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Concerns over women’s marginalization and invisibility in Africa policy-making, remains a
fervent international discourse. These concerns are likely due to restrictive laws, cultural
diversities and practices, institutional barriers, as well as disproportionate access to
quality education, healthcare, and resources. Reversing these discriminatory practices
is not impossible, and can be achieved by implementing the right mechanisms across
the continent. The process toward increasing the visibility of women in decision-making
across the continent, requires an understanding of the progress made so far, the
challenges faced and the way forward. As a consequence, this paper conducted a review
of literature to determine the key decision-making organs in Africa, the current status
of African women and women’s organizations in decision-making, existing institutional
policies demanding female involvement in decision-making and the progress made in
the continent so far. This paper will also provide recommendations to accelerate the way
forward in view of Agenda 2030.
Keywords: Africa, decision-making, visibility, participation, women

INTRODUCTION
The African continent is one of the largest and most populous on earth (Abu-Aisha and Elamin,
2010). It is ∼11.7 square miles (30.3 million km²) including its adjoining islands. The continent
covers 6% of the earth’s surface which attributes to 22% of the world’s total mass. Its northern part
is the world’s hottest desert. The Nile River, which runs through 11 different countries; and Lake
Victoria, is located in Uganda, Tanzania and Kenya. Karinen et al. (2008) affirmed that Mount
Kilimanjaro is the highest point (about 19,340 feet) and Lake Asal, Djibouti is the lowest point
(about 502 feet below the sea level) on the continent. The Continent is surrounded by: the Atlantic
Ocean in the West; the Indian Ocean in the East; the Southern Ocean in the South; as well as the
Mediterranean Sea and Red Sea in the North.
Africa has 55 countries, nine territories, two individual states, varied ethnicities, and vast
cultures and languages (Barth, 1998). It has the highest level of multilingualism in the world
and consist of many different native groups and over a thousand languages. It is also rich in
history, geographic diversity, economic, and governmental systems. Globally the continent has the
largest population of youth, while women, with economic, social, and cultural diversity, account
for approximately half of the population of the African continent (Shisana et al., 2009).
Despite its rich heritage and numerous natural resources (Viljoen and Reimold, 1999), Africa
is the poorest and most underdeveloped continent globally (Mazrui, 1980). On average, it is the
poorest continent on earth (Crook, 2003; Deaton, 2006; Fox, 2010). Women minimally participate
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which claims that since women are about half of the entire
population in Africa, they have a right to be represented in
decision-making (Boserup et al., 2013). Next is the critical mass
theory, which claims that women would achieve solidarity of
purpose for their interests and welfare if represented in decisionmaking (Oliver and Marwell, 1988; Fraser, 1990).
At the policy level, feminist theorists advancing a theory
of congresswomen’s impact on women’s issues, suggest that
women are a homogenous group who need to be represented
in discussions that result in policy-making and implementation,
as their experiences are unique and different from those of men
(Young, 1989; Swers, 2002). This implies that women conduct
politics differently from men. Feminists theorists also claim
that women’s interests differ from men’s (Pateman, 2005), and
therefore, should be represented in institutions to articulate
their interests. From a mentor and role model perspective,
feminist theorists state that female role models will enhance
female involvement and engagement in politics, while equal
representation of women and men in politics will results in
democratization of governance at a national and international
level (Campbell and Wolbrecht, 2006).

in decision-making and mostly bear the brunt of poverty across
the continent. According to Chatterjee and Pramanik (2015)
Africa has 25 nations of the poorest nations in the world. A large
number of people in Africa are affected by poverty, illiteracy,
malnutrition, inadequate water supply, poor sanitation and poor
health (Chen and Ravallion, 2008). Each African region and
country is independent of each other and do not fall into the
African economical stereotype. Braithwaite and Mont (2009) and
Chen and Ravallion (2010) claimed that efforts geared toward
reducing poverty are the least successful in west and central
Africa. The people in this sub-region live on only 70 cents a day
(Chen and Ravallion, 2008).
Nigeria, for example, is still classified as a poor nation
(Olawole and Alao) despite numerous government policies and
resources, committed to alleviate poverty (Omotola, 2008). Many
Nigerians lack access to good shelter, potable water, healthcare,
and sanitation (Omotola, 2008). Nigeria has a steady increase in
slum development and over populated labor market (Omotola,
2008) due to poor governance (Sanusi, 2011).
The continent has been destroyed by politics, bad governance,
corruption, and gender imbalance in decision-making, for over
a decade. This has culminated in serious abuses and violations
of human rights, failed governance, poor health care, high
levels of illiteracy, ineffective utilization of foreign aids, political
instability, as well as frequent tribal and military conflict
(Sandbrook and Barker, 1985). Deaton (2006) specifically noted
that not only do African nations need to deal with extreme
poverty, they also have lower life expectancy and a low chance of
obtaining an education, which rings particularly true for women.
The foundation for the current status of African women,
was laid by an Eurocentric educational system inherited from
colonialism. This system, designed around formal education,
was designed to nurture male dominance in paid employment,
leadership, politics, governance, and decision-making. Thus,
fostering gender discrimination in decision-making in Africa. To
break these discriminatory trends in Africa, both Uganda (since
2001) and South Africa (since 1999) advanced the participation
of a larger number of women in formal politics. Despite
these accomplishment, Uganda’s parliament is one quarter
female, while women’s presence in South African’s parliament
is approximately one third (Goetz and Hassim, 2003). McEwan
(2003) also reported the underrepresentation of women within
South African local government structures.
In view of this, this study will conduct a review of literature
to determine the key decision-making organs in Africa, the
current status of African women and women’s organizations
in decision-making, existing institutional policies demanding
female involvement in decision-making, and barriers to women’s
involvement in the decision-making process in Africa.

Conceptual Framework for Women’s
Involvement in Decision-Making in Africa
As shown in Figure 1 below, the conceptual framework refers to
the cycle of women’s empowerment and involvement in decisionmaking.
Below follows the inter-related conceptual framework for
gender equity in decision-making processes:
a) Political Participation: This entails the development of
political agendas and operational planning, detailing activities
such as discussion, debate, lobbying, and activism that will
engender women’s equal participation in politics (Stokes,
2005).
b) Numerical Representation: In Nigeria, this may infer the
utilizations of gender quotas for women’s representation in
decision-making based on a variety of dimensions such as
constituency interests and ascribed interests such as ethnicity,
religion, and ideological interests (Connerley and Pedersen,
2005).
c) Political Leadership: This entails women’s participation and
representation in appointive and elective party leadership.
d) Political Accountability and Commitment to GEWE issues:
This refers to the visible implementation of gender equity and
women’s empowerment issues clearly stated in political parties’
manifestoes.
e) Participation in Economic Decision-Making: This refers to
women’s participation in domestic or institutional financial
decision-making.
f) Participation in organizational Decision-Making: This
refers to women’s participation in formulating and executing
decisions concerning organizations.

THEORETICAL APPROACHES ON
WOMEN’S VISIBILITY IN
DECISION–MAKING

Research Questions

There are several approaches on female participation in decisionmaking in Africa. First is the women’s human rights approach,
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1. What are the key decision-making organs in Africa?

2

December 2018 | Volume 3 | Article 38

Ilesanmi

Women’s Visibility in Decision-Making - Africa

FIGURE 1 | Women’s empowerment and involvement in decision-making.

member States should have a 50 percent representation of women
commissioners (Kuwali and Viljoen, 2013). Other mandates of
the African Union include promotion and protection of human
and peoples’ rights as well as the interpretation of the African
Charter on Human and Peoples’ Rights (African Union, 2003).
The Commission also has six (6) special rapporteurs, eight
(8) working groups, two (2) committees, and one study group
that monitor, investigate, and report on specific human rights
issues (Evans and Murray, 2008). Regardless of the existence
of these decision-making organs in Africa, the lack of women’s
participation in decision-making as well as violations and abuses
of women’s human rights still persist (Mutua, 2013) in countries
such as the Democratic Republic of the Congo, Sierra Leone,
Liberia, Sudan, Zimbabwe, and Côte d’Ivoire (Bulto, 2010).

2. What is the current status of African women and women’s
organizations in decision-making?
3. What are the existing institutional policies demanding female
participation in decision-making in Africa?
4. What are the barriers to women’s participation in the
decision-making process in Africa?
5. What is the way forward?

Methodology
This study reviewed literature on the invisibility of female
participation in decision making in Africa using Google scholar.

RESULTS
Key Decision-Making Organs in Africa

The Status of African Women in the
Decision-Making Processes

The African Union (AU), bringing nations together and keeping
them in check, emerged from the twentieth century processes of
decolonization (Nathan, 2005), and is the current key decisionmaking organ across the continent (Franck, 1992). The Union,
with headquarters in Addis Ababa, Ethiopia, is a federation of all
African states (Mbeki, 2002).
Essentially, the Constitutive Act of the African Union (Kuwali
and Viljoen, 2013) aims at transforming the African Economic
Community into a state under established international
conventions (Mbeki, 2002). The Constitutive Act states that all
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Many gender equality and women empowerment (GEWE)
missionaries, non-governmental organizations, women’s groups,
and individuals have worked together in various national,
international and transnational contexts to bring women and
women’s interests into government affairs (Ross, 2002; Rai,
2003; Devlin and Elgie, 2008) through efforts geared toward
achieving the Millennium Development Goals (MDGs) and the
Agenda 2030 (Basu, 2018). Between 1995 and 2005, there was
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to be taken into account (Declaration, 1995b). Without the
perspective of women at all levels of decision-making, the goals
of equality, development, and peace cannot be achieved. Thus,
attainment of sustainable development in Africa will require the
provision of equal access to and full participation of women
in power structures and decision-making (Declaration, 1995b).
The BPoA therefore proposed the following measures that
could be adopted to accelerate women’s organizations’ visible
engagement in decision-making for sustainable development in
Africa:

an upsurge in the visibility of women’s involvement in leadership
and decision-making in Africa. Zubeyr et al. (2013) claimed that
the implementation of a gender quota system, resulted in an
upsurge of the number of women who participated in public
decision-making in Mozambique (34.8%), South Africa (32.8%),
Tanzania (30.4%), Uganda, Burundi (30.5%), Rwanda (48.8%),
Namibia (26.9%), and the Democratic Republic of Congo (DRC).
Rwanda, for example, has the highest percentage (48.8%) of
women’s parliamentary representation across the globe. Women’s
organizations in the Congo successfully lobbied the government
to include the principle of a 50–50 parity representation, in the
constitution in 2006 (Sow, 2012). In Burundi, the government
included a quota for a 30 percent representation of women in the
2005 constitution and to the electoral code in 2009 (Sow, 2012).
In Mali, Niger, and Cape Verde, priority funding was awarded to
political parties with large female representation which ensured
the nomination of at least 10% female candidates for either
elective or appointive positions (Boakye Yiadom and Musa, 2010;
Krook, 2015). In Sub-Saharan Africa, some female legislators
were elected through gender quotas, which is a system of reserved
seats (Yoon, 2001).
Despite these efforts and achievements in some African
nations, variations in the degree of women’s visibility in decisionmaking across the continent, ranging from <5% in Egypt to
over 40% in South Africa remains (Yoon, 2001; Kunovich and
Paxton, 2005). Similarly, Bawa and Sanyare (2013) observed a
steady decline in women’s involvement in public life and politics
in nations such as Ghana. This decline is most likely sustained by
gender insensitive ideologies which denote the private domestic
sphere as the female domain and the public and political sphere
as the male terrain (Geisler, 1995).

a) Establishing
gender-balanced
governmental
bodies,
committees, public administration and judiciary, through
specific targets and a positive action policy; integrating
women into elective positions in political parties; promoting
and protecting women’s political rights; and reconciling
work and family responsibilities for both men and women
(Declaration, 1995a); and
b) Conducting leadership and gender awareness training;
developing transparent criteria for decision-making positions;
and creating a mentoring system (Declaration, 1995b).
The need for equal participation and fully involving women and
women’s organizations in conflict resolution and peacebuilding,
were affirmed by the Security Council in resolution 1325
(2000) (Hill et al., 2003; Cohn et al., 2004; Tryggestad, 2009).
In the same way, the 2003 United Nation General Assembly
resolution 58/142 on women’s political participation (Baetiong;
Deliver et al; World Health Organization., 2005) also mandated
governments, the UN system, NGOs and others, to develop a
comprehensive set of policies and programmes geared toward
increasing women’s participation in decision-making, pertaining
to conflict resolution and peace processes. This mandate was also
further supported by the Commission on the Status of Women
(CSW) seeking equal participation of both women and men
in politics, leadership, and decision-making (Krook and True,
2012).

International Policy Framework
The need to visibly engender women’s participation in
decision-making became a growing global concern through
the CEDAW—the Convention on the Elimination of All Forms
of Discrimination against Women (United Nation General
Assembly, 1979; Bareiro-Bobadilla et al., 2010) and its Article 7
which specifically requested State parties “to take all appropriate
measures to eliminate discrimination against women in the
political and public life of the country” (Kathree, 1995). The
1997 Committee on CEDAW also put State parties under the
obligation to ensure that their constitution and legislation
complied with the principles of the Convention to achieve equal
representation of women in political and public life (Lucia,
2006).
In 1995, the Beijing Fourth World Conference on Women,
focused on the persistent exclusion of women from formal
politics and decision-making. The Beijing Platform of Action
(BPoA) (Declaration, 1995b) questioned the achievements of
any form of effective democratic transformation in Africa,
which violated women’s rights to vote and be elected. The
BPoA indicated that democratic institutions who lacked women’s
representation in political decision-making, cannot achieve
gender equality in terms of representation, policy agenda setting
and accountability. This implies that women’s equal participation
in decision-making is a necessary condition for women’s interests
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Challenges
The following are some of the challenges faced in women’s
participation in decision–making processes in Africa:
a. Socio-demographic Barriers: These are factors such as
age restrictions, gender norms and cultural practices which
prevent women from participating in decision-making.
Nzomo (1997) tied Kenyan women’s limited participation
in the competitive world of politics, to great responsibilities
and heavy workloads associated with a woman’s reproductive,
domestic, and productive role.
b. Economic Barriers: Many African women usually lack the
economic power necessary to fully participate in decisionmaking. Ballington and Matland (2004) suggested that women
often lack the financial resources needed to fully participate
in leadership and decision-making. Goetz and Hassim (2003)
noted that circumstances of capitalist market relationships
in poor countries have left women with little time and few
resources for political participation.
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c. Time Factors: Kiamba (2008) indicated that for many women,
the time demands of such positions, conflict with the demands
of the family and this in itself is a barrier.
d. Structural Barriers: There are also other international, local
resistance and structural barriers to women’s participation in
decision-making (Kiamba, 2008).
e. Gender Stereotypes: This implies entrenched societal and
systemic gender stereotypes, which often prevent women from
participating in decision-making. Zimbabwe, for example,
had the 1992 Gender Affirmative Action Policy, the 1999
Nziramasanga Commission, and the National Gender Policy
of 2004, advancing gender equality and removing of all
forms of gender-based discrimination in the nation. However,
Chabaya et al. (2009) still found gender stereotypes and a lack
of support at home and in the workplace, as some of the major
causes of persistent under-representation of women in school
leadership and decision-making.
f. Male Resistance: Men’s resistance and non-preparedness to
share political power and decision-making processes with
women is a global phenomenon (Schein, 2001).

projects. Women’s participation and representation in decisionmaking bodies in Africa should not only be a numerical
enhancement of presence, but their empowerment for political
leadership and accountability at all levels.
At national levels, state actors must be obligated to establish
legal frameworks for the GEWE. Non-state contexts such as
trade unions, political parties, interest groups, professional
associations, and the businesses/private sector should also be
involved in policy decision-making. There should also be
an evolution of trans-national women social movements and
engagement with the GEWE. In addition to decision-making,
there is also the need for women to influence policies and
strategies geared toward women’s increased access to economic
opportunities and effective participation in politics.

CONCLUSIONS
African women have only been marginally involved in decisionmaking. Creating opportunities for the institutionalization of
women’s visible involvement in decision-making in Africa will
strengthen the acceleration of sustainable developmental goals on
the continent. Consequently, governments of individual nations
in Africa are expected to create an enabling policy environment
and engagement strategies for the institutionalization of women’s
visible involvement in decision-making at all levels—families,
communities, state wide and on national levels. There is also the
need for international agencies to continue to support women’s
organizations’ visible engagement in decision-making in Africa.

Recommendations
There is a dire need for substantive representation of women in
decision-making positions in Africa, especially in the formulation
of GEWE related policies and the mainstreaming of gender into
existing policies, as well as plans and programmes aimed at
explicitly advancing the gender equality agenda of the SDGs
across the continent. Substantive presence of women is also
needed as key decision-makers in policy formulation, aimed at
achieving gender equality in development, sustainable peace, and
good governance within African sub-regions.
There is also a need to visibly engage women’s organizations
in decision-making and transform partnering them with GEWE
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