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There is widespread agreement that equal access to power and decision-making for
men and women is fundamental to representative and responsive governance. 

This has been highlighted in governance and development discourses against a 
background of women’s unequal and limited access to public office. Women’s 
substantive representation in political positions is crucial to closing the gender gap 
in decision-making structures. Within Africa, tremendous strides have been made 
towards improving women’s political inclusion in recent years. This has resulted in 
significant and record-breaking milestones that have seen women assume various 
positions of power. Such achievements have taken place within the continent’s 
relatively short history of democratic governance. At the same time however, many 
African countries still lag behind in improving access to power and decision-making 
for women as women generally continue to face well-known challenges that threaten 
their effective participation in politics and government. Addressing such challenges 
requires committed and sustainable efforts that involve key actors at all levels of society. 
This policy brief highlights the current situation on women’s access to power in Africa, 
the challenges that need to be addressed to allow for more access,  and offers relevant 
recommendations for African and US policymakers. 
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Africa’s Mixed Picture and 
the Continuing Challenges to 
Women’s Political Participation

Significant improvements in women’s access 
to power and decision-making bodies have 
taken place in Africa. The average percentage of 
female representation in national parliaments 
(single/lower house), has doubled in less 
than two decades1 and currently stands at 
22.6% .  A considerable number of African 
countries (12 out of 52 with data available) 
have more than 30% female representation 
in single/lower house parliaments and 4 of 
the top 10 performing countries in the world 
with regard to female participation in national 
parliaments are African – Rwanda, Seychelles, 
Senegal and South Africa. Each of these four 
countries has an impressive female political 
representation of more than 40% in single/
lower house parliaments. Beyond quantitative 
representation in national parliaments, 
women on the continent have risen to key 
positions such as house speakers, chief justices, 
deputy/vice-presidents, prime ministers 
and presidents. In some African countries 
women now hold powerful ministerial 
portfolios like Finance (Nigeria) and Defense 
(South Africa). Factors contributing to these 
significant improvements have included 
the adoption of gender quotas, openings 
accompanying political transitions and peace 
negotiations, strong and vibrant national 
women’s movements, strong political will and 
international and regional efforts.

However, at the same time that such progress 
has taken place on the continent, women’s 
overall access to power and decision-making on 
the continent remains generally low compared 
to the percentage of representation of their 
male counterparts, and women hold very few 
positions of power overall. In many African 
countries, few women get appointed or elected 
into key positions as cabinet ministers and 
mayors. 

The majority of political parties in 
most African countries do not have 
any serious interventions targeted at 
addressing the imbalance in access 
to power between men and women.

Women’s representation in decentralized local 
government structures is also low, despite its 
importance to deepening popular participation 
in governance. Political party leadership is 
heavily male-dominant even though these 
parties shape and influence policy processes 
and can facilitate or constrain women’s political 
participation within and beyond the party.. 
Negative socio-cultural norms that adversely 
affect women’s overall status and access to 
power persist throughout Africa, causing 
many women to continue to shy away from 
competitive politics. Thus, even though the right 
of all persons to participate fully in national life 
is enshrined in national laws in most African 
countries, practical challenges do not make the 
achievement of such rights a reality for women. 
The issues highlighted here have a negative 
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impact on women’s overall participation in 
politics and government and do not promote 
fair, democratic and representative governance. 
Some of these challenges are further elaborated 
upon below. 

Women’s Access to Power 
and Decision-Making within 
Political Party Structures 

Political parties can and do shape the nature 
of women’s participation in politics and access 
to power2.  Internal party policies, rules and 
structures – both formal and informal – can 
serve to constrain or facilitate women’s 
participation in political processes. Although 
women constitute an important constituency 
for political parties in Africa, women’s access 
to leadership positions within political party 
structures is generally very poor. The faces of 
party leadership continue to be male-dominant 
and women hold secondary or less significant 
party positions. This is particularly worrying 
since much of what political parties do has 
various implications for women, whether 
it is the selection or placement of electoral 
candidates, the appointment of high profile 
office holders (if the party is in power) or the 
shaping of public policy. 

It should be recognized that some political 
parties on the continent have adopted 
measures, such as voluntary gender quotas 
and candidate fee waivers, as mechanisms 
for boosting women’s access to power and 
decision-making. The majority of political 
parties in most African countries, however, 
do not have any serious interventions aimed 
at addressing the imbalance in access to 
power between men and women. Voluntary 

party candidate quotas, for instance, have 
been adopted in only a handful of countries. 
Many parties have created special women’s 
branches or political wings, but these have 
been less useful in projecting and promoting 
women and women’s interests within and 
beyond the party. Despite having huge and 
strategic potential, such as has been unleashed 
in South Africa in the case of the African 
National Congress (ANC)’s Women’s League, 
women’s wings are often deployed as electoral 
machineries for mobilizing female voters for 
the party’s electoral gains. They have indeed 
been criticized for being used to relegate and 
marginalize women within the parties3.  Thus, 
even though political parties play a critical 
role in influencing women’s access to power, 
many in Africa are yet to take serious initiatives 
to facilitate women’s access to power and 
decision-making.   

Decentralization and Women’s 
Low Participation in Local 
Government Structures 

Across Across Africa, decentralization has been 
embraced in recent decades as a medium for 
delivering more inclusive and participatory 
governance. This is a departure from the 
more highly centralized and personalized 
mode of governance that had characterized 
the history of modern public administration 
on the continent4.  Renewed interest5  in 
decentralized local government structures 
is part of a set of governance reforms that 
swept through the continent in the 1980s 
and 1990s. There are high expectations that 
decentralization of power and resources will 
be an important vehicle for empowering local 
citizens, broadening political participation 
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and citizen engagement with government 
and driving development at the local level. Of 
particular importance is the expectation that 
decentralization can empower historically 
marginalized groups in communities, such as 
women .6

Women’s participation at the local 
level can be an important entry point 
and training ground for women’s 
advancement in politics, making 
women’s unhindered access to 
power and decision-making at this 
level as critical as the national level.

Indeed women’s participation at the local level 
can be an important entry point and training 
ground for women’s advancement in politics, 
making women’s unhindered access to power 
and decision-making at this level as critical as 
the national level. Although local government 
positions are the closest in terms of access for 
many African women, their significant presence 
in such structures is yet to be solidified. While 
some African countries have extended gender 
quotas to local government structures, similar 
to what exists at the national level, many still 
do not have anything of the sort. Unfortunately, 
socio-cultural norms that impede women’s 
access to power and decision-making are also 
more pronounced at local communities. In 
parts of the continent, the manner in which 
local government has been surrounded by 
asymmetrical social relations and informal 
institutions has had serious implications for 
women’s political participation at this level.7  

Social Norms and Women’s 
Access to Political Inclusion 

The notion of gender equality has been 
highly popularized in the last few decades 
due particularly to international and national 
level efforts but this is yet to translate at the 
local level into a complete change in negative 
socio-cultural norms and attitudes that limit 
women and girls in diverse respects. Socio-
cultural norms and practices in Africa continue 
to be identified as key challenges confronting 
women’s accessing of power and decision-
making. Some such norms, for instance, do not 
find competitive politics and power to be an 
appropriate arena for women, while gender 
role stereotyping is very much a reality and 
limits the aspirations of females. Women do 
not enjoy the needed support that can enable 
them to fully participate in political processes. 
Female officeholders are viewed or assessed 
from gendered lenses, and conclusions are 
often generalized for all women. Thus, although 
the recent past has witnessed intense global 
and local campaigns promoting women’s 
equality on various issues, much  remains 
to be done in terms of achieving attitudinal 
change. Unfavorable and negative social norms 
continue to confront women on the continent

What needs to be done? 

Addressing the socio-cultural challenge through 
civic education programs 

The increasing adoption of gender quotas 
by African countries may be inadequate for 
addressing women’s political marginalization 
unless they are accompanied by attitudinal 
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issues. As the ANC’s Women’s League has 
demonstrated, a vibrant and well-positioned 
women’s wing can do a whole lot to push for an 
agenda that includes women’s equal access to 
power and representation.  

Promoting women’s participation in local 
government structures 

More women need to make their way into local 
government structures. Even though capacity 
is often highlighted as one of the challenges 
limiting women’s political participation, 
there is also no lack of capable women on the 
continent. And while women need to take  
up the challenge and step into competitive 
politics at all levels, it is important to provide 
them with  support mechanisms. Such support 
mechanisms may take various forms including 
training and capacity-building programs.

Support to the African Union

At the continental level, the African Union (AU) 
has been pushing strongly for gender parity 
on various issues, including governance and 
political participation. Its efforts have included 
devising legal, administrative and institutional 
frameworks to help the organization and its 
member states mainstream the concept of 
gender equality. The organization’s Solemn 
Declaration on Gender Equality in Africa 
(SDGEA), which was adopted in 2004, requires 
member states to report annually on their 
progress in gender mainstreaming.8  

However, despite the important steps that the 
AU has taken, the organization is still limited 

changes on the part of society. Long-standing 
socio-cultural norms and practices are difficult 
to change over a relatively short period of 
time; however, changes in such norms and 
attitudes may not take place in the long-term 
unless they are addressed by well-planned 
and sustainable interventions. Increased 
public education programs, and strategic civic 
education targeting of such negative practices, 
are needed to draw more attention and 
awareness to this challenge. At the same time, 
as the next generation of Africans are being 
born and socialized, civic education should be 
incorporated into school curricula to emphasize 
the principles of equal opportunities and equal 
capabilities of both men and women.  

Deepening engagement with political parties 

Engagement with political parties has often 
been a tricky and delicate issue for local and 
international actors. It is critical, however, 
for actors like women’s movements and non-
governmental organizations to participate in 
discussions and explore solutions with political 
parties in order to address the problem of 
low female participation. Such efforts, for 
example, may help identify how inter-party 
relationships among women’s groups can be 
strengthened to deliver policy for women. The 
international community and NGOs can also 
implement capacity-building programs that 
focus and support women’s political wings with 
technical assistance that seek to identify and 
address women’s issues, such as limited access 
to power and decision-making entities. Due to 
their high potential, women’s wings need to be 
empowered to shape political party attitudes 
and policies toward women and women’s 
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to the extent that it can pursue some of these 
objectives within member countries. The AU 
faces several challenges including the weak-
binding nature of its mechanisms; the lack of 
political will among some member states to 
comply with its institutional frameworks; the 
failure of some members to take appropriate 
steps  to domesticate and implement its 
instruments; and its limited resources that 
make it difficult to adequately monitor gender 
mainstreaming by member states. Given its 
commitment to pursuing gender parity on the 
continent, it is important that the organization 
is supported with the necessary resources to 
work on these issues.  

Women’s right to be at the 
table - (The glimmer of hope?)

It is important to note that across the continent, 
women have become highly conscious of their 
right to gender equality, as well as their ability 
to lead alongside their male counterparts. 
According to the Afrobarometer, 72% of 
women across 34 African countries indicate 
they should have equal rights as men and 
another 68% believe women are just as capable 
as men to be political leaders. While this sense 
of consciousness is significant, it will need to 
be able to translate into having more women 
actually gain access to public offices. Achieving 
this will require sustainable and committed 
effort on all fronts involving actors at the local, 
national, regional and international levels to 
see this issue as a fundamental human right. 
As attention is increasingly being put on the 
quality, contribution and output of female office 
holders, particularly in advancing the gender 

agenda, it is important to not also lose sight of 
the fact that women need to be at the table. 
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