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Abstract: Evidence suggests that the COVID-19 crisis has affected women 
more severely than their male counterparts. Thus, impeding the progress 
towards achieving gender equality and inclusion in society. The pandemic has 
the potential to undo more than decade-long progress on women’s equality, 
particularly in employment and leadership. This development has increased 
research interest in the barriers to women’s advancement in leadership, 
especially in Sub-Saharan Africa (SSA). This paper explores Nigeria’s 
gendered leadership and deconstructs how situated cultural norms feed into 
organisational practices to hinder women’s participation in leadership in key 
sectors of the Nigerian economy. Specifically, it adopts a radical feminist 
perspective to explicate and justify the importance of women’s inclusion in 
tackling the post-pandemic effects. It relies on the issues uncovered from the 
review of relevant studies to offer a way forward for future research and 
practice in this area. Organisations are urged to review and restructure their 
processes to ensure that women’s contributions are not diminished, and 
research should consider identifying and amplifying women’s leadership 
authority and expression. 
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1 Introduction 

Gender inequality existed before the introduction of the United Nations Sustainable 
Development Goals (UN-SDGs), which, among others, commit nations to eliminate all 
forms of discrimination against women and girls. Specifically, of the 17 UN SDGs, Goal 
5 sets out the political call to action for 195 countries to achieve gender equality and 
empower all women and girls in all works of life by 2030. Gender equality is a basic 
human right and has emerged as an essential foundation for attaining a prosperous, 
conflict-free, and sustainable world. Thus, with women an essential part of the global 
workforce in different sectors, women’s empowerment now features heavily at the top of 
the political agenda for global prosperity. Also, laws and government programs have 
been dedicated to eradicating barriers to women’s advancement in the workplace (Quffa, 
2016). However, before the UN’s intervention, women have historically contributed 
significantly to altering the disadvantages they encounter in society by adding a 
dissenting voice to women’s emancipation (Todd, 2011). At a time when female 
education and demand for human rights were considered cultural faux pas, women sought 
to improve their socio-economic conditions through the early feminist movement of the 
late 19th century. Since then, progress has been made to empower women through 
increased education access and a reduction in forced early marriages. Also, with more 
women holding political leadership positions, there has been progress in addressing 
structural issues, such as unfair social norms and attitudes that tend to diminish women’s 
contributions to different spheres of life. 

Despite these gains, there still exists a crucial need to achieve gender equality. 
Discriminatory laws and social norms remain widespread and hinder women’s 
advancement in leadership within organisations. In developing countries like Nigeria, 
embedded cultural norms not only perpetuate gender discrimination but also act as a 
catalyst for the various forms of inequality that women face in all areas of society, from 
family to organisations (Allanana, 2013). Reducing gender inequality is critical to 
reducing poverty and building a healthy and equitable society in which empowered 
women can become interconnected agents and forces for positive change. For far too 
long, women and young girls have been disproportionately underrepresented in access to 
equal opportunities that come with quality education, healthcare, and decent wages in 
Nigerian society. Men are considered superior to women, and this is because patriarchy is 
the system upon which Nigeria’s social, political, and economic structures have been 
built. The reality is that even in modern organisations, most men find it difficult to work 
under a woman’s supervision (Adisa et al., 2019). 
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In theory, there are several regulative laws in Nigeria to protect every citizen from 
acts of inequality, but these laws are unenforceable as they seem to have ignored 
women’s needs and rights, particularly in the workplace (Campbell, 2019). Based on 
maintaining Nigeria’s patriarchal culture, the Gender and Equal Opportunity (GEO) Bill, 
proposed to the Senate in 2016 to tackle gender issues, such as socio-economic 
inequality, educational disparity, and improvement in labour force participation was 
voted down in the Nigerian Parliament. The belief that the GEO Bill will destabilise the 
‘status quo’ by granting women more economic and social freedom may have played a 
part in this parliamentary outcome (Dikwal-Bot, 2020). Despite this, the GEO Bill was 
resubmitted in 2019 as an essential building stone for a robust Nigerian economic 
development strategy, which should be leveraged for nation-building by presenting 
women as unique and complementary assets to their male counterparts. However, the Bill 
has yet to be passed because of embedded cultural norms, patriarchal tendencies and 
religious bias (Akubo, 2020). 

From a policy viewpoint, analysis of Nigerian society shows that the discriminatory 
effects of the embedded cultural and patriarchal norms could worsen if serious efforts are 
not made to include women in the decision-making process. These norms have inhibited 
women’s inclusion in leadership and management of organisations, as well as in the 
process of nation-building, particularly concerning the COVID-19 pandemic recovery 
process (Bhatia, 2020), the Deputy Executive Director of the United Nations Entity for 
Gender Equality and Women Empowerment recently argued that although the COVID-19 
pandemic has given a sharp edge to the negative effects of inequality on women, the main 
focus should be that gender concerns are not yet shaping the decisions that mainly male 
leaders are making. She expressed fears that the effects of the COVID-19 pandemic could 
reverse the marginal progress made on gender equality and women’s rights over the last 
two decades. More than just a health crisis, the pandemic has exacerbated existing 
inequalities for women and girls across the spectrum of Nigerian society, from health and 
the economy to security and social safeguards. 

The rest of the paper is organised as follows: Section 2 provides a contextual analysis, 
followed by an analysis of Nigerian culture from a radical feminist perspective in  
Section 3. Culture is an important aspect of this study as it allows us to better explain 
Nigerian society’s patriarchal nature in a previously unknown way. Section 4 uses 
Hofstede’s cultural dimensions to delineate the nuances of Nigeria’s patriarchal culture, 
which hinders gender equality in the management and leadership of organisations across 
three business sectors: information and communications technology (ICT), education and 
financial services. The in discussion and conclusion in Section 5 synthesise the key 
concept analysed and set out as a way forward with relevant consideration and 
implications for management practitioners and academic researchers in the three sectors 
under consideration in Section 6. 

2 Context of study 

Globally, women’s desire for equality has seen increased gains in legal rights and 
educational attainments. Women’s educational achievements sometimes surpass those of 
their male counterparts (WEF, 2018). Also, women’s empowerment has been widely 
welcomed as the way forward in nation-building and achieving a prosperous society. The 
increase in the participation of women in the labour force has influenced the uptrend of 
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women taking up leadership positions within organisations. Businesses are beginning to 
appreciate the potential of a great reward for gender diversity, with benefits not only to 
women but to men and wider society (Armstrong, 2019). This phenomenon is driven by 
the introduction of legislation on equality and inclusivity in the workplace, which has 
allowed organisations to commit to eliminating blatant discrimination against women 
within their organisational structures and hierarchies. This has enabled organisations to 
attract and retain the best talents, thereby producing superior organisational outcomes in 
different sectors (Holtom, 2019). 

With more participation in the workforce, the leadership of organisations and 
entrepreneurship activity, women have considerably increased their human capital over 
the last decades. Human capital is associated with individual productivity, economic 
growth, and factors of production. Originally conceptualised by Gary Becker in the  
mid-1960s and formalised by the Labour Economist Jacob Mincer in the mid-1970s, 
human capital is an estimate of an individual’s productivity based on knowledge and 
skills acquired through education, training, and experience. Human capital activities 
involve ‘not only the transmission and embodiment in people of available knowledge, but 
also the production of new knowledge, whereby the diffusion of this knowledge produces 
individual economic growth (i.e., income), and its national equivalent as a factor of 
production (Mincer, 1984). 

The growth of human capital acquisition and higher productivity amongst women is 
due to the progressive actions taken by governments and industry leaders to reduce 
gender inequality, particularly through the implementation of equal opportunity 
strategies, including target setting and the introduction of gender quotas in senior 
leadership (Sojo et al., 2016). These steps have influenced the emergence of more women 
into leadership positions and have mitigated the gap between gender and leadership in 
organisations. With the promotion of more women into leadership positions, 
organisations have begun to enjoy the benefits of workforce inclusion. It goes beyond 
fulfilling the promise of equal opportunity and quotas to making institutions more 
representative of the wider society. Evidence has shown that a representative and 
inclusive workforce, through the full participation of women in leadership, is 
fundamental to promoting the prosperity and development of a nation (Hoyt and Murphy, 
2016). 

The World Bank in 2019 estimated that Nigerian women accounted for about 49% of 
the total population and 50.55% of the total workforce population compared to 59.79% of 
their male counterparts. These figures consider the labour force population of those aged 
15 years and over who are economically active in producing goods and services. The 
statistics reflect Nigerian society’s demographic, social norms, and cultural trends, in 
which women’s participation in the labour force is generally lower than that of men. 
Women’s labour market activities and participation, including good-paying occupations, 
remain unequal in many sectors. For instance, of the 49% of the total population of 
women’s labour force participation, 61.6% work in the service sector which includes 
financial institutions and insurance, real estate, wholesale and retail trade, business 
services, community, social and personal services, transport, restaurants, and hotels with 
low pay compared to their male counterparts (World Bank, 2019). 

These industries are at the foundation of sustainable economic development and 
contribute immensely to employment and the GDP of Nigeria (PwC, 2018). Furthermore, 
the services sector labour market, which is dominated by paid employment, is theorised 
to be central to attaining the SGDs targets and promoting a human-centred approach to 
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sustainable development. Paid employment is the main source of income for most of the 
labour force population in the services sector, and therefore crucial to achieving the 
principles of equality and sustainability in the sector (International Labour Organisation, 
2019b). However, despite the noticeable growth in women’s labour force participation 
and the implementation of gender-inclusive policies and laws, the gender gap in  
labour-force participation has slowly narrowed over the last 30 years. 

The global labour force participation rate for women is 48.5%, while men are at 75%, 
equating to a 26.5% gender gap (International Labour Organisation, 2019a). 2021 figure 
shows an increase in men’s labour force participation and a slight decrease for women in 
Nigeria as 64% of men participate in the labour force (The World Bank, 2021b) and 49% 
of women participate in the labour force (The World Bank, 2021a). To compound 
matters, in Nigeria, women account for 21% of the board of directors across the sectors 
(Chima, 2020), thereby revealing that despite government and media attention as well as 
the business focus on gender issues, especially the gender pay gap policies and gender 
representation in organisational leadership, the number of female business leaders 
remains strikingly low compared to male business leaders (Armstrong, 2019). Coupled 
with the effects of the pandemic that has slightly decreased women’s labour force 
participation, this gap indicates that the adoption of gender equality principles has yet to 
fully translate into reality and take root in social, political, and organisational practices. 

3 Method 

To understand the Nigerian context that resists policy interventions to tackle gender 
inequality, a literature analysis was conducted to map the concepts underpinning gender 
inequality in the Nigerian service sector (Dohn, 2010). To provide insight into the 
prevailing experiences of women and explore the thinking that underpins the design of 
the practices and structure (Amundsen and Wilson, 2012). It relies on an analysis of the 
relevant concepts through a literature review to explicate the wider implications for 
women’s exclusion in key sectors and consider COVID-19 recovery and achieving 
gender equality under the UN’s SDGs Framework. An analysis of the global and  
Sub-Saharan Africa (SSA) context will be provided for a balanced discussion of the 
Nigerian context. Therefore, this review draws on a radical feminist perspective to 
deconstruct cultural norms and inequalities that hinder women’s inclusion in the  
nation-building process, especially in the leadership of organisations, by advocating for 
women’s leadership in policy formulation, implementation and decision-making in key 
sectors of the Nigerian economy. 

The literature used and official reports were gathered through a database search. 
Online Library Sources, Scholar Google, Government and Institution official reports and 
news reporting to critically analyse this topic. Keywords such as Nigeria, Gender 
Equality, Barriers, National cultures, Organisational cultures, Radical Feminism, and 
Deconstruction were used to frame the literature search and gather the papers and reports 
included. This review’s discussion will outline the weaknesses of key concepts in 
achieving gender equality and present a way forward to tackle the issues identified.  
Table 1 details the main data sources used and the conceptual focus. Through the 
database search, the researcher identified key papers and reports to be included in the 
review. These materials were relevant in addressing the focus of this paper. In addition, 
backwards snowballing sampling was conducted on the included papers. As explained by 
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Wohlin (2014) and Wohlin et al. (2022), backward sampling refers to using the reference 
list from the included papers to identify new and relevant papers to include in the review. 
Particular focus was placed on the title of the paper and the context which was relevant to 
the context of this topic. 

Table 1 Data source 

Data sources Concepts 

Journal article  Patriarchy in Nigeria / SSA 

 Culture 

 Gender equality 

 Gender relations in Nigeria 

 Development in SSA 

 Financial inclusion gap 

 Leadership styles 

 Technology and women’s empowerment 

 Equal opportunity in legislation and policy 

 Gender digital divide 

 Higher education and gender 

 Feminist perspective 

 COVID-19 

Reports  Nigerian government reports on financial inclusion 

 Board composition in Nigeria 

 Gender equality in digital access 

 International labour organisation 

 Organisation for economic co-operation 

 United Nations 

 PwC 

 The World Bank 

 World Economic Forum 

Grey literature  News reporting of real-life cases about women in the Nigerian 
service sector 

Source: Author derived 

3.1 Deconstructing the concept of patriarchy 

Using Derrida’s theory of deconstruction, an analysis of how Nigeria’s patriarchal culture 
concept poses a barrier to women’s advancement in the leadership of organisations is 
conducted through the lens of a radical feminist perspective. Cultural analysis plays a 
crucial role in this paper in that it allows one to develop a deeper understanding of the 
negative effects of male dominance, particularly in a country such as Nigeria. In 
providing a cultural analysis, we are not merely concerned with exposing the 
contradictions and weaknesses in the implementation of gender-based policies within 
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organisations but seek to unpack them, thereby unsettling established organisational 
hierarchies and cultural practices in the Nigerian system of patriarchy. As Olesen (2018) 
argues, unpacking patriarchal practices through a radical feminist lens can introduce new 
organisational norms and practices that are more gender-inclusive, particularly in the 
workplace and the wider society. As an analytical lens, radical feminism allows us to 
understand the values attached to gender roles, patriarchal ideology and the complexion 
of female subordination (Cavallaro, 2003). 

Accordingly, radical feminism seeks to challenge existing social norms and identify 
and abolish patriarchal systems and institutions by raising public awareness of the 
discriminatory practices and the barriers within the expected traditional gender roles 
(Kundhavi and Sridevi, 2019). For radical feminists, society is ruled by patriarchal norms 
that promote men’s domination and women’s exploitation (Amadi and Onyia, 2019). The 
consequence is a direct power relationship between men and women in which men are 
interested in controlling and oppressing women with the practice of domination rooted in 
patriarchy (Nnam et al., 2018). Yusuff (2014) emphasises that radical feminism aims to 
reshape society and restructure institutions that they consider inherently patriarchal. 

Concerned with the oppression of women and the suppression of means by which to 
elevate women in achieving their potential within the Nigerian context, we place 
patriarchal social relations, structures and systems that enable the oppression and 
exploitation of women at the centre of our analysis. In these systems, men’s control 
develops regulative and legislative structures that marginalise women in political, social, 
economic, legal and cultural spheres (Madunagu, 2008). Therefore, women are denied 
access to positions of power because the expected subservient role of women in society is 
too closely woven into the social fabric and requires a revolutionary revamping to 
restructure society and its culture to become inclusive. 

4 Nigeria’s patriarchal culture 

Culture is a way of life, a shared ideology with people who live within the same social 
environment. It is the unwritten rules, values, and beliefs carried by every individual 
which influence their way of thinking, feeling, and acting (Hofstede and Minkov, 2010). 
Culture is the foundation of our rules and beliefs, guiding how countries, organisations, 
and individuals regulate their values and way of life (Zakaria, 2018). The Nigerian 
culture that serves as a barrier to women’s equality deprives women of their natural 
positions as respectable persons within the community (Chigbu, 2015). The societal 
culture in Nigeria shares a common notion that the woman must be under a man’s control 
(Ibbi, 2017), and this barrier is linked to the patriarchal nature of Nigeria that sees women 
and girl-child as less than the man. Being a country that respects its customs and has the 
tendency to maintain and reproduce them, it can prove difficult in pioneering a cultural 
shift in support of more women having control of their lives and attaining leadership 
positions in organisations (John-Paul Okeke, 2017). According to Madunagu (2008), 
men’s access to and control of resources and rewards within private and public spheres 
are encouraged and given legitimacy by the patriarchal ideology of male supremacy. 

This situation is not limited to Nigeria. In fact, most countries in SSA struggle to 
recognise gender equality as part of the wider societal culture, as it goes against the 
prevalent patriarchal norms in these countries. Kolawole (2002) suggests that there is a 
negative association between feminism and gender equality within an African context, as 
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African men consider gender movement and feminism as divisive and imported from the 
West. Both African men and women reject the concept of feminism as an ideology that 
would ruin the family structure. Hamaus (2016) argues that African countries like Nigeria 
have failed to recognise that culture is a dynamic and constantly evolving phenomenon, 
which makes it difficult to sustain patriarchal norms. Continuous actions are being taken 
to disrupt the status quo, such as including women in organisational leadership and the 
wider governance of Nigeria’s social, economic and political systems (Onyegbule, 2017). 
In what follows, we use the key dimensions from Hofstede’s cultural dimensions to 
analyse Nigeria’s patriarchal culture, showing how the patriarchy concept poses a barrier 
to women’s advancement within an organisational context. 

4.1 Power distance 

The power dynamic that defines gender inequality is a highly controversial topic in SSA 
countries because of its close association with religion and culture. Nigerian society, 
rooted in a patriarchal culture, is no exception. Within Hofstede’s cultural dimension, 
Nigeria scores high (80) on power distance (Hofstede, 2021), which shows that the 
national culture is rooted in hierarchical order, thus, indulges autocratic and power 
dominance behaviours. By seeking to deconstruct the gender disparities women face in 
Nigerian society, Chinasa (2018) unmasked two common causes of gender inequality. 
Firstly, lack of proper education hinders women’s ability to access essential knowledge, 
tools, and skills to develop their capabilities and contribute to society. Secondly, tradition 
and culture help to promote patriarchal norms that serve as barriers to women in families 
and organisations. The mentality within Nigerian society has been developed on the 
historical view of leadership identity as masculine, thus, creating a barrier that has 
influenced a somewhat narrow perception of the attributes of a leader. Women are not 
considered to fit the leadership criteria or have the essential attributes of leaders because 
society has only ever seen men lead (Armstrong, 2019). 

From an organisational standpoint, there is an inequality in the hierarchical system 
between organisation leaders and employees, whereby the latter is expected to respond to 
organisational commands without objection (Hofstede and Minkov, 2010). Power is not 
distributed evenly, and organisational management practices support authority, reward 
systems, and promotion based on power and influence (Vincent and Iguisi, 2018). The 
patriarchal culture adopted by Nigeria is one of the widespread unequal power relations 
between men and women that manifests in social and economic settings (Abdullahi et al., 
2011). This culture defines a woman’s place within the family and wider society, limiting 
her active participation and full inclusion in socio-political and economic development. 
Within the family unit, the power dynamics limit and locate women within the privacy of 
their homes primarily as wives and mothers, whereas men are more visible and seen as 
leaders (Allanana, 2013). It means, by implication, that women are first and foremost 
defined through their achievements as mothers and wives rather than based on their 
professional standing and achievements in society (Chinasa, 2018). 

4.2 Masculinity 

Masculinity can be considered a stereotype that sets expected roles, attitudes and 
behaviours for boys and men to be dominating and assertive. This stereotype has been 
passed down from generation and is hardly questioned because being male is associated 
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with leadership, power, strength and toughness (Jacobsen, 2018). Nigeria’s patriarchal 
society endorses masculinity and dominance over gender equality; therefore, it scores 
high on Hofstede’s masculinity dimension (60) (Hofstede, 2021). Designated gender role 
culture profoundly impacts society’s behaviour, expectation and what is depicted in the 
media. Gender inequality is perpetrated at all levels, especially in organisations, 
households, and education [Hofstede and Minkov, (2010), p.139]. Nigeria, as a 
collectivist, masculine society, rewards achievement according to performance and raises 
their male children to be assertive, outgoing, ambitious, and competitive [Hofstede and 
Minkov, (2010), p.168], unlike women, who are perceived to be emotional, weaker, and 
more vulnerable. Men are expected to provide security and protection for the family and 
make decisions within and outside their homes (Ekeoba, 2015). 

The workplace culture is described as a men’s club by Adisa et al. (2020) that 
excludes women and impedes their career advancement as strong patriarchal norms are 
entrenched and have created the perception that management and leadership positions are 
an exclusive domain for men. The exclusive formal and informal network forged by men 
is not only evident in male-dominated industries like construction, ICT, and financial 
services but is evident in sectors that are traditionally the domain of women, such as 
teaching and academia. Statistically, women outnumber men in this profession, but men 
dominate all senior positions. The organisational culture reflects a ‘male model 
management’ (Adisa et al., 2020). Therefore, procedures and functions have been 
structured around the roles men and women are expected to play. This has resulted in 
culture-generated barriers like sexism, sexual harassment, and macho work cultures that 
stereotype women’s capabilities and stifle their occupational mobility (Eleje and  
Wale-oshinowo, 2017). 

4.3 Nigeria, SSA and the global reality 

Comparing the reality of Nigeria to SSA and developing nations, although many 
developing and developed countries have guaranteed gender equality in their 
constitutions, women still face direct or indirect inequalities through labour laws, 
policies, stereotypes, and social norms that exclude them from leadership and governance 
of organisations (UN Women, 2016). To date, the full eradication of discriminatory 
practices against women has not yet been achieved (Dilli et al., 2018). The gender index 
findings indicate that 40% of the world’s girls and women live in countries failing in 
gender equality, with a global index score of 67.7% (WEF, 2021). These poor ratings 
indicate a crucial need for countries to step up their actions to achieve gender equality by 
2030. 

The recent World Economic Forum (WEF, 2021) report on the Global Gender Gap 
indicates that Nigeria is ranked 139th out of 156 countries and 32nd in SSA out of  
35 countries. Part of the reason for its poor performance in the recent ranking stems from 
the fall in its ranking of economic participation and opportunities from 38th the previous 
year to 78th. The fall is heavily associated with the effects of the pandemic, which was 
not only synonymous with Nigeria. There was also a slight drop in their educational 
attainment and political empowerment index as they ranked 146th and 149th, 
respectively. The labour force participation gap increased within the last year by 7%, as 
only 49% of women are participating in the labour force, and women account for 30% of 
managers and over 13% of leaders (WEF, 2021). 
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The pandemic has been reported to have influenced the reversal of the progress 
achieved in closing the gender gap. Society is witnessing a reversal of the default status 
quo underpinned by patriarchal customs. Highlighting Nigeria’s SSA and global ranking 
seeks to clarify the depth of entrenched patriarchal systems as evidenced in their ranking. 
Patriarchy reinforced through various cultural and religious practices has defined rigid 
roles and expectations for women, permeating society’s fabric and determining what is 
acceptable and offensive (Onwutuebe, 2019). Thus, society, in response to the effects of 
the pandemic, has reverted to traditional cultural norms, and women who were once 
employed are taking up a larger proportion of care responsibilities (Ezeobi, 2020). 

However, despite the poor global rating, the SSA region shows promising 
performance in advancing gender equality in political representation, economic 
participation, and opportunity. Under the SDGs targets, especially in women in 
parliament, with Rwanda leading with 56% and Burundi leading economic participation 
and opportunity with a score of 85.5%, there is a reason for optimism in raising the 
region’s gender index score (WEF, 2021). By implication, all hope is not lost as countries 
must continuously strive toward improving gender equality. The COVID-19 crisis, which 
has led to global socio-economic upheaval with recovery efforts underway, provides 
countries in the SSA region with an opportunity to demonstrate greater commitment 
toward achieving gender equality. As the region gradually comes to terms with the 
unprecedented effects of the pandemic, which has shone further light on pre-existing 
deep-rooted inequalities in our societies, there is a need to embrace more gender-focused 
actions to tackle the socio-economic effects of the pandemic (ILO, 2020a). 

From all indications, women are hit harder by the economic effects of the crisis, given 
their disproportionate representation of insecure employment in the labour market. 
Women play a disproportionate role as frontline healthcare workers and carers at home in 
response to the pandemic, thereby “deepening pre-existing inequalities, exposing 
vulnerabilities in social, political and economic systems which amplify the impacts of the 
pandemic” (UN, 2020). Women are experiencing the effects of the COVID-19 crisis 
more severely than their male counterparts, as they are overrepresented in sectors that are 
hardest hit due to lockdown measures. Because of school closures and the increased care 
for older people and children, women are bearing the economic brunt of the fallout and 
taking a greater share of domestic work and childcare (Hinsliff, 2020). Obviously, the 
fallout of the pandemic has significantly increased the burden of unpaid labour, which is 
disproportionally undertaken by women (Madgavkar et al., 2020). 

Even before the pandemic, domestic work and care responsibilities usually fell 
heavily on women. Over 16.4 billion hours were spent on unpaid care work daily 
globally, of which women performed two-thirds (ILO, 2020b). In developing countries, 
most economies are largely informal, constituting the vast majority of the female labour 
force. Therefore, the lockdown has affected women’s livelihoods and earning capacity 
(Dzinamarira et al., 2020). Particularly in SSA, nearly 60% of employed women work in 
precarious conditions in the informal sector, which puts them at a greater risk of poverty 
and exposure to virus-related morbidity (Bhatia, 2020). For instance, the vast numbers of 
market traders in West Africa are mostly women, and they will endure high levels of 
unemployment. Such a case is similar to the 2013–2016 Ebola outbreak, which affected 
more women than men and resulted in women taking considerably longer to re-enter the 
workforce (Burki, 2020). Therefore, achieving gender equality in the wake of the 
pandemic requires placing women and girls at the centre of the recovery efforts. The 
inclusion of women in leadership of policy campaigns, including representation, rights, 
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and social and economic recovery efforts, must be top at organisational, national and 
global levels (UN Women, 2020). 

4.4 Barriers to women’s advancement in the higher education sector 

The National Bureau of Statistics (2019) show that women make up 24.1% of academic 
staff - accounting for only 15.4% of professors in Nigerian universities, with 36.3% of 
non-academic staff in the higher education sector. The records show that many women 
work in the education sector, although the majority are disproportionately represented in 
the lower and middle management levels. In Nigerian higher education, women are 
outnumbered in research and publications. In Deans and Professorial appointments, 
women vice-chancellors are rare. Evidence shows that out of the 170 universities in 
Nigeria, women have only accounted for no more than 25 vice-chancellors (VC), that is 
including the first-ever VC, Professor Grace Alele-Williams, in 1985 (Okpi, 2019), and 
the recently appointed VC of the Federal University of Technology, Owerri, Professor 
Nnenna Oti (Okafor, 2021). 

Different reasons account for women’s disproportionate representation in the 
leadership of higher education institutions. Key among these is the fact that the Nigerian 
University system is traditionally elitist and patriarchal in workplace culture, structure, 
and values (Ogbogu, 2011). Discrimination against women in academia is one of the 
issues that plague the underrepresentation of women in academia – despite women 
having the right skills, education, and experience to become leaders (Olaogun et al., 
2015). The higher education sector is highly influenced by the existing gender categories 
and societal stereotypes and has reflected the power division of men and women in 
academia (Aina, 2013). Tinuke (2018) unveils the minute representation of women in top 
management positions, not only in male-dominated industries like military and 
construction but also in women-dominated occupations like higher education and 
nursing, where the top management is male-dominated. Therefore, this demonstrates the 
need for a shift to more holistic gender-responsive strategies that enable women to access 
leadership positions in the higher education sector. Such responsive strategies should 
address women’s challenges and the unconducive working environments in which they 
must compete with their men (Modungwa, 2015). 

Tackling unequal representation and lack of trust in government policies (e.g., 
female-friendly policies, such as long-term maternity and work-life balance) to promote 
and support women’s leadership remains an administrative challenge. The administrative 
hurdle women face in academia is a key barrier because gender-inclusive policies have 
yet to take a firm root within the university system. The problem is that institutional 
heads lack the political will to effectively address the issue of gender disparity (Hassan  
et al., 2016). With the COVID-19 crisis, many higher education providers have adopted 
online teaching methods, even though this is considered novel in Nigeria, with research 
suggesting that a combination of traditional and online teaching methods is likely to be 
implemented post-COVID-19 (Ifijeh and Yusuf, 2020). However, research by EQUALS 
(2019) shows that there are gender barriers to women’s adoption of ICT generally 
because of financial constraints and a lack of ICT skills. Despite the relatively low cost of 
using computers and mobile phones, women’s usage remains substantially low relative to 
men’s. These challenges considerably limit women’s ability to benefit from modern 
technologies to mitigate the pandemic’s negative impact (ITU, 2020). 
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Over 58% of girls go to primary school, as there is still a 16% gender gap in primary 
schools and a 12% gap in secondary school that needs to be closed. In tertiary education, 
only 62% of women are enrolled (WEF, 2021). Statistics (Varrella, 2021) reveal that 
during the pandemic, 53% of upper secondary school females were able to complete their 
education, as opposed to 66% of male students. The combination of poor ICT 
infrastructure, women’s exclusion and expected care responsibilities have increased 
during the pandemic, and the pandemic has exacerbated learning and education 
inequalities. Women and young girls’ empowerment through education and building their 
competencies to lead in the future is facing severe derailment because of the pandemic 
(OECD, 2020). 

4.5 Barriers to women’s advancement in the ICT sector 

The ICT sector contributes over 14% to Nigeria’s total real GDP (National Bureau of 
Statistics, 2020) and is an important industry for the future. However, women in Nigeria 
represent 22% of the total annual graduates, and many are pursuing a career in the rapidly 
growing ICT sector (W.TEC, 2018). Furthermore, with more and more women enrolling 
on technology and engineering-related courses in higher education, women will likely 
make up half of the university students enrolled in ICT and STEM in the next decade 
(Opusunju and James, 2018). 

Nevertheless, the ICT sector is still male-dominated, with women’s participation at 
less than 24% (NITDA, 2018), even though women are developing their competencies 
and capabilities to participate effectively. Research by John et al. (2018) reveals that 
gender expectation influences the discrimination and marginalisation of women and 
young girls from fully participating in ICT and STEM-related subjects. They concluded 
that teachers and students had attributed masculine characteristics to this field and 
feminine characteristics to humanities subjects. The belief is that men will outperform 
women in STEM-related disciplines, thereby discouraging women from fully benefiting 
from the sector’s employment and promotion opportunities. Also, over the years, social 
pressures to conform to certain traditional roles in society, such as caregivers and 
homemakers, have led to women being systematically overlooked for admission into 
STEM-related courses. This has discouraged young girls from aspiring to take  
STEM-related courses, preferring subjects more adaptable to the societal expectation of a 
woman as a wife and a mother, such as home economics (Adeboyejo, 2018). 

Women’s uptake of STEM-related subjects and active participation in the ICT sector 
is particularly relevant in the economic fallout of the COVID-19 crisis. As businesses 
reopen, driven primarily by aggressive vaccination programmes, increased use of 
technologies and following secure COVID-19 procedures, organisations and consumers 
are embracing digital options at a scale and pace never seen before (Kola-Oyeneyin and 
Kuyoro, 2020). Before the pandemic, in SSA, many adolescent girls and women lacked 
the relevant ICT skills needed to compete in digital learning and the modern labour 
market. With the realities of the pandemic, it has become vital that the gender digital 
divide be tackled at home, school and in the wider community (Amaro et al., 2020). ICT 
needs to be accepted as a significant tool for women’s empowerment, as the United 
Nations has urged ICT to be placed at the heart of the future conditions of empowering 
women and young people (Laouan, 2020). Organisations like the National Technology 
Development Agency (NITDA, 2018) are one of the organisations within Nigeria that 
believe in the potential of ICT to empower women and have committed to training and 
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supporting more women to enter the ICT sector in a programme of sustainable economic 
development targeting women. The training is aimed at boosting digital literacy, creating 
digital jobs, bridging the digital divide, promoting digital inclusion, and using technology 
to address the gender imbalance in economic opportunity. 

4.6 Women’s exclusion in the financial services sector 

According to official records released by the National Bureau of Statistics, the financial 
services sector is important to Nigeria’s economy, contributing more than 3.5% in the 
first quarter of 2020 alone. All financial institutions are under the regulation of the CBN, 
which in 2008 highlighted the importance of financial inclusion across all finance 
companies as a relevant strategy to be adopted for poverty reduction, employment 
generation, wealth creation and improving welfare and general living standards (CBN, 
2015). This initiative, which commenced in 2008, aims to reduce the financial exclusion 
rate to 20% by 2020. Evidence revealed that more women than men are excluded from 
accessing the financial services sector benefits, with 73% of women holding no bank 
accounts, most of whom are in northern Nigeria (Njideka, 2018). For the majority of 
women, branchless banking and mobile financial services could enable them to have 
access to basic deposits, savings and, most importantly, loans to launch an 
entrepreneurship career, particularly in the aftermath of the COVID-19 crisis, which has 
forced many organisations to increase their use of technology in financial services 
provision. As COVID-19 has accelerated the need and use of financial digital 
infrastructure and services, the financial inclusion gap is at risk of a further gender divide 
(Sahay et al., 2020). Thus, it could exacerbate the existing education and skills 
inequalities regarding women’s knowledge and ability to use technology for learning or 
financial services. 

Apart from a lack of access to a basic bank account, because women tend to have a 
low and irregular source of income, they find it difficult to afford the cost of maintaining 
a bank account (Ezeobi, 2020). The effect of various initiatives to address this problem 
through government intervention and innovative programmes encouraging digital 
transactions has been patchy and marginal (Theis et al., 2020). Despite policy and 
regulatory measures to reduce the financial inclusion gap in Nigeria, studies indicate they 
are yet to be effective, given that the plight of women is still largely ignored by financial 
institutions (Adegbite et al., 2020). Reports released by Enhancing Financial Innovation 
& Access (2019) show that women have lower education and income levels than men and 
are, therefore, more likely to depend on others (usually male providers) to access 
financial services. 

Women face considerable barriers to accessing financial services due to cultural 
ideologies and institutionalised norms that have positioned men as breadwinners and 
women as homemakers within society. The traditional belief that men should be more 
successful because they have family financial responsibilities has resulted in fewer 
women, especially entrepreneurs, accessing financial services and capital to support 
themselves (Elliott et al., 2020). The cultural belief of the place of women in society as 
homemakers and the importance of male children within the family structure is prevalent 
across Nigeria. Religion has been used to support these cultural practices that have 
disadvantaged women. This has manifested in women’s marginalised educational 
opportunities and lack of entrepreneurial resources that have impeded their empowerment 
(Abubakar and Dasuki, 2018). Thereby, they are hindered from fully benefiting from 
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employment opportunities, entrepreneurial endeavours and leveraging the benefits of 
technology. Discriminatory cultural beliefs, lack of income, difficulty accessing 
education especially digital learning, and low trust in financial service providers have 
been identified as the root cause of the widening financial inclusion gap (CBN, 2019). 
There is a need for a fundamental shift in behaviour towards addressing the underlying 
drivers of women’s exclusion in the financial services sector. The focus should be on 
providing women with education and training to increase their income and access to 
financial services through increased economic participation. 

5 Discussion – the way forward 

“Making the invisible visible is what happens when we begin to talk about how and why 
oppression exists in our world” [Bogard, (2017), p.4]. Although women’s marginalisation 
in organisations and the wider society has become more visible due to increased political 
and public awareness, this paper has attempted to show how patriarchal concepts are still 
used to marginalise and oppress women, particularly within the family unit and 
consequently in organisations in the Nigerian society. Organisations have adopted the 
cultural norms through the process of institutionalisation that has made it difficult for 
gender-inclusive policies to take root and be implemented successfully. As a result, 
women are rarely considered suitable for leadership positions in organisations, thereby 
creating barriers to women’s participation in decision-making and career advancement. 

In Nigeria, passing the 2016 proposed Gender and Equal Opportunity Bill and 
sanctioning into law policies that address women’s inequality in education, employment, 
and income, and consequently, women’s economic participation will be a radical first 
step toward tackling gender inequality. Education is essential for young girls to achieve 
their potential fully and contribute to the wider society, especially in the aftermath of the 
COVID-19 pandemic. Effective legislation implemented by the government that protects 
the interest of women and young girls must be entrenched into Nigeria’s national 
recovery plan to mitigate the effects of COVID-19 and curtail the pre-existing gender 
inequalities. Most importantly, putting women at the centre of the leadership of gender 
mainstreaming efforts, especially enforcing, and monitoring national recovery strategies, 
is essential to helping women and young girls to benefit directly from organisational and 
national policies to tackle the effects of COVID-19. 

6 Managerial implications 

The full potential of women’s participation equal to their male counterparts has been 
forecasted to contribute a trillion dollars to global organisations’ annual revenue and 
global GDP by 2030 (WomenRising2030, 2018). Women’s participation can contribute 
to sustained organisational performance and, in turn, national development recovery 
efforts in the wake of the COVID-19 crisis. However, to achieve organisational 
performance, women’s leadership competencies and capabilities must be nurtured and 
recognised at the organisational and national levels. Thus, removing barriers to women’s 
advancement in leadership positions within organisations through policies and 
programmes that level the playing field for both women and men cannot take a back seat. 
It requires governments and strong organisational commitment to implement targeted 
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initiatives to promote and encourage women’s inclusion and advancement in leadership, 
at least along the three key sectors under review. 

6.1 Higher education 

The challenges of COVID-19 have severely affected the prospect of bridging the gap 
between men and women in educational attainment, including completing basic and 
secondary education for girls. This gap is much worse at the tertiary education level, 
where women have less access to education than their male counterparts. Suppose 
initiatives that empower women with affordable and accessible education, training and 
apprenticeship are not implemented. In that case, there is a risk that more young girls and 
women would lose out and be denied pathways to a financially secure future. Now, more 
than ever, free and accessible education is needed to ensure that the lack of education 
does not perpetuate gender inequality. This is important to reduce the incidence of female 
dependence on a male provider and its consequences of domestic abuse and women’s 
exploitation within the family unit. Education is the bedrock of women’s empowerment, 
the financial challenges due to the pandemic call for accessible education for women 
because they bear the brunt of the financial constraints in affording education. Also, 
legislation to promote women’s economic participation, increase women’s voice in 
governance and provide accessible training for women and young girls are essential to 
recovery during this period and for the future. Organisations need to evaluate their 
practices and systems of reward and promotion that hold women back and ultimately 
exclude them. They should actively support women’s advancement into the leadership of 
organisational efforts to recover from this crisis by evaluating their strategies and 
programmes to ensure that they effectively meet women’s career advancement needs. 
There is a need for flexible work to effectively retain women and secure their 
employment, as due to this pandemic, women are more likely to resign or lose their jobs. 
Therefore, a carefully considered work structure must be prioritised to ensure that 
women’s participation, productivity, and leadership aspiration are not diminished. 

ICT sector 

The ICT sector and ICT skills are the critical foundations for carer success both now and 
in the future. Both are required for learning, financial empowerment and leadership. To 
fully empower women financially and ensure they are not left behind in the rapid digital 
assimilation, radical and sustainable action to increase women’s and young girls’ 
technology literacy in schools and society must be implemented to avoid deteriorating the 
gender digital divide. Women and young girls’ digital benefits need to be placed at the 
heart of government and organisational reforms and policies. Initiatives for improving 
technology skills and access must be embedded into the COVID-19 response and 
recovery plan. Organisations should evaluate the technical skills required for women’s 
future progress and ensure that training and upskilling initiatives are equitable and that 
women have the same opportunities as their male counterparts to improve their 
technology skills. It requires that women’s education, financial inclusion, and economic 
participation be prioritised in all design and implementation strategies in all COVID-19 
recovery response efforts. 
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Financial inclusion 

Women’s financial inclusion can be a powerful force for the growth of the Nigerian 
economy. Thus, women’s financial inclusion must be positioned as an essential building 
stone to a robust and sustainable Nigerian future. There is a need for greater access to and 
use of financial services by women as an integral part of inclusive growth strategies, as 
well as the integration of the needs of women into policies that promote financial 
inclusion. Therefore, financial regulations that serve as barriers to women’s access to 
finance must be evaluated and ushered in a more inclusive system. Initiatives such as 
government-to-person programmes that have been encouraged for their impact on 
mitigating the financial inclusion gap and improving women’s economic participation in 
other countries should be introduced in Nigeria as part of measures to tackle COVID-19 
financial challenges and usher beneficiaries into digital financial services. Empowering 
women through policies that encourage their inclusion into the financial services sector 
improves their social and economic well-being, their families, and the wider society. 
Also, it could lead to financial growth for the nation, reduce income inequality and 
benefit the next generation through improved health care and education for children. 

6.2 Research and policy implications 

Further research can help to shed light on discriminatory cultural practices that do not 
serve the interest and progress of all in society. As Adichie (2014, p.18) expresses, 
“culture does not make people. People make culture. If it is true that the full humanity of 
women is not our culture, then we can and must make it our culture”. Recent theorising 
by Ford (2020) suggests that consideration should be given to identifying and outlining a 
cultural template for women’s leadership in a bid to construct authority for women and 
develop an encouraging mindset for women’s leadership expression. 

Organisational culture reflects the accepted traditions in the wider society. As 
COVID-19 has shed light on pre-existing inequalities, it requires conscious efforts from 
organisations collaborating with their employees to highlight the engrained biases 
underpinning their organisational cultures. Identifying and eliminating biases that impede 
gender-equal progress will begin the process for organisations to tackle gender inequality 
issues through greater awareness and commitment. Thus, organisations need to collect 
relevant data and analyse women’s productivity and how these are measured and 
rewarded. The human resources department can play a vital role in reviewing women’s 
work design and roles whilst redesigning organisational processes and systems of work to 
ensure that women’s productivity and contribution to work are not underserved and 
understated. Gender-sensitive variables that consider women’s plight in light of Covid 
need to be integrated into organisational research and work design, with equitable 
recommendations that will improve women’s work contribution, productivity, and 
patterns of rewards. Future research is needed to undertake a more rigorous analysis of 
the cultural issues that hold women back and affect their ability to take up leadership 
roles within organisations. 

In conclusion, research must highlight the need for organisations to advocate and 
invest effort in working with higher education providers to support young girls and 
women to take up STEM-related subjects and contribute to the ICT sector. Finally, 
government and financial institutions need to review their financial accessibility 
pathways, especially removing barriers to women’s ownership of bank accounts and 
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equality of access to financial services. The key to success is identifying and addressing 
such barriers through research and evidence-based policy. Finally, policymakers and 
organisations must ensure that the post-COVID-19 effects are not used as a pretence to 
lose momentum, thereby impeding progress towards changing the status quo for women 
in organisations and the wider society. 
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