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Abstract 

The study determined whether participation in non-formal education 
programme (NFE) increased rural women’s participation in decision making 
in Nigeria.  One research question and one hypothesis guided the study.  
Survey research design was adopted and stratified random sampling technique 
used to take a sample of 1668 from a total of 16659 rural women from Enugu 
and Plateau States who participated in the Women for Women International’s 
renewing women’s lifeskill (Renewls) NFE programme out of which 1558 
responded to the study.  The questionnaire used for data collection was 
validated by experts in the fields of education and a reliability coefficient of 
0.74 was obtained using Cronbach Alpha method of determining internal 
consistency of an instrument.  The research question was answered using 
mean and grand mean while the null hypothesis was tested using t-test 
statistics. The study revealed that participation in non-formal education 
programme increased rural women’s participation in decision-making both in 
the family and community. Significant differences existed in the mean response 
of rural women in Enugu and Plateau states regarding the influence of non-
formal education programme on their level of participation in decision-making 
in the family and community.  It was recommended among other things that 
NFE programme should be extended to rural women in other states of Nigeria, 
to ensure that more rural women participate in the programme. Non-formal 
education content that will break the excesses of culture and tradition should 
be emphasized in the programme. 
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 Women participation in decision-making has taken the centre stage in the 
present time because of its essentiality if the so much celebrated women empowerment 
is to be meaningful.  Nwangwu (2004) described decision making as a behaviour which 
is exhibited in selecting and implementing an alternative course of action.  Making 
decision implies that there are alternative choices to be considered and in such a case, 
one needs not only to identify as many of these alternatives as possible, but also needs 
to choose the one that best suits the goals, desires, lifestyle values etc under 
consideration. 
 
 Women today have an impatient urge to participate in the events and processes 
that shape their lives (United Nations Development Project (UNDP), 2006).  The UNDP 
report further stated that women’s participation in decision making means that women 
are closely involved in the economic, social, cultural and political processes that affect 
their lives. Earlier than now and contrary to these facts, most rural women were not 
allowed to participate in decisions-making even in matters that directly affect them.  
Acharaya, Bell, Simkkhada, Teijinga and Regmis (2010), in their study on women’s 
autonomy in household decision making in Nepal observed that women in the rural 
areas have less autonomy in decision making in their families and communities.  This is 
as a result of poor status accorded women in the society.  Rural women like all other 
adults should have the right and freedom to make personal decision by themselves or 
participate in decision-making with their husbands and partners. Rural women 
participate in decision-making according to Greenberg and Okanl (2001) when “rural 
women play roles whether formal or informal in influencing decisions regarding the 
policies, priorities and resources that affect their lives, those of their families and 
communities” (P.5).  Since family is the nucleus of every human society, women should 
not only be allowed but also encouraged to participate in decision-making in their 
families.  Their opinions, contributions etc about and to family matters should be seen 
as not only necessary but very important.  All factors that limit or hinder women’s 
participation in decision-making and taking leadership roles in families should be 
uprooted because they limit and hinder progress.  Women who have never been 
encouraged to make decisions and take on leadership roles in the families often lack the 
confidence to speak up during discussions (Ukwuaba, 2012).  By extension therefore, 
the potentials of such women to make meaningful contributions to virtually every aspect 
of human endeavour remain untapped and so, lost.   
 
 Opening access to decision making as observed by Rowland (1995) may not be 
enough to empower women, rather the process that leads women to perceive themselves 
as able and entitled to occupy decision-making space is also important.  In a similar 
vein, Women For Women International (WFWI) (2010a) believes that illiterate and 
innumerate women lack economic exposure, experience and knowledge that are 
required for meaningful participation in decision-making.  They stated further that 
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women who have some basic literacy and numeracy skills, some means of independent 
income or skills other than the traditional domestic skills have greater advantages and 
are more likely to be consulted by their families and communities in decision making 
(P.201) This implies that education will go a long way to expose rural women to their 
rights to decision-making.  Ukwuaba (2012) identified non-formal education as an 
alternative tool to formal education for improving the lots of rural women. 
 
 Non-Formal Education (NFE) is organized educational activities outside the 
established formal system of education.  Ezema (2008) defined NFE as an organized 
educational process outside the formal school system, usually used in challenging the 
ways silenced people are made to conform to oppressive system.  It is described as 
education for social change.  Through NFE, rural women are introduced and exposed to 
areas of the household and community where they can have some decision making 
authority. NFE will also highlight women’s reproductive household task and productive 
business skills that will give women the right and ability to actively contribute to 
household decision-making (WFWI, 2009). One of the women who participated in a 
NFE programme had this to say: 
 

We participate in decision-making, after all we are now contributing to many 
of the household expenditure such as, children school fees, buying books, 
getting things that are needed in the household, bringing ration and other 
things from the market.  Our husbands and inlaws now have a different mind-
set about us, they now understand that women are running a trading federation, 
therefore need to go out for work.  (Pant, 2005, P.12). 

 
 In affirmation to the voice of this woman participant of NFE programme, Pant 
(2005) asserted that “NFE improves women’s participation in decision-making since the 
knowledge acquired through NFE make them own bank accounts, purchase land in their 
names and participate in political and community activities” (P.14).  In a similar vein, 
Malhotra, Pande and crown 2003), opined that the empowering effect of NFE are 
manifested in a variety of ways including increased income generating potentials, 
ability to bargain for resource, household decision-making autonomy, control over own 
fertility and participation in public life.  The implication of these views is that educated 
women are more likely to take control of their lives. 
 
 Rural women in Nigeria as observed by WFWI (2009) face significant 
challenges when they make decisions or try to influence decisions in their households or 
community.  Describing the state of Nigeria rural women in decision-making in Nigeria 
WFW (2009) stated further that: 
 

There are situation where women do not have the freedom to control even the 
simplest personal affair such as what to wear, who they talk to, where and 
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when they go outside their homes, who they build relationship with outside the 
family or how they engage in work outside home (P.206) 
 

Women are rarely consulted in critical household decisions such as education of 
children, employment, trade, marriage and what they can inherit. That was why Hodge 
(2001) opined that in Nigeria patriarchal society, rural women suffer marginalization, 
they do not take part in important family meetings called to discuss inheritance.  They 
are only informed of the decision made by their husband’s male relatives or in-laws 
where necessary.  These limitations to decision making are as a result of women 
secondary status in the family (Karl, 1995).  This implies that decision making 
regarding the lives and wellbeing of Nigerian rural women are made by male heads of 
household who could be spouse, brothers, sons or other relations. 
 
 Rowland (1995) in a study conducted in Northern Nigeria observed that rural 
women in Birom Plateau states do not participate in decision-making within the family 
and the community.  The plight of the Nigerian rural women motivated women for 
women international (WFWI) a non-governmental organization to expose rural women 
in Nigeria to right awareness education using its NFE programme titled “Renewing 
women’s lifeskill (Renewls) education programme.  The Renewls learning package runs 
for 12 months and combines right awareness education and vocational skills training.  
The package was specifically launched to ensure that rural women who participate in 
the programme will have sustainable income, maintain good health, participate in 
decision-making in the family and community and have improved social network status.  
WFWI have been educating rural women in two states of Nigeria, Enugu and Plateau 
states using Renewls education programme package.  The two states fall within two 
different geopolitical zones in Nigeria, Enugu in the Southeast and Plateau in the North 
Central zone.  The Nigeria country director of WFWI reported that over 23,000 rural 
women who participated in the programme in the two states were empowered (WFWI, 
2010b).  No independent assessor known to this researcher has confirmed this report.  In 
the light of this development, the study was carried out to determine whether 
participation in the Renewls education programme increased rural women’s 
participation in decision making in Nigeria. 
 
Purpose of the Study 
 The purpose of the study was to determine the level of Nigerian rural women 
participation in decision-making as a result of their involvement in Renewls education 
programme. 
 
Research Question 
The following research question guided the study: 

What is the level of participation of Nigerian rural women in decision-making 
as a result of their involvement in Renewls education programme? 
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Hypothesis 
 In the course of the study, the following null hypothesis was tested at 0.05 level 
of significance at an appropriate degree of freedom. 

There is no significant difference between the mean responses of rural women 
in Enugu and their counterpart in Plateau State, regarding the influence of Renewls 
education programme on their level of participation in decision-making. 
 
Research Method 
 The design of the study was survey research design because, it concentrated on 
discussing events as they were without any interference in what was observed.  The 
population for the study was 16659 rural women who graduated from the Renewls 
education programme from 2007-2010, 10,484 were from Enugu State while 6,175 
were from Plateau State. Out of the 16659 women graduate, 1668 was sampled using 
stratified random sampling technique.  The population was stratified into state and 
community.  To ensure appropriate representation of the members of each stratum, 10% 
of the respondents in each stratum were randomly sampled for the study. 
 
 The instrument for data collection was a 12-item four-point scale response 
option questionnaire with the response options of Very Great Extent (VGE), Great 
Extent (GE), Low Extent (LE), Very Low Extent (VLE). Numerical values of 4, 3, 2 
and 1 were assigned to the four options respectively.  The instrument was validated by 
three experts in the field of education.  Specifically one is in measurement and 
evaluation and two in Adult education fields.  Based on their comments, some items 
were reconstructed.  The reliability of the instrument was determined using Cronbach’s 
alpha formula and internal consistency co-efficient of 0.74 was obtained.  The 
questionnaire was administered to the Renewls programme graduates during their 
monthly group meetings in their various communities with the help of trained research 
assistants.  The questionnaire served as an interview schedule where respondents 
experience difficulty in reading and writing. 
 
 The research question was answered using mean and grand mean, while the 
hypothesis was tested using t-test statistics at .05 level of significance.  The decision 
rule was as follows: any item with a mean of 2.50 and above was accepted which shows 
that participation in Renewls education programmed increased rural women’s 
involvement in decision making in Nigeria to a great extent, while those below 2.50 
were not accepted which indicates that participation in the programme increase 
participation of rural women in decision-making in Nigeria to a low extent.  Where the 
calculated t-value was equal to or greater than the critical value of t, at the appropriate 
degree of freedom, the null hypothesis was rejected, but if less than the critical t value, 
it was not rejected. 
 

Non-Formal Education and Increased Participation of Nigerian Rural Women in Decision-
Making -Loretta Chika Ukwuaba, (Ph.D) 



6 
 

Research Question 
Table 1: Mean Rating of Rural Women on Their Level of Involvement in 
Decision- Making as a Result of Their Participation in Renewls Education 
Programme 
 

S/N Items Enugu State Plateau State 
Because of my participation in Renewls education 
pProgramme; 

 
X 

 
        SD 

 
X 

 
SD 

1 my husband now respects my opinion on 
family matters. 

3.32 0.85 2.90 0.93 

2 my husband now seeks my opinion before 
taking decisions.  

3.12 1.05 2.88 1.07 

3 family members now consult me for 
advice on various issues. 

3.13 1.02 2.69 1.06 

4 i now make meaningful contributions 
during decision making sessions in my 
family. 

3.35 0.85 2.98 0.93 

5 i now belong to women’s group that takes 
major decisions in the community. 

2.88 0.94 2.42 1.03 

6 i now take decision about my children’s 
education. 

3.11 1.00 2.69 1.06 

7 my children now rely on me for decisions 
about their future. 

2.83 1.07 1.57 1.10 

8 i now participate in decisions on household 
finances. 

2.89 1.06 2.65 1.08 

9 my views are taken into account in making 
decision on how many children to have 
and when to have them. 

2.95 1.03 2.57 1.09 

10 i now participate in family meetings to 
discuss inheritance matters. 

2.28 1.14 2.16 1.16 

11 i now take decisions on behalf of my 
husband in his absence. 

2.86 1.04 2.54 1.07 

12 i have effected reversal of decisions taken 
without my consent. 

2.46 1.11 2.15 1.15 

 Mean 2.93  2.60  
 Grand Mean 2.76 
 Standard Deviation  1.02  1.05 
 Grand SD 1.04 

     
 Data in table 1 shows that the respondent had high mean rating of 2.50 and 
above in items, 1, 2, 3, 4, 5, 6, 7, 8, 9, and level and a low mean rating of below 2.50 for 
items 10 and 12 respectively.  Generally, a grand mean of 2.76 was obtained for all the 
12 items (items 1-12), indicating that rural women in Enugu and Plateau states are now 
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involved in decision making to a great extent as a result of their participation in 
Renewls education programme. 
 
Testing of Null Hypothesis 
 There is no significant difference between the mean response of rural women in 
Enugu State and their counterpart in Plateau State regarding the influence of Renewals 
education programme on their level of participation in decision making. 
 
Table 2: t-test of Difference between the Mean Ratings of Rural Women in Enugu 
and Plateau States Regarding the Impact of Renewls Education Programme on 
their Level of Participation in Decision Making 
 
Location of Rural 
Women 

n x SD Df t-cal t-crit. Decision 

Enugu State 1030 2.98 1.02  
1556 

 
5.89 

 
1.96 

 
Reject 
H0 

Plateau State 528 2.54 1.06 

 
 Data in table 2 shows that the calculated value of t, at 0.5 level of significance 
and 1556 degree of freedom, is 5.89 while the critical or table value of t, under the same 
conditions is 1.96.  Consequently, the null hypothesis stands rejected since the 
calculated t-value is greater than the table value.  This means that there is significant 
difference between the mean ratings of rural women in Enugu State and those of their 
Plateau State counterparts regarding the impact of Renewls education programme on 
their level of participation in decision making in their community. The result indicates 
that rural women in Enugu State participate more in decision-making than their 
counterparts in Plateau State. 
 
Discussion of Findings 
 The influence of Renewls education programme on participation of rural 
women in decision-making as contained in table 5 indicated that Renewls NFE 
programme has influence on rural women’s participation in decision making to a high 
extent.  This finding is in agreement with WFWI (2010) which asserted that women 
who have some basic skills, some means of independent income or skills other than the 
traditional domestic skills have greater advantage and are more likely to be consulted by 
their families and by men in the household.  Some of these decisions are, economic 
decision, decisions on children’s education and health care expenditure.  In agreement 
also to the findings, Malhotra, Pande and Crown (2003) noted that NFE is associated 
with empowerment of women.  Malhotra, Pande and Crown (2003) revealed that this 
empowering effect is manifested in increased income generating potentials, ability to 
bargain for resources, household decision making autonomy, control over their own 
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fertility and participation in public life.  In line with this findings, Pants (2005) earlier 
revealed that, rural women who participated in NFE programmes now participate in 
decision making in their household because women now contribute to family 
expenditure like children’s school fees and household purchases.  This has resulted in 
women’s opinion being respected by their husbands and in-laws. 
 
 On the contrary, items 10 and 12 whose mean ratings are below 2.50 indicated 
low influence of Renewls NFE programme on rural women’s participation in decision 
making on inheritance and reversal of decision taken without their consent.  The mean 
of the items revealed that despite the awareness created in the programme on 
participation in general decision making in the household and their increased economic 
status, rural women are still not empowered to reverse decisions taken by their husbands 
in their absence or partake in decisions concerning inheritance.  This goes to explain 
that there are some aspects of decision making which culture and tradition could hinder 
women’s participation.  It was probably in response to this that WFWI (2010) 
maintained that tradition assigns roles of decisions on education, marriage, trade and 
inheritance to men.  Supporting this view, Hodge (2001) stated that rural women in the 
Nigerian patriarchal society do not take part in important meetings called to discuss 
inheritance.  Hodge stated further that women are only informed of decisions taken by 
their husbands, male relatives and/or in-laws where necessary. 
 
 The hypothesis which was on the extent to which Renewls education 
programme has improved their level of participation in decision-making indicated that 
there is a significant difference between the mean response of rural women in Enugu 
and Plateau states.  This finding is in agreement with the earlier finding of Rowland 
(1995), that rural women in Birom community in Plateau State do not participate in 
decision-making both within and outside their household.  This finding may be as a 
result of tradition and religious factors which affect women in Northern parts of the 
country.  Islamic religion is predominate in the North and women are relegated to the 
background, are rarely seen, not heard and therefore participation in decision-making is 
very minimal.  Their counterparts from Enugu State may not experience such severe 
discrimination where tradition do allow them more freedom to participate in decision 
making both in the family and the community.  This findings is in line with the assertion 
of Karl (1995) and Acharaya, Bell, Simkhada, Jeijinga and Regmis (2010), that 
women’s status in the family and community affects their ability to participate in 
decision making.  Karl (1995) stated that women’s secondary status in some societies 
limits them from taking direct part in decision making both in the family and the 
community. 
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Conclusion 
 The following conclusions were made based on the results of the study. Due 
to the influence of Renewls education programme, rural women now participate more in 
decision-making in Enugu and Plateau states.  However, the level of participation of 
rural women from the two states differs due to cultural and religious factors. 
 The findings invariably indicates that increased participation of rural women in 
decision-making is achievable through non-formal education. 
 
Recommendations 
 Based on the findings of the study, the following recommendations were made. 
1. Renewls education programmes should be extended to rural women in other states 

in Nigeria to ensure that majority of rural women in Nigeria were exposed to the 
programme. 
 

2. Government should adopt the Renewls education programme and ensure that rural 
women in all the communities in Nigeria participated in it to facilitate the 
realization of the third Millennium Development Goal which emphasized gender 
equality and women’s empowerment. 
 

3. Non-governmental organizations working towards women’s empowerment should 
borrow a leaf from WFWI, by introducing NFE programmes into their women 
empowerment and development programmes. 
 

4. Rural women should be encouraged by their spouses and other family members by 
reducing their daily chores to enable them participate actively in programmes like 
that of WFWI for empowerment and income generating activities. 
 

5. Some of the rural women who graduated from the programme should be used as 
resource persons to facilitate the spread of the programme to other areas. 
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