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Abstract 

The paper looks at women as disadvantaged and discusses factors 
inhibiting their progress and consequently their economic contributions 
to national development to include socio-cultural obstacles, inadequate 
education, lack of resources to resolve and basic needs, non inclusion of 
women in decision making and low involvement of women in policies. 
Strategies to eliminate discrimination against women were stated, 
implication for public relations were mentioned, recommendations were 
made and conclusion drawn.  
 
 

 Women all over the world have been categorized under the disadvantaged 
groups of people and society itself has systematically and consistently pursued the 
socialization of women into accepting the notion of disadvantaged group. As a result, 
women, suffer discrimination in the society and are viewed by men as no more than 
instruments of pleasure, baby machines or some stable domestic servants. This dominant 
perception of women by men translates into harsh treatments meted to women in various 
forms on the street, the home, work place, denial in political and economic involvement, 
physical violence, psychological torture, forced confinement, forced marriage, denial to 
improve their nutrition, health and education among others. Women can be described as 
an indispensable group in the development of any nation but had been denied of their 
right to perform and contribute their own quota to the society the belong to. Apart from 
their numerical strength, women have great potentials necessary to evolve a new 
economic order, to accelerate social and political development and consequently 
transforms the society into a better one but unfortunately, their potentials have not been 
fully tapped due to some constraints. Nigerian women are still relegated to the 
background as they lack the educational, economic, and political power necessary to 
actualize their innate potentials. Considering the population of women in Nigeria, a 
conscious or an unconscious under representation in Nigerian women in educational, 
economic, social and political programmes could lead to a serious set-back. Thus, this 
paper discusses the factors that militate against women’s economic contributions to 
national development in Nigeria.  



 
 

35 

 The problem of gender roles and stereotyping continues to exist in the socio-
economic life of women in Nigeria. This has affected their involvement in decision-
making process limiting them to stereotyped careers and professions. The gender roles 
and stereotypes we still experience are based on the cultural and religious beliefs that 
affect decision that men and women make on issues that affect women. Nigeria is a 
typical patriarchal society and gender stereotypes are both pervasive and strongly held. 
The maternal function of women is not being appreciated hence there is no payment for 
pre and post maternal care for working mothers. Some private establishments still 
terminate the employment for female employees on account of pregnancy or make it a 
condition for employment that the women will not get pregnant. Despite the high 
maternal mortality rate, nothing is visibly being done by government to tackle the 
problem. 
 
 The gender roles and stereotypes, which predominate in Nigeria, militate against 
the full participation of women in political and public life. A negligible number of 
women are members of political parties in Nigeria. Very few occupy executive positions 
in political parties and no pro-active measures are being under taken to increase 
women’s participation in the political arena. In the just conducted PDP National 
Convention held on the 8th of March 2008, only five women made it onto the list of the 
party national executive committee out of 41 posts representing 12.19%, none was 
elected into any substantive post. Many female candidates in the 2007 elections reported 
that they were schemed out by their male counterparts or openly threatened to step aside. 
Women have continued to belong to women political wing where they act as dancers 
and mobilizers. 
 
 The marginalization of women in politics and the public sphere is very 
detrimental. For politics provides a vital channel through which women can affect law, 
policies and practices of their communities and this is why it is important that 
government ensures that women are there. 
 Public relations, on the other hand, is the business of creating and maintaining 
public understanding through effective communication and effective communication is 
the art of winning hearts and minds. It is the process of developing relationships with 
some one so that the thrust and commitments are built Good Public Relations Practice is 
essential to the success of all organizations and even individuals. Arising from the 
forgoing, the need to involve public relations to unravel the untapped economic 
development contributions of women to National Development becomes apparent and 
inevitable. (Oji, 2008)    
 
Beijing Declaration 

The fourth International Conference on women held in Beijing, China in 1995 
reaffirmed the principles of Equity, Development and Peace, which had been adopted in 
Nairobi ten years earlier. The conference was very emphatic towards integrating 
strategies for actions into governmental structures with international organizations, 
regional intergovernmental institutions and women organizations playing a crucial role. 
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In order to achieve women’s empowerment through the implementation of these 
principles, twelve critical areas of concerns were further identified for action. These are: 

 Women and Poverty 
 Education and Training     
 Women and Health 
 Violence Against Women 
 Women and Armed Conflict 
 Women and the Economy 
 Women in Power and Decision Making 
 Institutional Mechanisms for the Advancement of Women 
 Human Rights of Women 
 Women and the Media    
 Women and the Environment 
 The Girl Child 
 
At the recent Beijing +5 conference held in New York in June 2000, state partners 

reaffirmed their commitment to the goals and objectives contained in the Beijing 
Platform for Action (PFA). States recognized that the objectives of the PFA have not 
been fully achieved and recommended further actions at local, national and international 
levels.   
 
Convention on the Elimination of all Forms of Discrimination Against Women 
(CEDAW)  
 Universality is a key element of the rights vision, so that human rights 
provisions and the mechanisms for actualizing them are supposed to be equally available 
to women and men.  
 A number of international agreements protecting women’s rights have been in 
existence even before the UN and ILO started to give impetus to the protection of 
women’s rights. These included the 1902 Hague Conventions of national laws 
concerning marriage, divorce and guardianship of minors and international agreements 
on women trafficking. 
 
 However, United Nations General Assembly’s adoption in 1979 of the 
Convention on Elimination of All Forms of Discrimination against Women (CEDAW), 
known as the Women’s Bill of Rights, is a landmark in the history of women’s rights. In 
the preamble of the convention, State parties reaffirmed faith in fundamental human 
rights, in the dignity and worth of the human person and in the equal rights of women 
and men. The Convention further sets out measures aimed at achieving substantive 
equality between men and women in the political, social, economic and cultural; spheres 
and without regard to marital status. It also differed from earlier international 
instruments by its coverage of discriminatory practiced in both public and private life 
and in the provision of such temporary measures as affirmative action. 
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CEDAW defines discrimination against women as “any distinction, exclusion 
or restriction made on the basis of sex that affect women’s enjoyment of 
political, economical, social, cultural, civil or any other rights, irrespective of 
marital status, on an equal; basis with men”. 
 

The convention in its 30-article provision binds governments to the following: 
 To enact laws which embody the principle of equality – Article 2; 
 To ensure full development and advancement of women – Article 3;   
 To take temporary special measures to combat discrimination – Article 4; 
 To modify social and cultural patterns based on stereotyped sex roles Article 5; 
 To suppress the traffic and exploitation of women – Article 6; 
 Equality in Political and Public life at national and International levels – Article 

7; 
 To permit women to change or retain nationality –Article 9; 
 To ensure equal rights to all forms of education –Article 10; 
 To ensure equal rights to all forms of education – Article 11;  
 To ensure equal access to health services and appropriate services for maternity 

– Article 12; 
 Finance and social security – Article 13; 
 To ensure the application of all its provision to rural women – Article 14; 
 Equality in Legal and Civil matters – Article 15; 
 Equality in Family Law – Article 16; 

 
As society progress, positively international organization started responding to 

the women’s question. Such responses came from international bodies like the United 
Nations, World Bank, International Monetary Fund (IMF), Organization of African 
Unity (OAU) and Economic Commission for Africa (ECA), which geared efforts 
towards the economic empowerment, which could increase women’s access to economic 
resources. As Aina (1998) observed the first major attempt at institutionalizing the 
women’s question is what has become known as the Women in Development (WID) 
approach, which emerged out of the first UN Conference for women and the declaration 
of 1875-85 in Nairobi as the UN Decade for Women, Peace and Development. Among 
others, it aimed at eliminating all forms of discrimination against women.  

 
In Nigeria response to the women’s question gave rise to programmes like the 

Better Life for Rural Women (1987) and Family Support Programme (1994), all geared 
towards the up-liftment of women and the family. The programme created a space for 
the first time, for the women’s question in national policy and introduced credit schemes 
for women’s economic activities among others.  

Despite all these trends, world realities continue to show strong barriers to 
women economic, political, social and cultural empowerment, which in turn limit their 
contributions to national development. Women in Nigeria continue to struggle in their 
bid to get involved in the development process, but like in any developing nation, 
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neglect of women’s contributions to the economy posed a serious threat to recognition 
of their efforts. They suffer marginalization in the nation’s planning process instead.     
 
Factors Militating Against Women’s Economic Contribution  
 Women in Nigeria no doubt belong to the disadvantaged group in the society 
when compared to their men counterparts for reasons beyond their making and control. 
It may be as the Mexican President, Echeveirra once observed that in many poor 
societies women are the proletarians of the proletariat (in UN, 1975a: 8). There is 
obviously no deliberate policy of discrimination against women in Nigeria, yet some 
obnoxious traditions, habits and ideas about women inhibit their progress and active 
participation in national affairs such cultural beliefs and practices are found in the idea 
that men are superior to women and this has helped to deny women of their rights as 
human belongs to ownership of properties or resources that will enhance their social and 
economic status in the society. Influence of socio-cultural learning as a result of early 
socialization process, which brought about sex-role differentiation, discrimination and 
patriarchal structure subtly women to accept their inferior state as natural and 
disadvantaged position for a long time.  
 Imbalance in educational opportunities is yet another militating factor against 
women. Education of men at all levels was given greater priority then the education of 
women, parents generally prefer to send their male children to school to sending the 
female ones and if economic decision has to be taken, it will be in favour of the male 
child. There is, therefore, a strong relationship between socio-cultural beliefs and 
practices and low numbers of females receiving formal education. Being poor and 
powerless strengthened women’s inability to resist the social engineers of patriarchy.  
 
(a) Illiteracy 
 Cultures and sub-cultures in Nigeria give preference to male children as they are 
usually regarded as the heirs or the pillars of the family. Female children are usually less 
privileged and consequently not given adequate opportunity to acquire education and 
formal training. Umar (1996) noted that the girl-child is valued not for who she is her 
potentials or achievements but for her services, submissiveness and at best good looks. 
He stated further that in any traditional Nigerian community it is believed that the place 
of the girl-child and subsequently women is in the kitchen or at home. He stressed 
further that women in Nigeria are socialized into accepting the traditional roles of 
bearing and rearing children and of maintaining the welfare of the family. Thus, in most 
parts of Nigeria, particularly in rural settings, the education of the girl-child does not go 
beyond what she needs to bear children and keep the home (Obanya, 2003). 
 
(b) Sex Stereotype 
 During the period of socialization females are usually trained to believe that 
there are different roles for males and females as well as the superiority of males over 
the females. Generally, adults discourage competition between females and males and 
the two groups are thus exposed to different roles. The females are encouraged to be 
obedient, caring, kind and appreciative while the males are rewarded when they display 
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aggression, decisiveness and detachment (Rinehart & Kols, 1988). Some vocations or 
jobs are regarded as men’s job (e.g. engineering, carpentry and bricklaying (while some 
others are designated as feminine (e.g. music, nursing, teaching and trading 
. 
(c) Rivalry Among Women     
 The Nigerian society seems to encourage women to compete with one another in 
a subtle way. On many occasion, unhealthy rivalries among women usually lead to envy 
and jealousy. This prevents women from being team players and from supporting one 
another during the periods of need. Consequently, most women perceive men’s 
domination as acceptable and preferable to female domination. Shonekan (1992) 
proposed that 
 

“Much as it is necessary for men to encourage women to get to management 
positions it is equally important for women to re-examine themselves and 
resolutely aim for prime seats in the organization. They must abandon the 
almost imaginary belief that women leadership is the exception rather than the 
rule of our society”. (Daily Times, November, 1999. pp21) 
 

(d) Insufficient Need for Power 
 Nigerian women are generally not “aggressive or assertive” enough to seize 
leadership mantle from their male counterparts. Steiner and miner (1987) observed that 
individuals who seek power would have to strive hard to reach positions where they can 
exercise authority over others. Similarly, Okojie, (1990) stressed that people who lack 
power drive will find it difficult to assume leadership position. This impediment may be 
attributed to low self-concept on the part of Nigerian women most of whom believe that 
the males are better (than them) in human endeavours. 
 
(e) Religious Beliefs 
 Some Religious Beliefs, customs and practices stressed Women’s Dependence 
on men and deny women right to free movement and participation in public affairs. The 
leadership of different religions in Nigeria has different views as regards the position of 
women in worldly affairs. Some religious leaders and their adherents strongly believe 
that women should only be seen and not heard. Some view men as superior to women 
while few others see them as equals. The difference in beliefs adversely affects the way 
women are treated and the opportunities provided to them. 
 
(f) Discriminatory Attitude of Males    
 The Nigerian men have been in control of political, economic as well as social 
spheres of life for many years. They have been able to utilize the opportunity to their 
advantage and this does not give women equal opportunities. For instance, some 
provisions in the Federal constitution do not favour women. Olawoye (1985) observed 
that many provisions on inheritance and domestic violence have been described as more 
favourable to the male gender than the female. Consequently, women experience series 
of violence in the hands of men some of which are manifested in the form of wife 
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battering, assault, acid-attack, sexual harassment, including rape, genital mutilation, girl-
child abuse, ritual murder and unfavourable widowhood practices. 
 
(g) Low Participation of Women in Politics 
 The level of women participation in politics is very low in Nigeria. Awe (1990) 
asserted that most women in Nigeria do not usually contest elective post but limit their 
activities to voting during elections. Although, this attitude may be related to their level 
of education and poor economic base, it has adverse effects on women’s struggle for 
emancipation. 
 
(h) Poor Economic Base 
 Most Nigerian women are poor; this situation is related to their low level of 
educational attainment. Poverty is reflected in all aspects of an average Nigerian 
woman’s life. Mbofung and Atinmo (1985) observed in their study that the mean daily 
energy intake of 2,250 Kcals, which is common among pregnant women in Nigeria, is 
very much lower than reported for pregnant women in developed nations. According to 
the researchers, the energy intake among pregnant women in Nigeria was inadequate as 
most of them expended about the same level of energy as they did before pregnancy. 
The finding is a glaring indication of poverty among Nigerian women. 
 
Other Factors Militating Against Women’s Economic Contributions to National 
Development Include 
 Lack of adequate data on women’s work is a very significant factor on women’s 
economic contribution of the nation. Employment statistics in many countries including 
Nigeria tend to omit informal sectors which have high concentration of employed 
women. Other important factors that hamper women contribution to the economy and its 
development process include: 

1. Lack of access to resources 
2. Lack of formal education 
3. Lack of proper training 
4. Poor working condition 
5. Access to basic needs. 
 

Access to resources for women include access to land, credit, technology, 
extension services, transportations and marketing services. Women lack proper and 
adequate access to these important resources, which can help to enhance high 
productivity.  

Majority of women that are engaged in employment lack adequate formal 
education. Many of the informal sectors are illiterate. Formal education is necessary for 
more women to enter into new and more sophisticated occupations in the society. There 
is need to improve their skills through informal education as well. Workshops could be 
organized for the illiterate unskilled workers to teach them the use of modern food 
processing and other related activities. On-the-job training is important. 
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Working conditions of women especially in the informal sector are poor. These 
involve hours of work, wage paid and fringe benefits among others. To increase 
women’s productivity level, there are some knotty areas that require attention through 
the making of relevant policies. 

 
 Most of the work undertaken by women is family and community based and 

often affected by environmental degradation which increases the time and energy they 
must spend to collect, for instance, water and woods. Basic needs such as food, water, 
shelter, transportation, health and child care are all vital in enhancing productivity of 
women.   

  
Women Economic Activities 
 Women continue in their struggles to be relevant in the development process of 
the nation though their efforts are neglected in the nation’s planning process. A recent 
study (Okojie, 1998) revealed that women participate actively in the labour force in 
Nigeria with participation rate being higher in the South than in the North. The study 
showed that urban women are largely sales workers while in the rural areas it is 
agriculture that is dominant. It revealed women in traditional occupations and so many 
in wage employment. 
 
 If professional technical occupations they are found mostly as teachers and 
nurses. Some are also found in clerical occupations as secretaries and typists. Generally 
the non-wage sector is dominated by women. Okogie (1998) further revealed that 
majority of employed women in Nigeria are engaged in informal sector activities but 
that is in the agricultural sector that women make their greatest contributions to the 
economy, rural women play significant roles in food production and processing 
activities as well. They grow crops like maize, rice, legumes and vegetables. They are 
also deeply involved in bush clearing, tilling the land, planting, weeding, harvesting and 
transporting. 
 
 Women contributions in industry tend to be scarce especially in the formal 
industrial sector. However, in the informal sector women’s industrial activities include 
food processing, preservation, storage and crafts.   
 Trading is another major economy. They are engaged in both local and cross 
border trades. Many are engaged in trading because education is no barrier and capital to 
start a trade is varied and trade makes them easily self-employed. 
 Although women are actively participating in the economic activities of the 
nation, their efforts are not recognized on accounts of national income. How then could 
women’s economic contributions to national development be improved and their impact 
felt? 
 
Strategies to Eliminate Discrimination Against Women Include:    
a) To embody the principle of the equality of men and women in their national 

constitutions or other appropriate legislation if not yet incorporated therein and 
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to ensure, through law and other appropriate means,. The practical realization of 
this principle;   

b)  To adopt appropriate legislative and other measures, including sanctions where 
appropriate, prohibiting all discrimination against women;  

c) To establish legal protection of the rights of women on an equal basis with men 
and to ensure, through competent national tribunals and other public institutions, 
the effective protection of women against any act of discrimination; 

d) To refrain from engaging in any act or practice of discrimination against women 
and to ensure that public authorities and institutions shall act in conformity with 
this obligation; 

e) To tale all appropriate measures to eliminate discrimination against women by 
any person, organization or enterprise; 

f) To tale all appropriate measures, including legislation, to modify or abolish 
existing laws, regulations, customs and practices, which constitute 
discrimination against women; 

g) To repeal all national penal provisions which constitute discrimination against 
women.  

 
Gaps and Challenges 

 There are a number of employment/labour practices common within the private 
sector, which constitutes challenges in the enhancement of the economic status of 
the women: 

1. In many private companies there are unwritten policies, which mean that women 
lose their jobs when they become pregnant. 

2. In some companies when two people working in the same establishment get 
married one of them has to quit their job and most times it is the woman who 
leaves. 

3. Many young women are exploited for their sexual appeal by companies. 
Marketing jobs are frequently offered to young beautiful girls. This strategy is to 
exploit the young ladies’ sexual appeal to attract funds. The young women are 
given very high sales targets and to meet these, they are expected to ‘entertain’ 
prospective clients to encourage them to purchase products. These women are 
then laid off, if they do not meet these targets for whatever reason. So many 
loose their jobs once their appeal fades’, “to be replaced by younger and more 
attractive ladies”. 

4. The conditions for lending in commercial banks places undue emphasis on land 
and other properties as collateral such policies are deliberately skewed against 
women as available statistics show that 90% of all land is registered in men’s 
name.   

5. Although women bear the brunt of oil-production related hazards, men are often 
the beneficiaries of compensation paid by multinational oil companies for land 
degradation, as they traditionally hold titles to land. 
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Implications for Public Relations 
 Most Nigerian women are still being denied the opportunity of enjoying full 
political, social and economic rights. This cannot be divorced from the obstacles 
facing Nigerian women some of whom had earlier been discussed; these 
constraints have implications for public relations. These include:   

a. Nigerian women who are denied some rights and privileges need assistance to 
obtain them. 

b. Those Nigerians who deny women of their rights and privileges need to be re-
oriented so as to achieve individual growth and development for women. 

c. Women who are unable to demand for their rights need assistance ion order to 
achieve self-actualization. 

d. Group and/or individuals who have the potentials to assist Nigerian women to 
have equal rights and opportunities with their male counterparts need to be 
sensitized. 

 
In order to assist Nigeria women, therefore public relation officers and managers 
could adopt any or all of the following out of the six elements in human relation: 

a. Communication: Communication is another way through which women can be 
integrated. Once women are abreast of the happenings around them they are 
bound to make input and will be ready to compete with their male counterpart. 

b. Cooperation: Means overcoming alienation, learning to work together and 
accomplishing results through mobilizing people (Koestenbaum, 1991) women 
cooperation seems not to be progressing. Lack of cooperation with male 
counterpart; however is a source of heightened concern with serious future 
repercussions. Women will not be able to do much until both parties cooperate 
to clarify the values and responsibilities of both parties. 

c. Recognition: Women need to be recognized because lack of respect affects 
their job satisfaction. Clients or women who are unable to demand for their 
rights, due to shyness or low self-concept can be assisted to do so through the 
use of assertiveness training techniques and motivation. This will help the 
women to develop self-confidence and seek for their rights without necessarily 
being aggressive. 

d. Participation: Women participative management is a powerful tool to build 
involvement, commitment, loyalty and ownership of the tasks. When women are 
involved in various decision making it helps them to have a strong foothold. 
There are different ways of classifying types of decisions. Through these 
classifications according to Invanrevich, Konopaske and Matteson (2005) are 
similar; they simply differ in terminology used. Women are often accused of 
using rational decision-making model. According to Mcshane (2004), the 
rational decision-making model may not represent how people actually make 
decisions in reality but provides useful guidelines for examining the different 
elements in the decision-making process. 
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e. Freedom: Women need to be given a free hand to explore their environment, 
occupy important positions, and contribute to the political, economic and social 
development of their country. 

f. Human Worth and Value Dignity: Women should be viewed as it with the 
male counterpart. Women should be well respected. Respect should be he core 
value. Women should be exposed to seminars, symposia, career talks, and skill 
development and workshops could also be organized to sensitize and motivate 
governmental and non-governmental organizations to provide the necessary 
assistance to empower Nigerian women. For instance, provision of educational 
opportunities to females by these organizations would give them access to 
employment opportunities, enable them to expand their roles, occupy important 
positions and contribute to the political, economic and social development of 
their country. 
Special grants should be made available to girls and women wishing  to 
specialize in areas like Medicine, Pharmacy, Engineering, Architecture etc. 

  
  Finally the public relation managers should address the women’s 
problem through the daily newspapers, write short articles and stories. They can 
write to authorities, agencies and institutions that provide credits to influence 
decision on women. 

 
Conclusion 

 For the women’s problem to be effectively talked, strategies for action cannot be 
left the hands of government and international, institutions funding women 
organizations and providing credit facilities for women development. The need to 
empower Nigerian women cannot be over-emphasized particularly in a democratic 
society, which recognizes the need for individuals to develop their potentials and 
contribute to the overall development of the nation. It is therefore important that 
public relation managers create awareness on the benefits that could be derived 
from women empowerment. Women themselves must become active participants 
in an organized manner. Women economic activities must be taken seriously and 
recognized in national economy in order to determine their contribution to the 
development process. 

 
Recommendations 

1. Adoption by states, measures aimed at accelerating equality between men and 
women. 

2. Adoption by state special measures, aimed at protecting maternity, 
3a. To modify the social and cultural patterns of conduct of men and women, with a 

view to achieving the elimination of prejudices and customary and all other 
practices which are based on the idea of the inferiority or the superiority of 
either of the sexes or on stereotyped roles for men and women.   

3b. Socio-cultural constraints by women especially in the rural area   need to be 
redressed to give way to positive women development.  
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4. To ensure that family education includes a proper understanding of maternity as 
a social function and the recognition of the common responsibility of men and 
women in the upbringing and development of their children, it is being 
understood that the interest of their children is the primordial consideration in all 
cases. 

5. State shall take all appropriate measures to eliminate discrimination against 
women in all matters relating to marriage and family relations and in particular 
shall ensure, on a basis of equality of men and women; 

6. Women should be given a free hand to participate in politics with their male 
counterpart. 

7. It is important to engage them in areas connected to the issue of women and 
development e.g. Ministry of women Affairs. 

8. Enlightenment/Awareness Campaign should be carried out at the grassroots area 
involving village or clan heads, community leaders and opinion leaders.  

9. Gender-related program, enlightenment planners, decision makers and 
development agents through workshops on the economic constraint of women 
and their contribution to development. 

10. Provision of formal education to many women.  
11. Improving working conditions. 
12. Providing access to resources, in terms of land, credit  and technology.  
13. Involving women in planning and decision-making. 
14. There is need to research into women’s economic activities with a view to 

providing adequate data on them. 
15. The government should enact relevant laws against discriminatory practices in 

the economic sphere to ensure that women meet the human security challenges. 
16. The private sector should make substantial social investments for poverty 

reduction programmers targeting the poorest women in the country. 
17. It should be made a crime to terminate the employment of a woman on grounds 

pf pregnancy. Equally all agreements to the effect that a woman will not get 
pregnant while in employment should be void and to no effect. 

18. That it becomes a statutory requirement for employers to include in their health 
scheme, payment of pre and post-natal medical bills. 
 

Finally, access to job is a basic need and so government should have a major 
objective for the provision of job opportunities for its people as majority of the 
unemployed people are women.  
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