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Abstract

This paper examines the barriers to women socio-economy inclusivity in 
Nigeria and recommended strategies for inclusion. It is an undisputed fact that 
women in Nigeria find it difficult to actively participate in the socio-economy 
and political activities in society due to these barriers. The barriers have been 
major constraints on women socio-economic and political development. There 
have been efforts over the years to address these challenges by the government 
through policy statements such as the National Gender Policy in Nigeria, which 
recommended 35% affirmative action. Despite all these efforts, there has not 
been a genuine commitment to its implementation in Nigeria. The paper 
advocates a collaborative effort among the critical stakeholders towards the 
implementation of various national and international treaties on women 
inclusiveness in Nigeria. 

Keywords: Barriers, Women, Inclusivity, Social, Economic, Political, Cultural, 
Strategies 

Introduction

One of the issues that has continued to dominate national discussion since 
return to democratic governance in Nigeria is the low level of women inclusion 
in socio-economic activities in the society. This development has continued to 
underpinned the verse majority of women from contributing to national 
development. It must be noted that, the development of any society rest solely 
on the equal participation of all citizens irrespective of gender. This is because 
every individual man or women is blessed with innate potentials which can be 
harness towards the development of the society. However, despite evidence that 
women in position of responsibilities are hardworking and possess potentials 
that are necessary to develop and sustain the socio-economic and governance, 
their inclusion in the socio-economic, political and cultural life of the society 
has not been fully noticed, most especially in the developing nations Nigeria 
inclusive. It has been observed that women inclusion in Nigerian socio-
economic and political landscape is largely noticeable at the level of voting and 
latent support for men during electioneering (Arowolo and Aluko, 2010). A 
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recent United Nations Report concluded that socio-economic development of 
nations is related to the inclusion and empowerment of the women populace. 
Any society that relegate and restrict women from socio-economic, political 
and cultural life of the society will remain stagnant and retrogressive (Egwu, 
2020).

Empirically, it has been proven that the numerical strength of women 
outnumbers the population of men globally. Yet this large population is denied 
socio-economic, political and cultural inclusion irrespective of their potentials. 
As the socio-economic, cultural and political exclusion of women continue, 
scholars have associated the underdevelopment in Nigeria and other 
development countries to the lack of genuine commitment to women inclusion 
in the national development plans, hence, the country is not progressing as 
expected like the developed countries where women are given equal 
opportunities to explore (Egwu, 2014). According to Orucha (2018), the 
progress and development plans of any society must be women inclusive. This 
is because the women represent a tool for positive change in the society. This 
however depends on how they are mobilise, treated and giving opportunities to 
actualize and minimize their potentials.

Despite the pronounced commitment of the international community such as 
the African Union (AU) and the New Partnership for African's Development 
(NEPAD) to gender equality and to the bridging the gender gap in the society, 
reinforced by the Convention on Elimination of All Forms of Discrimination 
Against Women (CEDAW) and the Beijing Platform of Action, the world most 
especially third world countries, have not made any significant efforts towards 
women inclusion, especially in politics (UNDP Report, 2015). Women 
experience little capacity building and enabling environment to actively and 
effectively participate in the socio-economic, political and cultural sphere of the 
society. International Institute for Democracy and Electoral Assistance/IDEA 
(2003) notes that the society is not fair in terms of gender equity to women as 
they continue to be excluded in the socio-economic and political decision 
making process. Even when they are recognized, they are given a token and still 
being addressed as those who need welfare assistance rather than actors in the 
decision making process.

However, scholars have stressed the role of gender norms and cultural practices 
as well as patriarchy structural of African society and financial constraints and 
other emerging issues as barriers to women inclusivity in Nigeria. (Olurode, 
2013; Okoronkwo-Chukwu, 2013; Pogoson, 2013). The patriarchal posture in 
Nigeria and other African society sets the parameters for women's structurally 
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unequal position in families and markets by condoning gender-differential 
terms in inheritance rights and legal adulthood, by tacitly condoning domestic 
and sexual violence and sanctioning differential wages for equal or comparable 
work (Makama, 2013). Salaam (2003) opined that, for centuries, culture, 
tradition and religion have dictated men and women relationship and 
entrenched men domination into the structure of the society at all levels of 
leadership. This justifies the exclusion of women in education, economy, labour 
market, politics, business, family, domestic matters and inheritance. 

Studies have shown that women exclusion has continued to impacted 
productivity growth and the pace of human development negatively 
(International Labour Organisation/ILO 2017). Women's inclusion and 
effective participation in the socio-economic and political activities of the 
society including provision of decent work are critical to inclusive and 
sustainable socio-economic growth and development (United Nations 
Organisation/UNO, 2015). While women account for half of the total 
population, they remain an underused resource, constituting less than a third of 
the actual workforce (Lagarde 2013). UN (2016) report shows that, 700 million 
fewer women than men of working age were in paid employment, and even 
when they are paid, they tend to work in jobs with relatively low earnings, poor 
working conditions and limited career prospects compare  to their men 
counterpart. 

There is therefore the need to continue to continue to challenge all the barriers to 
women inclusion in all aspect of the society. This is because implementing 
policies that remove or reduce these barriers and create a level playing field and 
give women the opportunity to develop their potential to participate in the 
socio-economic life of the society more visibly. Women inclusion in the socio-
economic life of the society is not only promoting growth and development, but 
it also diversifies the economies, reduces income inequality, mitigates 
demographic shifts, and contributes to financial sector stability (Gonzales, et al 
2015; Kochhar, et al 2017; International Monetary Fund /IMF, 2018).

Adetola (2018) argues that women must be part of major development 
processes in any society because of their numerical strength, industriousness, 
and enterprising abilities and are good managers. Therefore, any national 
development equation without women will not be completely meaningful and 
thorough. According to Ebosele (2014) it is therefore a historical misfit and 
disservice for any country to ignore its women population in its development 
efforts. Barriers to Nigerian's women social inclusion and their persistence 
failure at attaining the pinnacle of participation in decision-making process are 

458

Sarumi, A. A. and Olugbeko, O. S.



continuously being interrogated in order to provide solutions. This paper is 
therefore set to analyze the barriers to women inclusivity in Nigeria with a view 
to come up with practical recommended strategies for inclusion in Nigeria. 

Conceptual clarification
 
Inclusivity 

Inclusivity has been described as the practice of providing equal access and 
opportunities to every individuals, regardless of their background, identity, or 
circumstances. It involves creating an environment where everyone feels 
valued, respected, and supported, and where everyone has the opportunity to 
fully participate and contribute to socio-economy, political and cultural of the 
society. Inclusivity encompasses a range of factors such as diversity, equity, 
accessibility, belonging and empowerment. Inclusivity is essential in various 
aspect or contexts such as in education, employment, healthcare and social 
interaction so as to promote social justice and overall wellbeing of all in the 
society (Ferdman and Deane, 2014).

The importance of inclusivity to the development of every society cannot be 
overemphasize as it promotes social justice and equality, encourages creativity 
and innovation, enhances productivity and performance and also foster a sense 
of community and belonging. Prioritizing inclusivity implies creating a more 
just and equitable society where everyone has the opportunity to thrive and 
reach their full potential (Chimah and Ogwo, 2014). 

Socio-economic inclusivity has been described as the extent to which all 
individuals and groups within a society have access to and can fully participate 
in the economic, social, cultural and political life of the society. It encompasses 
the ability of people to access basic necessities of life such as education, 
employment and healthcare as well as their ability to fully participate in the 
decision making process and enjoy equal rights and opportunities in the society 
(Fatoki, 2019).

Socio-economic inclusivity is about creating a society where everyone has the 
opportunity to thrive and reach their full potentials regardless of their 
background, identity or circumstances. It involves address systematic barriers 
and inequalities that prevent marginalized group such as women, from fully 
participate in the society. Socio-economic inclusivity encompasses several 
components that promote equal opportunity for all in the society such access to 
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education, social protection, employment, healthcare, financial inclusion, 
political participation, gender equality, community engagement access to credit 
facilities among others (Fatoki, 2019).

Countries with Well-Established Women Socio-Economic Inclusivity Policy
Governments around world are recognizing and making conscious efforts to 
increase and include more women in decision making and socio-economic 
activities. This has been by harnessing the potential of women and encouraging 
them through making policies and ensuring its full implementation. For 
instance, Canada has joined Sweden and Norway in their new Feminist 
International Assistance Policy, with the aim of moving beyond gender 
mainstreaming to support an explicitly feminist framework (Government of 
Canada 2017). Many international volunteer cooperation organisations 
(IVCOs) welcome this new focus, as it aligns with their long history of 
championing the needs and rights of women and girls. 

Also, the majority of bilateral agencies have identified the Germany's Federal 
Ministry for Economic Cooperation and Development (BMZ), Development 
Cooperation Ireland (DCI), the UK's Department for International 
Development (DFID) and the United States' Agency for International 
Development (USAID) as having a longstanding commitments to integrate 
gender into their development strategies, usually manifested by the twin-track 
strategy of gender mainstreaming combined with dedicated gender equality 
initiatives. Most bilateral donors have also made commitments related to the 
United Nations' Security Council Resolution (UNSCR) 1325, which stresses 
the importance of women in the prevention and resolution of conflicts, and in 
peace negotiations and humanitarian response (OECD, 2017).

Here are some countries with well-established women inclusivity policies; 
Iceland: The country is known for its stronger gender equality laws and high 
representation of women in parliament (48%), Norway: The country 
implemented gender quotas for cooperate boards and has a high percentage of 
women in government (44%), Sweden: Sweden adopted a feminist foreign 
policy and has strong focus on gender equality in education and the workforce, 
New Zealand: the country introduced paid parental leave and has a high 
representation of women in parliament (41%), Canada: the country 
implemented gender based analysis in policy making and has a strong focus on 
women's empowerment initiatives, Rwanda: has a high representation of 
women in parliament (61%) and implemented gender sensitive laws and 
policies, Finland: Finland is ranked in high gender equality indices and has a 
strong focus on women's empowerment initiatives.
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These countries among others serve as models for promoting gender equality 
and women inclusivity and their policies and initiatives can be replicated and 
adopted by other countries. The examples above show that a significant number 
of women are participating in politics and decision making and also enjoying 
inclusive policies  in other parts of Africa and Europe while the situation in 
Nigeria remains very poor (Lohna, 2021).

Status of Women Participation in Socio-Economic Decisions in Nigeria 
Discrimination against women and gender inequality is a well- recognized 
cause of women social exclusion in Nigeria. Nigeria is ranks 118 out of 134 
countries in the gender equality index (World Bank, 2018). Women in Nigeria 
are confronted with a range of formal and informal barriers to social inclusion. 
These barriers arise from a combination of restricted access to employment, 
education, health services, legal rights and public participation, and gendered 
social norms that position women and girls as wives and caretakers while men 
and boys are breadwinners and decision makers. This means that boys' rights to 
education, health care or adequate nutrition are prioritised over those of girls 
from an early age (Mayah, Mariotti, Mere, and Okwudili, 2017; DFID, 2019). 
Women are less likely to be active in the labour market, more likely to be in 
lower-earning opportunities like farming and informal jobs, and they earn less 
for a given level of education and experience than men of the same level 
(Enfield, 2019).

According to World Bank (2018) report, there is a huge disparity between men 
and women, boys and girls in terms of education. For instance, the out of school 
rate for girls is 32 percent while boys are 28 percent. Also, primary school 
completion rate for boys is around 80 percent while only 66 percent for girls. 
Also, 55 percent of women and girls age 15-49 have completed six or less years 
of education, compared with 38 percent of men and boys (UN Women, 2019). In 
Nigeria, men are three times more likely to own a house or land than women, 
about 37 percent of women are not involved in decisions about their own health 
care, household purchases and visits to family or friends, and only 22 per cent of 
women have a bank account (NPC, 2019). The 2019 general election in Nigeria 
shows that women make up 7.3 percent of the Nigerian Senate and 3.1 percent 
of the House of Representatives. No state in Nigeria has women as governor 
(Kelly, 2019).  

Many women in Nigeria do not have unhindered access to basic services. 
Maternal deaths in women age 15-49 is put at 32 percent (World Bank, 2018). 
The total fertility rate in Nigeria is 5.3 children per woman (NPC, 2019), and 19 
percent of married women have an unmet need for family planning (NPC, 
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2019). Study have shown women's inabilities to pay for direct and indirect costs 
was the biggest factor impacting access to basic health care services in Nigeria 
(Umar et al., 2017). Nigeria's most recent DHS survey showed that 60 percent 
of women in rural areas and 42 percent in urban areas report problems in 
accessing healthcare. These problems included practical and logistical barriers 
such as finding money for treatment and distance from a health facility (NPC, 
2019). However, there were also barriers that arise from gendered attitudes and 
norms; not wanting to go alone to the health facility and being unable to get 
permission to go (NPC, 2019). 

According to Chukwuemeka and Eze (2011) Nigerian women are relegated to 
the background economically, and this is directly associated with poverty. 
Culturally, women do not own property both in their fathers and husbands' 
house when they are married. Politically, due to huge financial demand, women 
do not involve in politics because they are poverty stricken. The patriarchal 
posture of Nigeria society does not allow many women into politics no matter 
how brilliant and skillful they are because they depend on the advice and 
support of their husband. They are created as helpers to men and so must act on 
instruction and by permission. Anything short of that is an insubordination and 
unacceptable despite western education and exposure. 

Nigeria, despite being a patriarchal society, has a rich history of women 
breaking out of the mould to participate in the socio- economic and politics 
activities of the society notwithstanding the above postulation. Nigeria pre and 
post-colonial era abound with the exploits of Nigerian women such as Queen 
Amina of Zaria, who led armies to drive out invaders from Zaria; and Moremi of 
Ile-Ife, whose sacrifice for her people speaks to selfless leadership that we are 
so bereft of these days. Our recent past speaks of prominent women leaders like 
Funmilayo Ransome Kuti, a crusader and challenger of despotic leaders, who 
led Egba women on a protest against taxation; Margaret Ekpo, a prominent civil 
rights activist; and Hajia Gambo Sawaba, who championed the cause of the 
oppressed in northern Nigeria. Also, Iyalode Tinubu of Lagos exemplifies the 
rich participation of women on the economic arena.  The legacies of these 
women are at risk of extinction. Even though an increasing number of women 
are finding their way into boardrooms and providing leadership for blue chip 
companies, the majority of women in Nigeria only minimally participate in 
economic and political development. Female participation in decision-making 
is still a far cry from the Rwandan experience, where the economy road to 
recovery on the backs of women (Bird, 2003 cited in Orokpo, Maha and Enojo, 
2017). 
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The heroic display of these women has proven great potentialities of women 
which can be harnessed and put to good use in socio-economic, political and 
other spheres of national life. The contemporary Nigeria has also witnessed 
great women who have distinguished themselves in different spheres of our 
national life. Names like Sarah Jubril, Hannatu Chollom, Margaret Icheen, 
Titilayo Ajanaku, Josephine Anenih, Late Professor Dora Akunyili, Ngozi 
Okonjo-Iwela, Oby Ezekwesli, Nennadi Usman, Farida Waziri, Amina 
Muhammed, and a host of others too have proved their worth in various areas of 
human endeavour and national development. It is against this backdrop that 
Okafor (1998) cited in Orokpo, et al, (2017) posited that any nation that does not 
create an atmosphere of equal socio-political participation is obviously 
building obstacles of overwhelming complexity that can hardly be crossed 
except by men and women whose kernels are cracked by benevolent political 
spirits.

Barriers to Women Social Inclusivity in Nigeria

The socio-political and economic contributions of women towards Nigeria 
development cannot be push aside, still they are struggling for their voices to be 
heard. There is the dire need to provide enabling environment for women socio-
economic and political emancipation. This has become imperative as the 
women populace represent a greater percentage of global population where 
their potentials can be harnessed for national development. Empirical studies 
have shown over the years the number of barriers that are responsible for social 
exclusion of women in Nigeria. While some of these barriers are functions of 
natural status of women in the society, some are man-made and deliberately 
designed by men to further confine women to mere domestic appendage 
(Arowolo and Aluko, 2010). These barriers include but not limited to the 
following;
" Patriarchy and Cultural barrier: in Nigeria and other African countries, a 

number of cultural practices are barriers to women socio-economic, 
cultural and political inclusion. For instance, the patriarchal posture of 
Nigerian society conforms women to men dominance. Igbafe and Offiong 
(2007) opined that social conventions and other values system combined to 
maintain the stereotype of Nigerian women as kitchen dwellers who are 
only gatecrashers into spheres outside of their matrimonial homes. From 
birth, women are to see their place as second to that of men. The birth of a 
male child is warmly received, to the extent that women often feel that their 
marriage is not secure until they give birth to male children. Most cultural 
practices in Nigeria society such as widowhood, female genital mutilation, 
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child marriage, forcing of women to drink the bath water of their dead 
husbands as part of the mourning process in the eastern part of the country 
among others are harmful to women (Onyenwere, 2017). Studies have 
shown that victims of these cultural practices cannot participate socially as 
they are viewed as outcasts. 

" Religious barrier: Religious practices have also been identified as one of the 
barriers to women social inclusion in Nigeria. In Northern Nigeria for 
example, women are held in Purdah in deference to Islam. Only their 
husbands have unhindered access to them and their movements are 
restricted to their quarters. Religion ensures that a significant number of 
women are prevented from participating in the socio-political and 
economic activity of the society as they depend entirely on their husbands 
and family members to meet their needs.

" Stigmatisation: Politics in Nigeria has generally been seen as a dirty game. 
Politics is played in Nigeria and being perceived that it is for people that 
have no regard for human and are quick at compromising their value system 
for financial gains. Therefore, any women aspiring to venture in it is seeing 
as shameless and promiscuous.

" Educational barrier: Another barrier to women social inclusion in Nigeria is 
unequal access to quality education. GlobalData (2022) opined that most 
women in Nigeria are non-literate despite their numerical strength. 
Regardless of their industriousness, managerial skill and contribution to 
national development, access to quality education has denied them their 
space in the socio-economic and political life of the society. The traditional 
society in the olden days prefers men educational training to that of their 
women counterpart. Alita (2011) emphasis that parents prefers to send their 
son to school instead of their daughters whom they feel will after, get 
married and thus get incorporated into another family. Therefore, the girls' 
education is not pertinent as they are expected to marry, bear children and 
stay at home to nurture their children and the young girls are to nurture their 
siblings and to be married off at tender age. GlobalData (2022) report that in 
2021, the female literacy rate in Nigeria was 71.35%. Omolewa (2002) 
cited in Makama (2013) opine that non-literacy and educational  between 
men and women has its root in the colonial system of education which was 
primarily geared toward meeting the manpower need of the colonial 
government that obviously alienated women from educational and 
economic opportunities. This has been a serious barrier to women social 
inclusion in Nigeria and other developing countries.

" Economic barrier: Studies have also shown that lack of economic 
incentives is hindering women social inclusion in Nigeria. Historically, 
women experiences discrimination that put them at a disadvantage position 
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economically. Agbalajobi (2018) opined that lack of finance brings barrier 
to effective women social inclusion in Nigeria. The expensive nature of 
politics in Nigeria makes it difficult for women to participate as large 
proportion of Nigerian women are not financially buoyant like their men 
counterpart. Only a few affluent women have the financial and economic 
power to enroll in political campaigns.  According to Anyalebechi (2016) 
sexual division of labour and job opportunities offered on sex basis has 
given men productive gender roles enabling them to possess more 
purchasing power over their female counterparts. Discrimination plays out 
in the preferential treatment within the job economy. Presently, economic 
system, which is based on acute competition everywhere in the world, is 
always a very expensive project, while men are willing to take risks, 
including taking loans or selling their properties to finance their electoral 
campaign women, women are verse to taking risks, or lack tangible 
properties to take off. Women political aspirations have been grossly 
incapacitated by lack of financial bedrock to subsist their endeavors. 
Discrimination against women in the workforce globally has led to more 
restricted options for paid work, fewer opportunities in management, and 
the prevalence of a gender wage gap. The gender wage gap causes an 
average national income loss of 15 percent in OECD countries 
(International Monetary Fund/IMF, 2022)
Other barriers that have been underpinning women social inclusion in 
Nigeria includes the following; poverty, thuggery, Indigeneity, mid-night 
political meetings among others
Policy Formulation on Improving Women Socio-Economic Inclusivity in 
Nigeria

 
Literature have established that women is one of the most disadvantage groups 
in Nigeria as they are being discriminated against from participating in the 
socio-economic and political life of the society. Though, since returned to 
democratic system in 1999, efforts have been made by the successive 
government to embark on various legislation including signing and ratification 
of international agreement and treaties against women discrimination. Some of 
these treaties include the signing and ratification of the Convention on the 
Elimination of all Forms of Discrimination against Women (CEDAW), African 
Charter on Human and Peoples Rights, Protocol to the ACHPR on the Rights of 
Women in Africa, International Covenant on Economic, Social and Cultural 
Rights, adoption of a National Gender Policy, the enactment of the Child Rights 
Act 2003, the enactment of the Trafficking in Persons (Prohibition) Law 
Enforcement and Administration Act 2003, Gender and Equal Opportunities 
(GOE) Bill 2016 and Labour Amendment Bill 2016, Violence against Persons 
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(Prohibition) Act and establishment of Women Development centres in all the 
states in Nigeria (Ekhator, 2018).

Also, there other organisation such as the United Nations Development Fund 
for Women (UNIDFW), Women in Development (WID), Division for the 
Advancement of Women (DAW), Women in Nigeria (WIN), National Council 
of Women Societies (NCWS), and a host of others have all contributed in 
various ways to encouraging women inclusion in Nigeria. While most of the 
international treaties have been ratified, they are yet to be incorporated into our 
domestic laws (Chaman Law Firm, 2022).

Also, some states in the country have taken steps to ensure the inclusion of 
women in the society with either domesticating national laws in their respective 
states or come up with new legislation through their Houses of Assemblies. For 
stance there is the Oyo state widows' empowerment law 2002 aiming at 
preventing any form of discrimination against widows, there is also  the River 
state abolition of Female Circumcision Law, 2001, Kogi state  Gender and 
Equal Opportunities law 2013, Anambra Women Reproductive Rights Law, 
2005 (Chaman Law Firm, 2022). There also resent breakthrough for women in 
Abia and River states respectively as the Executive governors of the states 
signed into law Female Persons Right of Inheritance of Property Law, 2022, the 
law allows women to inherit family property (Premium Times, 2022). Despite 
all these laws and treaties, women still face many state sanctioned 
discriminatory practices and laws excluding them from the socio-economic, 
political and cultural life of the society. 

Recommended Strategies for Improving Women Socio-Economic Inclusivity 
in Nigeria

The imperative of women socio-economic inclusivity to national development 
cannot be overemphasized as it's very essential for a fair and equitable society. 
They women population are formidable productive force and a store of 
incredibly human resources which are essential for community development. 
There is therefore the need for government and other critical stakeholders to 
harness their potentials for optimal productivity and contribution to 
developmental issues. Effort must be made by the policy makers in ensuring the 
holistic socio-economic inclusion of women by taking into consideration the 
underlisted strategies.
" The present constitution of the country should be discarded to pave way for 

a democratic constitution to cater for the right of women and remove all the 
legal impediments to women inclusiveness.
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" Government should be committed to the National Policy on 35% 
affirmative action on women. This will encourage political parties to 
nominate women into both elective and appointive positions. 

" There should be genuine women empowerment programmes devoid of 
politicking to improve the living condition of women. There must be 
mentorship training and leadership development opportunities to build 
confidence and skills in women

" Government should invest in adult education so as to continue to expose the 
barriers militating women inclusiveness.  In Nigeria

" All the international law promoting women's right and gender equality 
should also be domesticated in the country.

" Women organizations should continue to device strategies to challenge the 
barriers preventing women from socio-economic and political life of the 
society.

" A gender equality policy should be put in place to provide a clear direction 
to help political parties reduce gender gaps in political participation and 
promote gender equality.
Inclusion is an ongoing process that requires continues effort and 
commitment of all stakeholders. Implementing the strategies above will 
create a more inclusive and equitable society for all women for the overall 
development of the society.

Conclusion
 
It has been established by literature that the contribution of women to national 
development cannot be overemphasised. Their skillfulness and 
industrialization must be harnessed by any society desirous of development. 
Despite their importance, there are structural and man-made barriers 
underpinning their socio-economic and political contributions to national 
development both at the institutional, individual and socio cultural levels. There 
is therefore, the need to break these barriers and create opportunities for the 
women population at all levels through collaborative efforts with the critical 
stakeholders such as the political parties, policy makers, civil society 
organisation religious groups and traditional leaders, community based 
organization amongst others to ensure genuine inclusivity of women in the 
socio-economic activities affecting their lives in the society. 
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