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What was the goal of the research? 
Problems caused by eating unsafe food are a major health issue in many countries. Contamination by 

bacteria or toxins can cause these health risks, particularly for young children whose bodies are still 

developing. It can be difficult to know which foods are risky because you usually cannot tell by looking if 

food is contaminated. The goal of this research was to see whether giving consumers in Kenya infor-

mation about one of these contamination risks would make them choose to purchase different products. 

What did we do? 
We focused our study on aflatoxin, a common food safety hazard in Kenya. Consuming foods very high 

in aflatoxin can cause liver disease and even death. Over time, lower levels of exposure to aflatoxin 

increase the risk of liver cancer and may have negative effects on children’s immune system function 

and growth. 

Aflatoxin surveillance in maize flour 

For one year, we purchased different types of maize flour every two months at different locations in 

Kenya. We found that throughout the year, posho flour – whether from the consumer’s own farm, the 

miller’s supply, or purchased grain – was much more likely to be contaminated above the regulatory limit 

of 10 parts per billion than packaged unga.  Extra-sifted posho flour was about as safe as packaged 

unga.  During processing of both packaged unga and extra-sifted posho, the parts of the grain where 

aflatoxin tends to be concentrated are mostly removed. Unfortunately, these are also the components of 

the grain that contain most of the fibre, vitamins and minerals in maize.  
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Figure 1: Aflatoxin contamination of branded unga and posho flour in 2021 (N=1255) 

Our calculations using data on fortification levels reported by the Ministry of Health indicate that even 

though compliance with mandatory fortification of unga remains incomplete, average levels of key micro-

nutrients are higher in packaged unga than what would be expected in whole grain posho flour.1,2   Extra-

sifted posho flour, on the other hand, is not fortified.  

Information intervention 

We interviewed members of 1450 households in low-income 

neighbourhoods of Nairobi and Athi River to get information 

about how consumers think about food safety risks and about 

the types of foods they consume. We randomly chose some of 

these households and provided them with information about the 

higher aflatoxin risk of posho flour at the end of the interview. 

We also gave these households a poster with the information 

on it as a reminder. We came back to do another interview two 

months later to see if households who got the information 

changed the type of maize flour they purchased, compared to 

households in the control group, who did not receive this infor-

mation.    Figure 2: The poster given to     
randomly selected households 
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What did we learn?  
When the research team revisited the same households two months later, half of households who re-

ceived information were now consuming safer packaged maize flour, compared to one in three people 

who were not given information.  Those given information also showed more understanding of food safety 

risks. We also found some evidence that people had shared information with their neighbours. 

 

 

 

 

What are the policy implications? 

Simply providing consumers with information led them to make safer food choices. Conducting regular 

food safety surveillance, and then providing the public with information about relatively safer versus riskier 

foods, can have a big impact on food choices. This approach has the potential to help consumers avoid 

risky foods. By expanding the market share of food businesses providing safer options, provision of this 

type of information can also increase the average safety of the food supply and create incentives for 

businesses to invest in food safety. 

 

For more information about this study, please contact Dr. Sarah Kariuki at s.w.kariuki@cgiar.org or Mi-

chael Murphy at m.murphy@cgiar.org.  

 

Figure 3: Households with packaged maize flour in the home, 
by round and treatment group (N=1,311) 
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