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Abstract 

This study examined the health implications of kolanut production and consumption. A desk research was done using 
past published literatures. The study outlined the effect of ill health on agricultural production. Numerous health 
benefits of kolanut consumption were identified despite several possible side effects when consumed in large quantity 
overtime. Benefits of kolanut consumption out-weigh the negative implications. Kolanut consumption should be 
encouraged as it is useful in treating some illnesses that otherwise will cost fortune when treated with conventional 
drugs. Also with the reported occurrence of Ochratoxin (A), safe and clean storage and shelf on-sale practices are 
encouraged. Government should also motivate more research on kolanut utilization in food and drug industries in order 
to stimulate production as this would also help boost the Gross Domestic Product (GDP). 
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1. Introduction

Kolanut belongs to the family Sterculaceae. It is produced mostly in Africa and is cultivated to a large quantity with 
outstanding growth performance in Nigeria. Ghana, Ivory Coast, Brazil and the West Indian Islands also cultivate kolanut 
[1]. According to [2], Nigeria accounts for about 50.2 percent of the total world production of kolanuts, Ivory Coast, 19.3 
percent, Cameroon, 18.3 percent, Ghana, 9.0 percent, Sierra Leone, 3 percent, and Benin, 0.2 percent, respectively. 
Annual production from these countries alone is in excess of 250,000 tons, while with respect to their cultivation, 
processing, and storage, world production is about 300,000 tons [3].  

Kolanut production is predominant to tropical rainforests of Africa [4]. There are about 40 kola species dominant in 
West Africa. However, the kola species of economic importance especially in Nigeria, West and Central Africa, the 
Caribbean Islands, Mauritius, Sri Lanka and Malaysia are Cola acuminata and Cola nitida [5]. Kolanut is a lowland 
tropical crop that grows well between latitude 6No and south of the equator. It grows best in regions with an annual 
rainfall ranging from 1250-1750mm and a wellmarked dry and wet season. The most suitable soil for kolanut cultivation 
is a well-drained fertile soil that is rich in humus [6].  

According to [1], there is a common saying in Nigeria that kolanut is produced in the West by Yorubas, consumed in the 
North by Hausas and worshiped in the East by Ibos. The different local names for kolanut in the three major tribes in 
Nigeria are Yoruba (obi), Hausa (goro) and Ibo (oji). 

Despite rising demand, the production remains low because many of the trees especially in Nigeria are unfruitful or 
have very low yield due to self-and-cross incompatibility among trees, partial and total sterility, inefficient natural 
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pollination, old age, field and storage pests, and diseases [1]. It was reported that about 10 percent of the kolanut 
produced in Nigeria is exported while 90 percent is consumed within the country [5].  

Kolanut is used as a masticatory stimulant by Africans and has numerous uses in social, religious, ritual, and ceremonial 
functions by the natives in the forest region of Africa [7]. It is used during ceremonies related to marriage, child naming, 
and installation of Chiefs, funeral, and sacrifices made to the various gods of African mythology [8]. Meanwhile the 
principal chemical constituents of kolanut are caffeine, theobromine and theophylline which are xanthine derivatives 
[9].  According to [10], caffeine produces stimulatory effects on the cardiovascular and neuroendocrine systems when 
consumed in large quantity. In addition, research by [11] also confirmed that caffeine ingestion heightens the stress 
response by stimulating the release of stress-associated hormones such as cortisol, epinephrine and norepinephrine. 
Continued presence of these hormones in the body not only has a damaging impact on some physiological systems, but 
can also accelerate the ageing process. The immune system is suppressed, digestion and elimination of waste are 
impaired and the body repair mechanisms are inhibited thereby accelerating aging process [12]. In spite of this, kolanut 
is greatly used by many professionals as a principal stimulant to keep awake and resist fatigue. Furthermore, studies 
have shown that intake of kolanut and caffeine-containing beverages stimulate inflammatory response [9]. 
Nevertheless, the occurrence of ochratoxin (A) – a toxic metabolite produced in kolanuts reported to be carcinogenic, 
immunotoxic, genetoxic, immunosuppressive, nephrotoxic reflects the need for a review on the health implications of 
production, storage and consumption of kolanuts [13]  

A desk research was articulated using past published literatures to achieve the objectives of the study which included 
an outline of the health benefits associated with kolanut consumption, and enumerating the negative health implications 
of kolanut production and consumption.  

2. Health and kolanut production 

The importance of health as a form of human capital cannot be underestimated. Good health and productive agriculture 
are important in the economy of any nation especially in the fight against poverty [14]. Similarly health enhances work 
effectiveness and the productivity of an individual through increase in physical and mental capacities. Health affects 
agricultural system by affecting the health of the producers. Poor health will result in loss of work days, decrease 
innovativeness and ability to explore diverse farming practices [15]. Thus, ill health leads to decrease in kolanut output 
due to ineffective supervision of farms. According to [16], a farmer loses on the average 22 working days when 
incapacitated by one sickness or the other per time. Similarly, [17] reported that poor health has a huge effect on 
production though it is difficult to quantify. They also opined that food consumption could have both positive and 
negative health implications. Summarily, [18] captured the interaction between health and farm-labour productivity as 
shown in figure 1 below 

 

Figure 1 Conceptual framework for the impact of illness/diseases on agriculture. Source: Kwadwo et al, 2011 
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3. Potential health benefits and implications of kolanut consumption 

The many health benefits of kolanut go back thousands of years. Kolanut has been listed by the United States Food and 
Drug Administration [19] as generally safe for human consumption.  People have claimed that kolanut sweetens stale 
water, treats fatigue and eases hunger. While kolanut may have health benefits, research shows that they have yet to be 
specifically researched and proven. The high caffeine content, which increases energy and reduces hunger is the connect 
of most of its alluded benefits.  

It has also been reported that kolanut treats infections, skin diseases, ulcers, toothaches and or sore gums, morning 
sickness, intestinal diseases, headaches, depression, low sex drive, coughs and asthma, dysentery, constipation, and eye 
problems respectively [19]. It also aid digestion, remedy hangovers, aids difficult labour, regulates menstrual cycles, 
improves gastrointestinal health, boosts mental health, treats respiratory issues [20]. These benefits according to [20] 
may be because the anatomy of kolanut shows that it contains several compounds including caffeine, theobromine, 
tannins, catechins. 

Kolanut extract is classified as natural food flavouring. The FDA has also approved kola extract as an active ingredient 
in certain pharmaceuticals. However, the American Herbal Products Association includes kolanut on a list of caffeine-
containing substances that should not be used by pregnant or breast feeding women or those under the age of 18 [19].  

According to [21] several benefits of kolanut and its products include the following: 

 Boost to metabolism: kolanut products contain caffeine, which may give a person’s metabolism a boost. 

 Aid to digestion: kolanut powder and extract may help digestion. They are thought to promote the production 

of gastric acid, which increases digestive enzyme effectiveness in the stomach. 

 Increase in blood circulation: the caffeine and theobromine in kolanut may speed up the heart rate, which 

increases circulation of the blood. 

 Boost to energy levels: kolanut naturally stimulates the central nervous system (CSN) which may increase 

alertness and boost energy levels. 

 Antibacterial benefits: studies indicate that, the use of kolanut extract might stop the growth of harmful 

bacteria.  

Research indicates kolanut do have antimicrobial properties that might fight dental pathogens and possibly other 
infections [20]. 

In the same vein, although extensive studies have not been conducted, early research as reported by [21] indicates that: 

 Certain compounds found in kolanut may decrease the risk of prostate cancer. This research though been 

debated, reveals that phytoestrogens in kolanuts may kill cancer cells and stop tumors from growing. 

 Migraines: kolanut may be helpful for people who have migraine headaches. Migraines often affect the blood 

vessels in the head and caffeine has been used for headache pain. Again, the theobromine and caffeine 

contained in the kolanut may dilate or widen blood vessels in the brain which might decrease migraine pain. 

 Asthma: Although not recommended as a treatment for respiratory conditions, kolanuts might be used for 

people with certain breathing problems such as asthma. It is thought that the caffeine in kolanuts may act as a 

bronchodilator, which means it opens the airways to make breathing easier. 

[20] Enumerated some side effects of kolanut consumption to include jitters, dehydration, increased blood pressure, 
impaired calcium absorption. He also opined that these side effects vary from individual to individual depending on the 
body reactions.  

Similarly, [21] listed some negative health effects to include, increasing the release of stomach acid, which can lead to 
heartburn and stomach upset; interfering with the body’s ability to absorb calcium and increasing blood pressure. 
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4. Conclusion and Recommendation 

The paper examined health implications on production, and consumption of kolanut. It was revealed that the main active 
compound in kolanuts is caffeine. Given the numerous negative health implications kolanut pose when consumed in 
large quantity over time, it should be taken in moderate quantity. Also with the reported occurrence of ochratoxin (A), 
safe and clean storage and shelf on-sale practices are encouraged. Extension agents should create more awareness on 
the numerous health benefits of kolanut consumption to encourage its use in treating some of the illnesses as this will 
reduce the amount spent on conventional drugs. 

Since positive benefit of kolanut consumption out-weighs the negative implications, controlled consumption should be 
encouraged. Government should motivate more research on kolanut utilization in food and drugs industries in order to 
stimulate production as this would help boost the Gross Dosmestic Product (GDP).  
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