (0·000) (0·000) (0·000)
Highest attained education
None (reference)
Primary 0·163*** 0·217*** 0·163*** 0·161*** 0·159*** 0·151*** 0·165***

(0·013) (0·017) (0·014) (0·013) (0·013) (0·015) (0·014)
Secondary 0·164*** 0·227*** 0·157*** 0·162*** 0·161*** 0·162*** 0·164***

(0·015) (0·019) (0·016) (0·015) (0·015) (0·017) (0·015)
Post-secondary 0·222*** 0·256*** 0·243*** 0·220*** 0·218*** 0·219*** 0·219***

(0·028) (0·033) (0·030) (0·028) (0·028) (0·030) (0·028)
Sample size 162 305 110 083 147 646 162 135 162 046 129 453 161 516

* P< 0·05, ** P< 0·01, *** P< 0·001. Standard errors are shown in parentheses below the coefficients.
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significantly for meeting Goals 2 (Zero Hunger) and 3
(Health) of the Sustainable Development Goals. Yet, the lit-
erature on the relationship between livestock ownership
and anaemia in SSA continues to evolve, with the evidence
so far largely mixed. The current study aimed to fill this gap
by examining the relationship between livestock owner-
ship and Hb concentration, a measure of anaemia, across
a diverse geographic region and a large sample of women
and children.

In summary, our findings first indicate that higher num-
ber of livestock owned by a household (total as well as spe-
cific types) was associated with lower Hb concentration
among children in that household. This was true except
in the case of pigs and chicken where there was no such
association. Secondly, a higher number of livestock, with
the exception of pigs and chicken, was associated with
lower Hb concentration among WCBA. For WCBA, a
higher number of chicken was associated with higher Hb
concentration. Likely in part because of the offsetting effect
of these two associations, there was no association
between the total number of livestock and Hb concentra-
tion. Finally, the negative associations between livestock
ownership and Hb concentration, while statistically signifi-
cant for children, were quite small. Take sheep as an exam-
ple. An average household in the children sample owned
1·35 sheep and the Hb concentration of an average child

was 10·24 g/dL. At these means, owning an extra sheep
reduced the Hb concentration by 0·005 g/dL. This means
that for the child’s Hb concentration to fall to 9·24 g/dL
(i.e., a decrease of 1 g/dL), the number of sheep owned
by the household would have to increase by 200
(=1/0·005). The associations of owning higher number of
specific types of livestock with Hb concentration of
WCBA were similarly very small.

Our exploration of the mechanisms linking livestock
ownership and Hb concentration underscores the need
for additional research on the livestock-anaemia nexus.
The number of diverse categories of animals owned
(including cows and bulls, and chicken) was associated
with higher odds of consuming the respective category
of animal-source food. For example, consumption of eggs
by children increased with the number of chicken owned
by household. This suggests that a dietary pathway (i.e.,
higher consumption of animal-source foods)may predomi-
nate over an infectious disease pathway in underlying the
overall association between livestock ownership and Hb
concentration. But this assertion needs to be further
assessed aswe found no statistically significant associations
between number of livestock owned and the incidence of
diarrhoea or fever among young children.

We also found no association between consumption of
animal-source foods and Hb concentration among chil-
dren. One can hypothesise that, although a child may be
more likely to consume an animal-source food when the
household owns more livestock, the amount of the
animal-source food consumedmay not change by a quantity
that is large enough to alter Hb concentration. Likewise, it
may be that households substituted away from other
nutrient-rich foods when animal-source foods were avail-
able, thus offsetting any gains in nutrients from the consump-
tion of animal-source foods. Finally, it is possible that
consumption of animal-source foods does not address
the underlying cause of anaemia (if the cause was not
nutrition-related) for a considerable number of women and
children for which infection, genetics and lifestyle factors,
such as smoking and alcohol consumption(31,32), may be
the primary drivers of Hb concentration. Unfortunately, the
available data did not allow us to explore these hypotheses.

It is difficult to compare our findings with those of pre-
vious studies, given that most studies have examined the
association with livestock ownership as a binary variable
or referred to a specific country or setting. Nonetheless, a
rough comparison of the key findings points to the emerg-
ing nature of the research on this topic. In a study similar to
the current study, Kaur et al. used data from 30 Sub-Saharan
African countries to assess the association between live-
stock ownership and the prevalence of diarrhoea, stunting
andmortality among under-five children(33). In their pooled
data, they found a positive association between livestock
ownership and mortality, thus contradicting our assertion
about the dominance of the dietary pathway. However,
they reported no association between livestock ownership

Table 4 OR from logistic regressions of food consumption (binary)
on the number of specific livestock owned (children aged
5–59months)

Egg Dairy Flesh

Chickens 1·005** 1·003*
95 % CI 1·002, 1·008 1·000, 1·006

Cows and bulls 1·012***
95 % CI 1·005, 1·019

Sheep 1·006*
95 % CI 1·000, 1·012

Goats 0·990**
95 % CI 0·983, 0·996

Pigs 1·003
95 % CI 0·993, 1·013

N 75 192 71 013 62 063

* P< 0·05, ** P< 0·01, *** P< 0·001.

Table 5 Coefficients from regression of Hb concentration on
specific food consumption (children aged 5–59months)

Hb concentration

Egg 0·032
(0·022)

Dairy 0·003
(0·027)

Flesh −0·005
(0·014)

n 75 413

All regressions include the same set of covariates as in Table 2. Standard errors are
shown in parentheses below the coefficients.
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Table 6 OR from logistic regression of diarrhoea and fever on livestock ownership (children aged
5–59months)

Variables Diarrhoea Fever

Number of livestock owned 1·000 1·000
95 % CI 0·999, 1·000 0·999, 1·001

Household-level covariates
Household size 1·006* 1
95 % CI 1·001, 1·010 0·996, 1·004

Household head sex
Male (reference)
Female 1·001 1·034
95 % CI 0·960, 1·044 0·996, 1·073

Location
Rural 0·898*** 1·073**
95 % CI 0·851, 0·946 1·021, 1·126

Urban (reference)
Wealth quintiles, %
Lowest (reference)
95 % CI

Low 0·981 0·994
95 % CI 0·932, 1·032 0·948, 1·042

Middle 0·954 1·028
95 % CI 0·906, 1·005 0·982, 1·076

High 0·918** 1·015
95 % CI 0·865, 0·974 0·963, 1·069

Highest 0·857*** 0·914**
95 % CI 0·801, 0·917 0·859, 0·973

Household access to improved water source
No (reference)
Yes 0·982 1·006
95 % CI 0·941, 1·024 0·968, 1·047

Household access to improved sanitation
No (reference)
95 % CI

Yes 0·911*** 0·916***
95 % CI 0·871, 0·952 0·880, 0·954

Child age, months 0·965*** 0·993***
95 % CI 0·964, 0·967 0·991, 0·994

Child sex
Male (reference)
95 % CI

Female 0·912*** 0·983
95 % CI 0·884, 0·942 0·956, 1·010

Highest attained education of mother
None (reference)
Primary 1·037 1·092***
95 % CI 0·991, 1·085 1·049, 1·136

Secondary 0·967 1·063*
95 % CI 0·913, 1·024 1·009, 1·121

Post-secondary 0·591*** 0·927
95 % CI 0·506, 0·689 0·815, 1·055

Fever in the last 2 weeks
No (reference)
Yes 3·463***
95 % CI 3·337, 3·593

Vitamin A in the last 6months
No (reference)
Yes 1·075*** 1·047*
95 % CI 1·032, 1·119 1·009, 1·086

Missing 0·827 1·02
95 % CI 0·666, 1·026 0·837, 1·244

Fe supplement in the last 7 d
No (reference)
Yes 1·152*** 1·163***
95 % CI 1·085, 1·223 1·102, 1·227

Missing 1·476** 0·884
95 % CI 1·112, 1·960 0·671, 1·166
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and incidence of diarrhoea, as we did in the current study.
This lack of a significant relationship between livestock
ownership and diarrhoeal diseases, in turn, contradicted
a recent review(34), which found a positive association
between livestock ownership and diarrhoeal diseases,
although the authors noted substantial heterogeneity
across studies in terms of the effect size and the strength
of the association.

Our study had several limitations. First, although we
controlled for a range of child-, household- and cluster-
level factors hypothesised to be associated with anaemia
status, the observational nature of the current analysis pre-
cludes the interpretation of the coefficients as causal esti-
mates of the effect of number of livestock owned on Hb
concentration – the shortcoming common to the vast
majority of previous studies on this topic. For a number
of potential factors (specifically, the availability ofmosquito
nets – as a proxy for exposure to malaria – and the timing of
complementary feeding), we were able to perform addi-
tional analysis on a smaller sample for which information
on these variables was available. The overall findings did
not change. Nonetheless, we cannot rule out the possibility
of substantial residual confounding from unobserved fac-
tors (e.g., where animals are kept, within-household alloca-
tion of animal-source foods and the consumption of Fe
supplements by mothers). This limitation also applies to
our exploration of the mechanisms.

Second, we were not able to explore the effect of live-
stock ownership on income, an important intermediate fac-
tor linking livestock ownership to consumption and overall
health. Data on income are not available from the DHS. It
has been documented that livestock ownership helps
households accumulate savings as well as assets and offset
unexpected expenditures(35). Higher income may improve

nutrition and health outcome indirectly, such as by ena-
bling households to buy necessary food and drugs.
Although we assessed whether a child was given certain
type of food, information on income could have provided
a better reflection of consumption, including the quantities
consumed. In our analysis, following previous literature(36),
we included quintiles of the wealth index available from
the DHS as a covariate to reduce confounding. However,
to use the wealth index as the measure of income (thus
as a dependent variable), we would need to make several
assumptions about saving and consumption behaviour of
households, which are not possible to test with existing
data. For example, we would need to assume that any
increase in income from additional livestock would trans-
late to higher ownership of the durable assets (e.g., furni-
ture and type of flooring) that are used to create the wealth
index. Given the lack of data, we were also not able to
explore the effect of livestock ownership on nutritional
benefits other than anaemia status (e.g., protein
deficiency).

Finally, information on the number of livestock owned –
our key independent variable – was self-reported by the
respondents and is therefore vulnerable to reporting error.
Some individuals may be reluctant to reveal the exact num-
ber of livestock. However, this problem is unlikely to sub-
stantially bias our estimates on the relationship betweenHb
concentration and number of livestock, as there were no
clear benefits or harm to the respondents from overstating
or understating the number of livestock. The DHS is per-
formed as privately as possible(20).

Although our study had several limitations, it contrib-
utes to the burgeoning literature on livestock ownership
and anaemia in several ways. As noted earlier, to our
knowledge, this is the first study to address the research

Table 6 Continued

Variables Diarrhoea Fever

Intestinal parasites drugs in the last 6 months
No (reference)
Yes 1·065** 1·072***
95 % CI 1·023, 1·110 1·034, 1·112

Missing 1·008 1·232*
95 % CI 0·810, 1·255 1·009, 1·504

Diarrhoea in the last 2 weeks 3·453***
95 % CI 3·327, 3·583

Breastfed for at least 6 months
Never breastfed (reference)
Breastfed but not currently 0·954 1·136***
95 % CI 0·878, 1·037 1·057, 1·221

Still breastfeeding 0·958 1·198***
95 % CI 0·879, 1·044 1·111, 1·291

Missing 2·859* 1·729
95 % CI 1·124, 7·270 0·782, 3·825

Birth order 0·979*** 1·015***
95 % CI 0·972, 0·986 1·008, 1·022

Sample size 133 301 133 301

*P< 0·05, ** P< 0·01, *** P< 0·001.
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question using such a large and representative sample,
and we also generated suggestive evidence on potential
mechanisms linking livestock ownership and anaemia.
In addition, we made an important methodological contri-
bution. The vast majority of prior studies on this topic have
examined the relationship between whether a household
owns livestock and anaemia status using logistic regres-
sion and have reported the OR. We used the number of
livestock a household owned as the independent variable
and conducted the analysis using a linear regression with
both independent and dependent variables as continu-
ous. The distinction is not trivial because our approach
enables a more meaningful comparison of the association
across studies. Although OR have been used extensively
in the literature, they are often mistaken for relative risk
ratios(37,38), and the two diverge by large amounts when
the baseline prevalence of the outcome exceeds 10 %
(as discussed below, the prevalence of anaemia among
children in SSA is approximately 65 %). Norton and
Dowd provide a detailed discussion of the limitations of
using OR(39,40). Briefly, the magnitudes of the OR from a
logistic regression are scaled by an arbitrary factor and
adding more covariates to the model increases the OR
of the variable of interest. More importantly, our analysis
allows governments and non-government organisations
to estimate the extent of the support they need to provide
in a population to achieve a desired outcome – for exam-
ple, how many chicken they need to provide to a house-
hold to raise Hb concentration of a child in the household
by 1 g/dL.

While our study fills an important gap in the literature by
addressing important limitations of existing studies, the
need for rigorous studies that test the causal relationship
between livestock ownership and Hb concentration as
well as the two main mechanisms hypothesised in the liter-
ature – one raising Hb concentration and another reducing
it – cannot be overemphasised. The vast majority of the
studies discussed in the two reviews we referenced ear-
lier(16,34) were cross-sectional, with varying degrees of vul-
nerability to bias. The mixed evidence from the current
study also points to the need for researchers to move
beyond examining associations.

Conclusions

This research, suggesting a substantively small linkage
between livestock ownership and anaemia among moth-
ers and young children in SSA, adds to the growing body
of empirical evidence that livestock ownership has an
important role to play in supporting human nutrition
and health. Our observational results suggest that the
net effect of owning livestock might be negative, although
additional research will be required to clarify the
mechanisms.
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