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A Review of the Cultural Gender Norms Contributing to Gender Inequality in Ghana:
An Ecological Systems Perspective

By Portia Nartey,! Ozge Sensoy Bahar,? and Proscovia Nabunya®

Abstract

While significant progress has been made in improving the wellbeing of women and girls
around the world, a gender gap still exists between men and women which is very evident in
Ghana. Gender inequalities continue to persist in Ghana because of cultural gender norms that
exalt and favor men and put women in subordinate and subservient roles. These cultural gender
norms hinder women’s development and widen gender inequality between men and women in
different system levels of society. Therefore, there is a need to examine the influence of these
cultural gender norms on women’s lives using a systems framework to capture a full picture of
women’s experiences at these systemic levels of society. In this paper, we use Bronfenbrenner’s
ecological systems multilevel approach to examine the impact of these cultural gender norms on
women'’s lives at the different system levels. We conducted a desk review of studies published in
sub-Saharan Africa focused on cultural gender norms and gender inequality. The findings showed
that the impact of cultural gender norms on gender inequality at the levels of the four social systems
(microsystem, mesosystem, exosystem, and macrosystem) are interconnected, creating and
widening the inequality gap between men and women. Cultural gender norms influence gender
role socialization in the home, which then transmits to the school and religious institutions as the
mesosystem. At the school level, cultural gender norms act as a mesosystem manifest through
discriminatory classroom practices, gender role assignment of school responsibilities, and gender
role representations in textbooks. In Christianity and Islam, cultural gender norms create doctrines
that enforce men’s domination over women, and, in the workplace, cultural gender norms have
gendered labor by defining a man’s occupation and limiting women to domestic and low-paying
occupations. The mass media is the exosystem that displays images of women to fit cultural gender
norms of what is defined as acceptable for women. Finally, the macrosystem is the overall
sociocultural norms that have been accepted by society that perpetuate discriminatory practices
against women.
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Introduction

Human development is the capability of all individuals, irrespective of gender, to have
dignity, self-determination, freedom from discrimination, good health, and access to knowledge,
human security, a decent standard of living, and human rights (UNDP, 2016). Women make up
half of the world’s population (UNDP, 2016), yet their treatment as second class is still persistent
in many parts of the world (Surdaso et al., 2019). Sub-Saharan Africa (SSA) is one of the regions
where significant gender inequalities continue to exist. For instance, women make up 50.2% of the
302.7 million people in the region living below a pay rate of $1.90 a day compared to 49.8% of
men (Munoz et al., 2018). Women make up less than 20% of landholders globally and about 15%
in SSA (UN Women, 2015). About 23% of parliamentary seats are held by women in SSA while
men occupy the remaining 77% (UN Women, 2019). In addition, 12% of women aged 20-24 in
SSA were married before age 15 (UN Women, 2019) compared to 4% of men married before age
18 (Gaston et al., 2019). Gender inequality continues to be a fundamental impediment to human
progress. Gender equality and the achievement of human development goals, which include health,
education, and the realization of social and economic rights, are inextricably linked. According to
the United Nations Development Programme (UNDP), there is a relationship between gender
inequality and human development outcomes, with low-Human Development Index (HDI)
countries scoring significantly worse on gender inequality measures than high-HDI countries
(UNDP, 2016). Gender inequality is a social phenomenon wherein men and women are not treated
equally (Ferrant, 2015).

Ghana, an SSA country, also struggles with gender inequality. The population of women
in Ghana stands at 15 million, approximately half of the country’s total population (World Bank,
2020), yet it has a Gender Development Index of 0.912, meaning there is still a significant gender
disparity between men and women (UNDP, 2019). For example, the UN Women report on the
“Progress of the World’s Women 2019-2020,” indicates that 19.2% of women in Ghana aged 15-
24 were sexually or physically abused by an intimate partner, and literacy rates in the country are
78.3% for men and 65.3% for women (UN Women, 2019). Approximately 11% of women
(compared to 8.8% of men) are employed below the international poverty line. Women and girls
aged 15 and above spend 15.5% of their time on unpaid care and domestic work as compared to
4.6% of men’s time. Also, the representation of women in parliament is only 13.1% (World Bank,
2020). As such, programming focused on addressing these barriers is critical if we are to achieve
the UN's fifth sustainable goal focused on achieving gender equality and empowering all girls and
women by 2030.

A significant barrier to achieving gender equality is gendered cultural norms. Gendered
cultural norms are valued attributes that define acceptable behaviors for men and women (Cislaghi
& Heise, 2020). These norms are embedded in social institutions and determine who holds
decision-making power and who exercises control (Heise et al., 2019). Gendered norms create a
normalized culture of male dominance and female obedience, contributing to gender disparities
across different aspects of society (Breger, 2014; Sikweyiya et al., 2020). For example, gender
norms assign household leadership and decision-making power solely to men, while prescribing
submission and obedience to women (Dako-Gyekye & Owusu, 2013). More often than men,
women are left with no choice but to comply with cultural roles and expectations that society
assigns to them (Adinkrah, 2004; Dako-Gyeke & Owusu, 2013). Compared to women, men are
less likely to adopt more progressive gender norms (Akotia & Anum, 2015), because traditional
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gender norms tend to favor them (Alhassan & Odame, 2015). For instance, when resources are
scarce, boys are more likely to be sent to school than girls (Ombati & Ombati, 2012), resulting in
lower educational enrollment, retention, and attainment for girls (Ahonsi et al., 2019; Alhassan &
Odame, 2015). Cultural gender norms have been associated with negative outcomes for women,
including violence against women, increased school dropout, lower female education,
disproportionate health problems, discriminatory cultural practices, and lower political
representation. Additionally, discrepancies such as women lacking access to lands, receiving less
pay than their male counterparts for equal work, and forcibly migrating to engage in strenuous
work to sustain their families, have all been associated with cultural gender norms (Adinkrah,
2004; Dako-Gyeke & Owusu, 2013; Forkuor et al., 2020; Ombati & Ombati, 2012).

Many studies (Ahonsi et al., 2019; Dako-Gyeke & Owusu, 2013) looked at the impact of
gendered cultural norms on specific aspects of women’s and girls’ lives in isolation from each
other and have missed the opportunity to portray a full picture of how these norms are
interconnected and impact every aspect of girls’ and women’s lives. Hence, this paper uses
Bronfenbrenner’s Ecological Systems Theory (EST) as a multilevel approach to considering how
various factors at multiple environmental system levels impact girls and women and further
contribute to widened gender inequality.

Method

This article includes a desk review of peer-reviewed literature on cultural gender norms
and gender inequality in Ghana obtained from social science and development journals. Legal
documents and international reports from international organizations such as the UN Agencies and
the World Bank were also reviewed to find credible data on the extent of gender inequality in
Ghana.

Bronfenbrenner’s Ecological Systems Theory (EST)

This review is situated within the Ecological Systems Theory (EST) of human development
in which the structures in the immediate settings of a developing person are seen as interrelated
(Darling, 2007). Bronfenbrenner (1979) described the ecological environment as nested and
interdependent environmental systems that influence human behavior throughout the lifespan.
Thus, the ecological environment must be examined as an interdependent whole to fully
understand the forces surrounding a developing individual (Bronfenbrenner, 1979; Neal & Neal,
2013).

Specifically, EST identifies four system levels—the microsystem, mesosystem, exosystem,
and macrosystem—that are nested around a focal individual like a set of concentric circles
(Darling, 2007). The microsystem level, which is the first in the nested hierarchy, consists of
settings/contexts where the individual plays a direct role and directly interacts with others. For
example, the family is part of one’s microsystem where the woman or girl plays the role of a
mother, wife, daughter, or sibling, has first-hand experiences of assigned roles, and closely
interacts with others in her assigned role (Brofenbrenner, 1979, p. 22; Darling, 2007).
Mesosystems are the places where different microsystems connect and interact. Mesosystems
include the workplace, school, community, and any religious group that the individual is part of.
Exosystems are settings that the individual does not directly participate in, but they exert an indirect
influence on the individual (Brofenbrenner, 1979, p. 25; Darling, 2007). A girl child does not play
a direct role in the education policy-making community, but educational policies nonetheless
influence her school experience. Finally, macrosystems, within which exosystems are nested,
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include broad cultural influences or traditional ideologies that have long-ranging consequences for
the girl or woman (Brofenbrenner, 1979, p. 26). See Figure 1 below for a summary of how cultural
gender norms manifest at the multiple levels of the ecosystem which creates gender inequality
between men and women in Ghana.

Figure 1: Cultural Gender Norms at Multi-levels of the Ecosystem Creating Gender
Inequality in Ghana

Macrosystem
Discrimingtory sociocultural
practices
Lower women political
representation

Exosystem
Mass Media {representating
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[Unequsal decision making
power between husband and
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Source: Adapted from Neal and Neal (2013)

Microsystem Factors Contributing to Gender Inequality in Ghana

Gender Role Socialization in the Family

Parents are active agents in the socialization process of the child (McHale et al., 1999).
Gender role discrimination in Ghana starts at birth (Worku, 2001). A mother who gives birth to a
baby boy is welcomed by her husband and congratulated by society, but it is otherwise for one
who gives birth to a baby girl (Worku, 2001). This is due to the belief that sons ensure the posterity
of families (Okonkwo, 2013). Through gender role socialization, parents, directly and indirectly,
influence children to fit into expected gender roles from birth (Okonkwo, 2013). This gender role
socialization sustains differing expectations for boys and girls (Anyan & Hjemdal, 2018). Boys
are socialized to take risks, resolve conflicts with aggression, and not express emotions (Momoh
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et al., 2007). Girls are socialized to be quiet, shy, play less vigorous games, and always stay neat
(Worku, 2001). These affirm the gender stereotypes of courage, boldness, and authority assigned
to men, and vulnerability and dependence assigned to women (Gemignani, 2017). In addition,
adolescent boys are socialized to believe that men have more authority and power than women,
expressed in the idea of a man’s world, where men’s domination and women’s subordination start
(Anyan & Hjemdal, 2018; Okonkwo, 2013). As a result, boys enjoy some liberty, while the girls
are restricted and raised as dependent persons to be given into marriage (Abuya et al., 2014;
Okonkwo, 2013; Worku, 2001).

Women are considered caretakers of the home with the responsibilities of cooking,
cleaning, fetching water, collecting firewood, hut-making, and taking care of animals, children,
the sick, and the elderly (Anbacha & Kjosavik, 2019; Gemignani, 2017). These gender roles
assigned to women are too numerous and routinized, demanding daily labor and time (Anbacha &
Kjosavik, 2019). Therefore, girls are confronted with the burden of managing the home. For
example, in the northern region of Ghana, girls as young as 12 years old are made to work as head
porters or house helps to earn income to support their family and brothers’ education (Iddrisu,
2020). Additionally, due to the reverence associated with marriage in Ghanaian society, mothers
socialize their girl children with the idea of preparing them to become good wives and mothers in
the future (Ahonsi et al., 2019). Boys are allowed to go outside and participate in outdoor games,
while girls are confined to the home, engaged in household chores, and are allowed to play few
indoor games (Okonkwo, 2013). Adolescents have a fully developed understanding of gender
expectations concerning domestic chores through observation, pretend-play, language, and myths.
For instance, a Ghanaian myth states that when a man is whipped with a broom, he becomes
impotent, and this justifies why men would leave sweeping for women. Being socialized into this
cultural system through the telling and retelling of these Ghanaian myths and stories, both boys
and girls internalize and normalize these expectations (Iddrisu, 2020).

Gender Norms and Parental Influence on Educational Enrollment

Traditional gender roles that view women only as mothers and wives restrict girls’ access
to formal education (Gemignani, 2017). Despite the country’s Free Compulsory Universal Basic
Education policy, which allows every school-aged child to enroll in school, education for boys is
supported much more so than for girls (Ahiakpor et al., 2014). In cases where a family has
inadequate resources, girls are made to sacrifice their schooling for their male siblings (Ombati &
Ombati, 2012). Parents often promise to enroll girls once their brothers have completed their
education (Abuya et al., 2014). Sadly, this promise never gets fulfilled because parents become
reluctant to enroll their girls, or it becomes too late, as girls might have been married off or have
become pregnant. Thus, the number of enrolled girls decreases as they move higher through the
educational system. Analyzing the 2010 PHC Report, Osei-Assibey (2014) asserts that there are
95 girls for every 100 boys at the primary school level. However, there are 88 girls for every 100
boys in secondary school and 71 girls for every 100 boys at the university level.

Many children in rural areas s in Ghana must cover long dangerous distances to schools in
nearby communities (Ombati & Ombati, 2012; Senadza, 2012), and these pose security and safety
risks to children, especially girls who may be additionally vulnerable to kidnapping or rape.
Further, in sending girls to school, rural families potentially expose their daughters to sexual
relationships with male teachers and male peers that may result in pregnancy before maturity
(Abuya et al. 2014; Ombati & Ombati, 2012; Gemignani, 2017). Thus, some parents become
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unwilling to enroll their girls in school due to these insecurities (Ahonsi et al., 2019; Ombati &
Ombati, 2012).

Marriage and Decision-making

As already stated, cultural gender norms regard men as the principal providers for the
household. A woman is only expected to manage the household and support her husband
(Lambrecht et al., 2018; Lodin et al., 2019). This gender role of the principal provider determines
who has access to productive resources. Thus, men have unrestricted access to economic resources
including agricultural goods and land (Lambrecht et al., 2018). Married women’s productive
activities are deemed supportive of their husband, the perceived main provider (Lodin et al., 2019).
In many rural communities, women are not expected to earn more than their husbands as this
undermines the husband’'s position and authority as the head of the household head (Lodin et al.,
2019). Major decision-making then becomes the sole responsibility of the man since he controls
household assets and productive resources (Withers et al., 2015). Therefore, women only make
minor decisions such as cooking, while men make major decisions about economic production and
childbearing. In a study about men’s perception of their role in family planning, participants
reported doubt about their wives’ capacity to choose the best contraceptive method and hence
requested to be involved in the decision-making process (Withers et al., 2015).

Meso-level Factors Contributing to Gender Inequality in Ghana

School Curriculum, School Policies, and Classroom Practices

Curricula used in schools are extensions of cultural gender norms. Recommended school
textbooks portray men and women in traditional gender stereotypes underpinned by sociocultural
norms. Primary and secondary school textbooks portray women and girls in domestic roles and
men and boys in more satisfying, external salaried occupations (Mburu & Nyagah, 2012; Worku,
2001). In textbooks, political offices, leadership, and decision-making roles are all represented as
men’s work (Mburu & Nyagah, 2012) while helping occupations such as teaching and nursing are
usually associated with women (Mburu & Nyagah, 2012). Undoubtedly, children are inspired to
mirror what they see and read from learning materials, where women are described in domestic
and low-paying occupations while men engage in technology, engineering, and other highly paid
occupations (Ombati & Ombati, 2012). Moreover, in the process of teaching and learning,
schoolteachers regularly assigned leadership roles to boys and classroom chores like sweeping and
cleaning to girls (Kendall, 2008). These school materials and practices enforce cultural gender
roles initiated in the home.

Workplace and Economic Opportunities

Gender inequality in education has produced more women with less education; thus, many
women are unable to secure employment with good income (Dako-Gyeke & Owusu, 2013). The
labor force in Ghana, though not explicitly stated, is gendered. For example, women form about
75% of the healthcare workforce in Ghana, yet leadership in healthcare organizations is
significantly male dominated (Ghana Statistical Service, 2019). Women are often found in
domestic and low-paying occupations, while men are given privileged access to positions of
power, where they are given status, freedom, growth, and self-worth (Awumbila, 2006). In
addition, women in formal occupational settings are often paid less for the same job compared to
their male counterparts (Forkuor et al., 2020), with a wage gap average of 7%-12% (Khalid, 2017).
Another example of unequal economic access is unequal property rights, which is a major factor
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responsible for plunging most women and women-headed households into generational poverty
(McFerson, 2010). Patriarchal institutions such as chieftaincy, kinship, and lineage are responsible
for the control and distribution of resources including lands. Cultural gender norms favor male
inheritance and are less supportive of female inheritance (Akotia & Anum, 2015; McFerson,
2010). Particularly, women usually acquire lands through marriage and lose them when the
marriage ends. Women are mostly denied access to their husband’s land in the event of a divorce
or death. Children from these households are thereby forced to drop out of school, intensifying the
cycle of poverty (Awumbila, 2006; McFerson, 2010). For women to continue to have access to
economic resources including land, they are often forced to remain married and endure challenging
relationships.

Religious Institutions

The two main religions practiced in Ghana are Christianity and Islam. Data from Ghana’s
2010 Population and Housing Census (PHC) report 71% of Ghanaians self-identify as Christians,
17% as Muslims, and the rest belong to traditional religions (Takyi & Lamptey, 2020). Both the
Bible and the Qur’an have codes meant to guide gender relations, such as Ephesians 5:22 in the
Christian Bible and Sura 4:34 in the Quran. Ephesians chapter 5 verse 22 in the Bible admonishes
wives to “submit to their own husbands” because their husbands are their heads (Holy Bible: New
International Version, 2011, Eph. 5:22). This scripture is sometimes misinterpreted to cause
women to submit to men who are not their husbands. In the Qur’an, Sura chapter 4 verse 34
describes righteous women as obedient and encourages men to discipline disobedient women
(Saheeh International, 2004, Sura 4:34). These religious ideas have sometimes been used to widen
gender inequality between men and women (Fuseini & Kalule-Sabiti, 2015). The level of
inequality that exists between men and women within Ghanaian society is not exempt from Islam
and Christianity. Certain scriptures from the Bible are quoted frequently in church and within a
household in order to establish and justify the suppression of women by men (Tanye, 2008). For
example, first Corinthians 14:34 reads, “let your women keep silent in church, for it is not
permitted unto them to speak: but they are commanded to be under the obedience of men, said the
Lord” (Holy Bible New International Version, 2011, 1 Cor. 14:34). Another example is first
Timothy 2:12 which also states, “I do not allow them to teach or have authority over men, they
must be quiet” (Tanye, 2008; Holy Bible New International Version, 2011, 1 Tim. 2:12). These
religious codes have determined women’s traditional gender roles within the church that include
the provision of unpaid domestic and care work for church communities as part of their assumed
socio-religious responsibilities (Bawa, 2017).

In many Christian churches across the country, women outnumber men in congregations,
but leadership is mainly a man’s role in both charismatic and orthodox churches (Adasi, 2013;
Bawa, 2017). Women are mostly leaders of predominantly women-attended organizations and
groups in the church (Bawa, 2017). Though there are a few women in prominent church leadership
positions, Soothill (2007) argued that this does not imply emancipation for all women because this
is not representative of all women’s experiences in church. Moreover, the church states that the
status of wife is the highest status a woman can attain in life (Adasi, 2013; Gbagbo et al., 2015).
Thus, unmarried women are advised by male pastors to be submissive in order to be marriageable.
Also, pregnancy out of wedlock is unacceptable in many of these churches (Gbagbo et al., 2015).
For example, an unmarried pregnant woman or teenage girl is publicly penalized in the church to
serve as a warning to others. These women are made to sit at the back of the pews, while the men
responsible for the pregnancies walk about freely (Amenga-Etego, 2006). These acts of emotional
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abuse negatively affect the mental health and self-confidence of affected women (Amenga-Etego,
2006; Gbagho et al., 2015). In cases of domestic violence, churches use Biblical scriptures to
advise women to be patient, humble, and to pray for their abusive men to change, while they
continue to endure the abuse (Amenga-Etego, 2006).

In some Islamic communities, women are often not allowed to be part of Islamic leadership,
and their activities are mostly regarded as complementary rather than essential (Creevey, 1996).
Islamic theology believes that women can only lead groups of other women (Badru & Sackey,
2013). In many mosques in Ghana, as commonly practiced elsewhere, women pray behind men,
usually separated by a wall. The reason as presented by Badru and Sackey (2013) is to prevent
male-female sexual attraction when men and women stand side-by-side to worship (Badru &
Sackey, 2013).

Exo-level Factors Contributing to Gender Inequality in Ghana

Mass Media

Like school curricula, television programs feature men in dominant and leadership roles,
while showing women in subservient and domestic roles (Witt, 2000). In a study of television
advertisements, men were more likely than women to be portrayed in professional work settings—
17.7% for men and 3.3% for women. These advertisements become a conduit for enforcing cultural
gender norms of women as caretakers and men as breadwinners (Furnham & Paltzer, 2010). In
addition, women are mostly portrayed as sex objects and sometimes abused by men in movies
(Sherman & Dominick, 1986). These movies tend to normalize violence against women and teach
children, especially boys, that it is acceptable to “discipline” a woman into submission (Sikweyiya
et al., 2020). It is worth noting that journalists report violence against women by mostly placing
the blame on women and girls while exonerating the male perpetrators. In a news article published
online, the journalist reported that 183 women were sexually abused by one perpetrator within a

year because of the women’s desire for money which caused them to devalue themselves to be
abused (Owusu-Addo et al., 2018).

Macro-level Factors Contributing to Gender Inequality in Ghana

Sociocultural Norms

Wife inheritance and dowry payments, forced marriages, widowhood rites, female genital
mutilation, and trokosi (a Ghanaian word meaning “slaves for the gods”) are effects of gendered
cultural norms that have been associated with violence against women (Tenkorang et al., 2013).
Female genital mutilation, child marriage, and puberty rites portray adolescent girls as mature and
ready for sexual relations and marriage (Ombati & Ombati, 2012). These cultural gender norms
have contributed to teenage pregnancies and increased school dropout rates for girls (Haberland et
al., 2018; Senadza, 2012). Trokosi is a cultural practice in Ghana that enslaves young virgin girls
to work in shrines as atonement for the sins of their relatives. Trokosi is practiced among some
societies in the Volta region of Ghana, Benin, and Togo (Bawa, 2017). These girls perform
domestic and sexual roles for the male fetish priests (who serve as mediators between spirits and
the living). The girls spend their lifetimes in the shrines, lose their rights and access to education
and social life, and are physically, sexually, and emotionally abused by the fetish priest (Bawa,
2017; Ombati & Ombati, 2012). Another inhumane cultural practice is widowhood rites, where a
widow is compelled to undergo certain demeaning rituals upon the death of her husband as part of
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the funeral rites for the departed or to prove their innocence in their husband’s death. Men and
boys do not experience any of these discriminatory cultural practices (Bawa, 2017).

Political Representation and Leadership

Gender roles that portray men as leaders, and women as subordinates (Tenkorang et al.,
2013) discourage women from participating in politics. In the workplace, women are expected to
be in subordinate roles to follow rules made by men (Dako-Gyeke & Owusu, 2013). As a result,
women have experienced glass ceilings in rising to managerial positions in public and political
offices in the country (Ohemeng & Adusah-Karikari, 2015). Managerial positions in public
organizations are male-dominated, influencing workplace policies to be biased in favor of men
(Ohemeng & Adusah-Karikari, 2015). According to the Ghana Statistical Service (2019), 51.4%
of employable women and 48.6% of employable men with an average of basic education joined
the labor market between 2016 and 2017. Nevertheless, despite equal education, only 7% of
employable women compared to 93% of employable men were selected for high leadership
positions. These statistics underlie the need for intervention for women to be able to progress to
higher positions.

In politics, the low representation of women points to the fact that women’s voices are
missing in policy formulation and strategic planning. From its inception in 1992, the parliament of
Ghana has had a rate of women’s representation in politics of around 10% (Ofei-Aboagye, 2004),
despite the country’s Affirmative Action policy that reserves a 40% quota for women’s
representation in all government and public offices (Government of Ghana, 2013). Political parties
over the years have engaged in what Forkuor and associates (2020) termed “tokenism,” the practice
of appointing a few women into political offices to prove an anti-discriminatory stance.

Discussion

In this review, we sought to explore women’s experiences of gender inequality influenced
by cultural gender norms. Guided by the Ecological Systems Theory of human development, we
find that the contributory factors of cultural gender norms to gender inequality are multiple and
interconnected. Cultural gender norms influence gender role discrimination from birth through
gender role socialization, enrollment in formal education, marriage, and decision-making in the
home as a microsystem (Okonkwo, 2013; Worku, 2001). Traditional gender roles extend into the
mesosystems which are the school, workplace, and religious institutions. School policies,
curricula, recommended textbooks, and classroom practices put men and women in roles that
enforce dominant roles for men and demeaning positions for women (Mburu & Nyagah, 2012;
Ombati & Ombati, 2012). These lower-status roles for women also translate into Christian and
Islamic institutions, as the two main religions widely practiced in Ghana (Fuseini & Kalule-Sabiti,
2015). At the exo-level system, the mass media serves as a medium to communicate and enforce
these traditional gender norms through television programs that feature men in dominant
leadership roles while showing women in subservient and domestic roles (Furnham & Paltzer,
2010). Lastly, at the macro-level system, sociocultural norms have created socio-cultural practices
that perpetuate violence against women, which inhibits their progress and development
(Tenkorang et al., 2013). Wife inheritance and dowry payments, forced marriages, widowhood
rites, female genital mutilation, and trokosi are cultural factors that have subjected women to
discriminatory practices, oppression, and violence (Bawa, 2017). Bronfenbrenner’s ecological
systems theory has shown that cultural gender norms which manifest at the different system levels
of society are multifaceted, interrelated, and collectively create gender inequality between men and
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women. Thus, programs aimed at empowering women and girls must be tailored to suit specific
populations in target communities as women are not a homogenous group. Though the above
experiences affect all women, instances of gender inequality impact women differently based on
their geographic location, age, level of education, religion, employment status, and disability.
Hence, interventions addressing gender inequality should target multiple levels of society and must
include men to effectively address gender inequality.

We recommend the engagement of boys and men in gender-transformative programming
designed to combat gender inequality to address barriers to gender equality. Engaging men and
boys alongside girls in gender-transformative programming has been acknowledged as an essential
part of the global strategy to achieve gender equality (UN Women, 2014). A gender-transformative
approach is a strategy that aims to fight gender inequality by modifying detrimental gender norms,
roles, and relations through programmatic inclusion of strategies to facilitate significant reforms
in power relationships between women and men. This recommendation is based on a systematic
review conducted by Jewkes and colleagues (2015) on interventions that engaged men and boys
to change social norms and reduce inequities in gender relations that promoted violence against
women and girls in South Africa. Their findings reported significant effects of the intervention in
reducing violence against women by specifically addressing the norms, behaviors, and
relationships associated with ideals of manhood. Ruane-McAteer and associates (2020) also
conducted a systematic review on gender-transformative interventions with men and boys to
improve sexual and reproductive health and rights for women. Ruane-McAteer and colleagues
found that engaging men and boys improved sexual and reproductive health (SRHR) and access
to SRHR services for women (Ruane-McAteer et al., 2020). When men and boys are engaged in
gender-transformative programming, they may begin to regard women as partners in national
development who must be supported and not viewed as a threat to their authority (Ohemeng &
Adusah-Karikari, 2015).

Another significant group that must be involved in gender-transformative programming is
traditional/community leaders. Traditional leaders are major stakeholders in gender equality
because they are usually the custodians of sociocultural practices in many communities across the
country. These leaders must be sensitized and actively involved in the dismantling of cultural
norms that are discriminatory against women (Treves-Kagan et al., 2020; VVan de Berg et al., 2013).
An evaluation study of a gender-transformative intervention to shift gendered decision-making
roles in Rwanda reported the positive impact of local leaders in promoting progressive gender
norms after they participated in the gender-transformative intervention (Stern et al., 2018).
Specifically, the study found that local leaders held couples accountable for making joint decisions
about property, as required by reforms in the Rwandan property law. Rwandan community leaders
made and enforced rules that barred land buyers from using lands with documents that did not
include the signature of the seller’s wife (Stern et al., 2018). This study provides evidence of the
significant influence of traditional/community leaders on shifting social expectations around
cultural gendered norms.

In Ghanaian society, traditional female leaders, known as “queen mothers” are involved in
the administrative, legislative, and judicial authority of the community (Odame, 2014). Queen
mothers function alongside male chiefs (traditional political head) and are highly recognized and
responsible for women’s and children’s issues (Drah, 2014; Odame, 2014; Ubink, 2018).
Considering their critical position in society and in ensuring the wellbeing of women, they are an
influential force in the elimination of discriminatory gendered cultural norms and practices in
Ghana (Ubink, 2018). They have been found significantly effective in addressing major issues
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including the fight against HIV (USAID, 2002) and providing care for orphaned children (Drah,
2014). Faith-based organizations must also be included in this sensitization and stakeholders’
engagement process, and they must be encouraged to provide progressive gender-equal
interpretations of faith teachings (Winterford et al., 2020).

To dismantle cultural stereotypes and achieve gender equality, women’s representation in
decision-making is critical. Women leaders best represent the needs of women (VVongalis-Macrow,
2016), particularly women with low literacy.

Duflo (2012) stated that to increase women’s political power is to directly affect their
representation through quotas or reservation policies. Another developing country, India, has seen
some success through their reservation policy, which specifies that, at each election, one-third of
randomly selected villages must elect a woman as the head of the local council (Duflo, 2012).
These women-led villages have implemented infrastructure responding to the needs of women
such as providing good drinking water. In a similar vein, the Government of Ghana can enforce its
Affirmative Action policy of 40% representation of women in Parliament. The Government of
Ghana must apply sanctions to political parties that do not present at least 40% women candidates
for parliamentary elections. Furthermore, there must be public education on the importance of
women’s political participation to increase electoral support for women in politics. Additionally,
enforcement of Affirmative Action policies on education must go hand in hand with financial
support for women, as a lack of financial resources has been reported as a major barrier to girls’
education (Sensoy Bahar et al., 2020). In the workplace, women in managerial positions need to
assist women in lower ranks to break glass ceilings using their own experience as a model for
others (Ohemeng & Adusah-Karikari, 2015). Another means to increase women’s decision-
making power and protect them from domestic violence is legal support. If women are left with no
other options besides marriage, then they cannot divorce and are influenced or forced to stay in
abusive marriages. Hence, policies that secure women’s welfare and protect children born outside
of marriage must be implemented and enforced. This would empower women to not condone or
withstand gender-based violence in or outside of marriage.

Lastly, the increase of women role models in schools, especially in rural areas, is significant
in promoting gender equality in education, as girls would be motivated to remain in school and
pursue higher education (Akotia & Anum, 2015). Gendered stereotypical content in curriculum
and required reading texts must be revised to reflect gender equality and elevate women’s status
above domestic roles (Winterford et al., 2020). Importantly, women empowerment programs must
be multilevel programs to reach not just the girls or women but also empower their significant
others, such as caregivers and husbands, to support women’s development (Haberland et. al.,
2018). Women’s empowerment programs must be designed to suit specific demographic needs
because women are not a homogenous group (Follingstad & Rogers, 2012).

Limitations

Given our focus on existing data, we were limited to very few studies on the impact of mass
media and gendered cultural norms on women, so we could not comprehensively explore that
subject. Further study of this topic would provide appropriate interventions for women in Ghana
regarding mass media.

Funding
This manuscript is funded by the Eunice Kennedy Shriver National Institute of Child
Health and Human Development (NICHD) under Award Number R21HD099508 (Pl: Ozge

Published by Virtual Commons - Bridgewater State University, 2023

11



Journal of International Women's Studies, Vol. 25, Iss. 7 [2023], Art. 14

Sensoy Bahar, PhD). The funders had no role in preparation of the manuscript or decision to
publish. The content is solely the responsibility of the authors and does not necessarily represent
the official views of NICHD or the National Institutes of Health.

References

Abuya, B. A., Onsomu, E. O., & Moore, D. (2014). Determinants of educational exclusion: Poor
urban girls’ experiences in-and-out of school in Kenya. Prospects, 44(2), 381-394.

Adasi, G. S. (2013). Challenges of single ordained women ministers in the Presbyterian Church of
Ghana. Canadian Social Science, 9(5), 138-140. doi:
10.3968/j.¢s5.1923669720130905.2702.

Adinkrah, M. (2004). Witchcraft accusations and female homicide victimization in contemporary
Ghana. Violence against Women, 10(4), 325-356.
https://doi.org/10.1177/1077801204263419

Ahiakpor, F., Nunoo, J., & Alnaa, S. E. (2014). A new look at school enrolment in Ghana: A
statistical analysis. Journal of Studies in Education, 4(2), 42-56.

Ahonsi, B., Fuseini, K., Nai, D., Goldson, E., Owusu, S., Ndifuna, I., Humes, I., & Tapsoba, P. L.
(2019). Child marriage in Ghana: Evidence from a multi-method study. BMC Women'’s
Health, 19(126), 1-15.

Akotia, C. S., & Anum, A. (2015). Gender, culture, and inequality in Ghana: An examination of
sociocultural determinants of gender disparity. In Safdar, S., & Kosakowska-Berezecka,
N. (eds), Psychology of gender through the lens of culture (pp. 375-394). Springer.

Alhassan, E., & Odame, F. S. (2015). Gender inequality in basic education in the Northern Region
of Ghana: Household and contextual factors in perspectives. GJDS, 12(1-2), 125-141.

Amenga-Etego, R. M. (2006). Violence against women in contemporary Ghanaian society.
Theology and Sexuality, 13(1), 23-46.

Anbacha, A. E., & Kjosavik, D. J. (2019). The dynamics of gender relations under recurrent
drought conditions: A study of Borana pastoralists in Southern Ethiopia. Human Ecology,
47(3), 435-447.

Anyan, F., & Hjemdal, O. (2018). Stress of home life and gender role socialization, family
cohesion, and symptoms of anxiety and depression. Women and Health 58(5), 548-564.

Awumbila, M. (2006). Gender equality and poverty in Ghana: Implications for poverty reduction
strategies. GeoJournal, 67(2), 149-161.

Badru, P., & Sackey, B. M. (2013) Islam in Africa south of the Sahara: Essays in gender relations
and political reform. Plymouth, UK: Scarecrow Press.

Bawa, S. (2017). Christianity, tradition, and gender inequality in postcolonial Ghana. African
Geographical Review, 38(1), 54-66.

Breger, M. L. (2014). Transforming cultural norms of sexual violence against women. Journal of
Research in Gender Studies, 4(2), 39-51.

Bronfenbrenner, U. (1979). The ecology of human development: Experiments by nature and
design. Harvard University Press.

Cislaghi, B., & Heise, L. (2020) Gender norms and social norms: differences, similarities and why
they matter in prevention science. Sociology of Health and IlIness, 42(2), 407-422.
Dako-Gyeke, M., & Owusu, P. (2013). A Qualitative study exploring factors contributing to

gender inequality in rural Ghana. Mediterranean Journal of Social Sciences, 4(1), 481-489.

Darling, N. (2007). Ecological systems theory: The person in the center of the circles. Research in

Human Development, 4(3-4), 203-217.

https://vc.bridgew.edu/jiws/vol25/iss7/14

12


https://psycnet.apa.org/doi/10.1177/1077801204263419

Nartey et al.: A Review of the Cultural Gender Norms Contributing to Gender Ineq

Drah, B. B. (2014). Queen mothers, NGOs, and orphans: Transformations in traditional women's
political organization in an era of HIV and orphanhood in Manya Klo, Ghana. Norsk
Geografisk Tidsskrift-Norwegian Journal of Geography, 68(1), 10-21.

Duflo, E. (2012). Women empowerment and economic development. Journal of Economic
Literature, 50(4), 1051-1079.

Ferrant, G. (2015). How do gender inequalities hinder development? Cross-country evidence.
Annals of Economics and Statistics, (117/118), 313-352.

Follingstad, D. R., & Rogers, M. J. (2012). Women experiencing psychological abuse: Are they a
homogenous group?. Journal of Aggression, Maltreatment & Trauma, 21(8), 891-916.

Forkuor, JB., Buari, M. A., & Aheto, C. K. A. (2020). Breaking barriers: The Experiences of
women in male dominated informal sector occupations in Urban Ghana. Gender Issues,
35, 25-43.

Furnham, A., & Paltzer, S. (2010). The portrayal of men and women in television advertisements:
An updated review of 30 studies published since 2000. Scandinavian Journal of
Psychology, 51, 216-236.

Fuseini, K., & Kalule-Sabiti, 1. (2015). Women’s autonomy in Ghana: Does religion matter?
African Population Studies, 29(2), 1831-1842.

Gaston, C. M., Misunas, C., & Cappa, C. (2019). Child marriage among boys: a global overview
of available data. Vulnerable Children and Youth Studies, 14(3), 219-228.

Gbagbo, F. Y., Amo-Adjei, J., & Laar, A. (2015). Decision-making for induced abortion in the
Accra Metropolis, Ghana. African Journal of Reproductive Health, 19(2), 34-42.
Gemignani, R. (2017). Gender roles and girls' education in Burkina Faso: A tale of heterogeneity

between rural communities. American Review of Political Economy, 11(2), 163-175.

Ghana Statistical Service. (2019). Ghana living standards survey report round 7.
https://www.statsghana.gov.gh/

Ghana Statistical Service. (2018). Ghana Multiple Indicator Cluster Survey (MICS 2017/18),
Survey Finding Report. Accra, Ghana: GSS.

Government of Ghana. (2013). Consideration of reports submitted by States parties under article
18 of the Convention on the Elimination of All Forms of Discrimination against WWomen:
combined 6th and 7th periodic reports of States parties. United Nations.
https://digitallibrary.un.org/record/749359?In=en

Haberland, N. A., McCarthy, K. J., & Brady, M. S. (2018) A systematic review of adolescent girl
program implementation in low- and middle-income countries: Evidence gaps and insights.
Journal of Adolescent Health, 63(1), 18-31.

Heise, L., Green, M. E., Opper, N., Stavropoulou, M., Harper, C., Nascimento, M., & Zewdie, D.
(2019). Gender inequality and restrictive gender norms: Framing the challenges to health.
The Lancet, 393(10189), 2440-2454.

The Holy Bible: New International Version. (2011). Hodder & Stoughton.

Iddrisu, A. F. (2020). Ethnographic perspective of female kayayei in the Tamale Metropolis. PhD
Thesis, University of Development Studies, Ghana.

Jewkes, R., Flood, M., & Lang, J. (2015). From work with men and boys to changes of social
norms and reduction of inequities in gender relations: a conceptual shift in prevention of
violence against women and girls. The Lancet, 385(9977), 1580-1589.

Kendall, N. (2008). Achieving our goals and transforming our schools: Best practices in the
Malawi Teacher Training Activity. USAID.

Published by Virtual Commons - Bridgewater State University, 2023

13


https://www.statsghana.gov.gh/
https://digitallibrary.un.org/record/749359?ln=en

Journal of International Women's Studies, Vol. 25, Iss. 7 [2023], Art. 14

Khalid, M. (2017). The Gender Wage Gap in Ghana: Empirical Evidence from the Formal and
Informal Sectors. Unpublished. https://www.semanticscholar.org/paper/The-Gender-
Wage-Gap-in-Ghana%3A-Empirical-Evidence-
Khalid/fc20082d0603362f0b16aa00dec2c7840c40440c

Lambrecht, 1., Schuster, M., Samwini, S. A., & Pelleriaux, L. (2018). Changing gender roles in
agriculture? Evidence from 20 years of data in Ghana. Agricultural Economics, 49(6), 691-
710.

Lodin, J. B., Tegbaru, A., Bullock, R., Degrande, A., Nkengla, L. W., & Gaya, H. I. (2019).
Gendered mobilities and immobilities: Women’s and men’s capacities for agricultural
innovation in Kenya and Nigeria. Gender, Place and Culture, 26(12), 1759-1783.

Mburu, D. N. P., & Nyagah, G. (2012). Effects of gender role portrayal in textbooks in Kenyan
primary schools, on pupils’ academic aspirations. Problems of Education in the 21%
Century, 47, 100-109.

McFerson, H. M. (2010). Poverty among women in Sub-Saharan Africa: A review of selected
issues. Journal of International Women Studies, 11(4), 50-72.

McHale, S. M., Crouter, C. A., & Tucker, C. J. (1999). Family context and gender role socialization
in middle childhood: Comparing girls to boys and sisters to brothers. Child Development,
70(4), 990- 1004.

Momoh, S. O., Asagwara, C. G., & Meriamu, U. M. (2007). Male gender roles and sexuality:
Implications for university girls’ HIV/AIDS awareness in a Nigerian university. Journal
of International Women's Studies, 8(4), 148-152.

Munoz Boudet, A. M., Buitrago, P., De La Briere, B. L., Newhouse, D. L., Rubiano Matulevich,
E., Scott, K., & Suarez-Becerra, P. (2018). Gender differences in poverty and household
composition through the life-cycle: A global perspective. World Bank Policy Research
Working Paper: 8360.

Neal, J. W., & Neal, Z. P. (2013). Nested or networked? Future directions for ecological systems
theory. Social development, 22(4), 722-737.

Odame, F. S. (2014). Ghanaian traditional women leaders and sustainable development: the case
of Nadowli district of Ghana. European Scientific Journal, 10(14).

Ohemeng, F. L. K., & Adusah-Karikari, A. (2015). Breaking through the glass ceiling: Strategies
to enhance the advancement of women in Ghana’s Public Service. Journal of Asian and
African Studies, 50(3), 359-379.

Okonkwo, E. A. (2013). Attitude towards gender equality in South-eastern Nigerian culture:
Impact of gender and level of education. Gender and Behavior, 11(2), 5579-5585.
Ombati, V., & Ombati, O. (2012). Gender inequality in education in sub-Sahara Africa. Journal

of Women'’s Entrepreneurship and Education, 3, 114-136.

Osei-Assibey, E. (2014). Nature and dynamics of inequalities in Ghana. Development, 57(3-4),
521-530.

Owusu-Addo, E., Owusu-Addo, S. B., Antoh, E. F., Sarpong, Y. A., Obeng-Okra, K., & Annan,
G. K. (2018). Ghanaian media coverage of violence against women and girls: Implications
for health promotion. BMC Women'’s Health, 18(129), 1-12.

Saheeh International. (2004). The Qur’an: English meanings. Al-Muntada Al-1slam.

Senadza, B. (2012). Education inequality in Ghana: Gender and spatial dimensions. Journal of
Economic Studies, 39(6), 724 -739.

Sensoy Bahar, O., Ssewamala, F. M., lbrahim, A., Boateng, A., Nabunya, P., Neilands, T. B.,
Asampong, E., & McKay, M. M. (2020). Anzansi family program: A study protocol for a

https://vc.bridgew.edu/jiws/vol25/iss7/14

14


https://www.semanticscholar.org/paper/The-Gender-Wage-Gap-in-Ghana%3A-Empirical-Evidence-Khalid/fc20082d0603362f0b16aa00dec2c7840c40440c
https://www.semanticscholar.org/paper/The-Gender-Wage-Gap-in-Ghana%3A-Empirical-Evidence-Khalid/fc20082d0603362f0b16aa00dec2c7840c40440c
https://www.semanticscholar.org/paper/The-Gender-Wage-Gap-in-Ghana%3A-Empirical-Evidence-Khalid/fc20082d0603362f0b16aa00dec2c7840c40440c

Nartey et al.: A Review of the Cultural Gender Norms Contributing to Gender Ineq

combination intervention addressing developmental and health outcomes for adolescent
girls at risk of unaccompanied migration. Pilot and Feasibility Studies, 6(1), 1-12.

Sherman, B. L., & Dominick, J. R. (1986). Violence and sex in music videos, TV, and rock-n-roll.
Journal of Communication, 36, 79-93.

Sikweyiya, Y., Addo-Lartey, A. A., Alangea, D. O., Dako-Gyeke, P., Chirwa, E. D., Coker-
Appiah, D., Adanu, R. M. K., & Jewkes, R. (2020). Patriarchy and gender inequitable
attitudes as drivers of intimate partner violence against women in the central region of
Ghana. BMC Public Health, 20(682), 1-11.

Soothill, J. E. (2007). Gender, Social Change and Spiritual Power: Charismatic Christianity in
Ghana. Brill.

Stern, E., Heise, L., & McLean, L. (2018). The doing and undoing of male household decision-
making and economic authority in Rwanda and its implications for gender transformative
programming. Culture, health & sexuality, 20(9), 976-991.

Surdaso, F., Keban, P. E., & Masudah, S. (2019). Gender, religion and patriarchy: The educational
discrimination of coastal Madurese women, East Java. Journal of International Women's
Studies, 20(9), 2-12

Takyi, B. K., & Lamptey, E. (2020). Faith and marital violence in Sub-Saharan Africa: Exploring
the links between religious affiliation and intimate partner violence among women in
Ghana. Journal of Interpersonal Violence, 35(1-2), 25-52.

Tanye, M. (2008). Access and barriers to education for Ghanaian women and girls. Interchange,
39(2), 167-184.

Tenkorang, E. Y., Owusu, A. Y., Yeboah, E. H., & Bannerman, R. (2013). Factors influencing
domestic and marital violence against women in Ghana. Journal of Family Violence, 28,
771-781.

Treves-Kagan, S., Maman, S., Khoza, N., MacPhail, C., Peacock, D., Twine, R., Kahn, K.,
Lippman, S. A., & Pettifor, A. (2020) Fostering gender equality and alternatives to
violence: perspectives on a gender-transformative community mobilisation programme in
rural South Africa. Culture, health & sexuality, 22(supl), 127-144.

Ubink, J. (2018). Customary legal empowerment in Namibia and Ghana? Lessons about access,
power and participation in non-state justice systems. Development and Change, 49(4),
930-950.

UNDP. (2016). Human development report 2016: Human development for everyone. Report 2016.
UNDP.

UNDP. (2019). Human development report 2019: Beyond income, beyond averages, beyond
today: Inequalities in human development in the 21st century. Report 2019. UNDP.
UNESCO Institute of Statistics. (2021). Sustainable Development Goals: Ghana.

http://uis.unesco.org/en/country/gh

UN Women. (2014). Guidance note: Gender mainstreaming in development programming. New
York: UN Women. https://unsdg.un.org/sites/default/files/gender-mainstreaming-
issuesbrief-en-pdf.pdf

UN Women. (2015). Progress of the world’s women 2015: Transforming economies, realizing
rights. Report 2015. library/publications/2015/4/progress-of-the-worlds-women-2015.

UN Women. (2019). Progress of the world’s women 2019-2020: Families in a changing world.
UN Report. https://www.unwomen.org/en/digital-library/progress-ofthe-worlds-women.

USAID. (2002). Empowering Queen Mothers and Magajias in the fight against HIV/AIDS
(Ghana). Washington, DC: USAID. https://pdf.usaid.gov/pdf _docs/Pnact917.pdf

Published by Virtual Commons - Bridgewater State University, 2023

15


http://uis.unesco.org/en/country/gh
https://unsdg.un.org/sites/default/files/gender-mainstreaming-issuesbrief-en-pdf.pdf
https://unsdg.un.org/sites/default/files/gender-mainstreaming-issuesbrief-en-pdf.pdf
https://www.unwomen.org/en/digital-library/publications/2015/4/progress-of-the-worlds-women-2015
https://www.unwomen.org/en/digital-library/progress-of-the-worlds-women
https://pdf.usaid.gov/pdf_docs/Pnact917.pdf

Journal of International Women's Studies, Vol. 25, Iss. 7 [2023], Art. 14

Van den Berg, W., Hendricks, L., Hatcher A., Peacock, D., Godana, P., & Dworkin, S. (2013).
‘One Man Can’: shifts in fatherhood beliefs and parenting practices following a gender-
transformative programme in Eastern Cape, South Africa. Gender & Development, 21(1),
111-125.

Vongalis-Macrow, A. (2016). It’s about the leadership: The importance of women leaders doing
leadership for women. NASPA Journal About Women in Higher Education, 9(1), 90-103.

Winterford, K., Megaw, T., & Gero, A. (2020). Literature review of gender-transformative change
and social accountability. Gender-transformative social accountability-Working Paper.
https://opus.lib.uts.edu.au/bitstream/10453/147849/2/GTSA%20L it%20Review%20WP
%201%20-%20V5.pdf

Withers, M., Dworkin, S. L., Onono, M., Qyier, B., Cohen, C. R., Bukusi, E. A., & Newman, S. J.
(2015). Men’s perspectives on their role in family planning in Nyanza Province, Kenya.
Studies in Family Planning, 46(2), 201-215.

Witt, S. D. (2000). Review of research: The influence of television on children’s gender role
socialization. Childhood Education, 76(5), 322-324.

Worku, Y. (2001) Ethiopia: From bottom to top in higher education—gender role problems. The
International Journal of Sociological and Social Policy, 21(1), 98-104.

World Bank. (2020). Proportion of seats held by women in national parliaments.
https://data.worldbank.org/indicator/SG.GEN.PARL.ZS

https://vc.bridgew.edu/jiws/vol25/iss7/14

16


https://opus.lib.uts.edu.au/bitstream/10453/147849/2/GTSA%20Lit%20Review%20WP%201%20-%20V5.pdf
https://opus.lib.uts.edu.au/bitstream/10453/147849/2/GTSA%20Lit%20Review%20WP%201%20-%20V5.pdf
https://data.worldbank.org/indicator/SG.GEN.PARL.ZS

	A Review of the Cultural Gender Norms Contributing to Gender Inequality in Ghana: An Ecological Systems Perspective
	Recommended Citation

	A Review of the Cultural Gender Norms Contributing to Gender Inequality in Ghana:  An Ecological Systems Perspective

