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Abstract

This paper aimed at reviewing the literature on the implications of Coronavirus 
(COVID-19) on the livelihoods of the farmers. Using a literature review, the paper 
aimed at understanding how COVID-19 has impacted the livelihoods of the farmers 
whose survival depends on agriculture. Driven by the following objectives; the pa-
per reviewed firstly, lessons to be learned from the past pandemics, secondly, how 
COVID-19 has affected farmers’ livelihoods, and thirdly, the effects of COVID-19 
impacts on communities. The paper argues that, with the enormous public health 
policies on avoiding the spread of the pandemic, the livelihoods of the farmers 
have largely been affected due to reduced productivities, challenges in accessing 
and utilizing the markets for a nutritious and food secure life is leading to increas-
ing poverty levels. Poverty, creates vulnerabilities making farmers susceptible to 
crime, human trafficking, theft, and rape as observed in most African countries in 
the COVID-19 period. Hence, the need to avoid seeing the world through western 
homogeneous lenses to context-specific in the fight against the spread of COVID-19.

Keywords: Agriculture sector, Africa, Coronavirus (COVID-19), human trafficking, 
Livelihoods 

Background

Beginning in the 1960s, a major revision in development thinking argued for a 
central role for agriculture as a driver of growth, especially in the early stages of 
industrialization (Johnston and Mellor, 1961). This view of agriculture’s leading 
role stimulated the need for more investments in agriculture in a large part of 
the emerging experience in Asia, and it was founded on two core contributions. 
The importance of the agriculture sector was equally acknowledged by scholars 
like Schultz (1964) and Hayami and Ruttan (1971) who argued that traditional ag-
riculture can be transformed rapidly into a modern sector through the adoption of 
science-based technology, and this will enhance the sector’s contribution to the 
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economic growth. Also, economists now explicitly identified the strong growth link-
ages and multiplier effects of agricultural growth to the non-agricultural sectors 
(Byerlee et al., 2008; Mellor, 1998).

The significance of the agriculture sector in any economy dates back in history as 
it was considered to be a pro-poor sector in the 1970s with the focus of bringing 
about equity and employment to the vulnerable members of different communi-
ties. Also, there has been growing evidence that productivity in the agricultural 
sector as a pro-poor enhances growth across millions of smallholders. Literature has 
indicated that in the 1990s, the development community explicitly recognized pov-
erty reduction as the major objective of any development programs, scholars and 
development actors started to demonstrate how agriculture is connected or linked 
to poverty reduction (Timmer, 2002; Thirtle, Lin, and Piesse, 2003; Christiaensen 
and Demeny, 2007).

Agriculture has always played an essential role in the economy of every country, 
and this is not only because the sector tends to provide food for the entire popu-
lation of a country but also the sector helps to connect and interact with all the 
non-agriculture sectors of the economy. It is worth noting that, largely a country 
is believed to not only be social, political but also economically stable if the agri-
cultural sector is stable in terms of production, market, processing, and transpor-
tation. However, people in developing countries who depend on agriculture for 
their living are always much poorer than those who work in other sectors of the 
economy. Generally, those who are involved in agriculture always represent a sig-
nificant share of the total number of poor people in the countries where they live. 
This then drives us to the preoccupation of this paper looking at the livelihoods of 
the poor farmers in these challenging moments of the COVID-19 pandemic. Driven 
by the following questions ‘what lessons can be learnt from the various pandemics, 
how has COVID-19 affected the food security levels of the farmers and what effects 
emanate from these impacts in the communities it is largely, expected that the 
socio-economic impacts of COVID-19 will be beyond imagination in Africa where the 
majority of the households depend on agriculture.

As soon as the COVID-19 pandemic takes hold in Africa, many governments had 
begun to tighten borders, restrict gatherings, and closed schools. The crisis has 
fundamentally changed people’s lives not just with regards to public health but in 
terms of politics, the economy, public services, and much more (Moseley, 2020). 
The lockdowns in preventing the spread of coronavirus have enormous impacts on 
food systems globally. This is because COVID-19 leads to widespread income losses, 
fewer consumers may be able to afford specialized or high-value products, includ-
ing organic vegetables. Reductions in such purchases could further stress growers, 
especially if they sell directly to consumers at markets rather than through grocery 
stores (Poppick, 2020). Coronavirus is an interesting extreme event to food systems, 
as it is bordering around the social event (Poppick, 2020). It is regarded as having 
social event implications on food systems as it has nothing to do with weather shock 
or infrastructure failure or shortcoming. Other development challenges like natural 
disasters tend only to impact a particular area of the world, but coronavirus has 
had a much more pervasive effect on a social and institutional level and in other 
words, this virus is a different sort of disaster (World Bank, 2006).
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Methodology

This article is a review of data from secondary sources. Data from secondary sourc-
es included the published and unpublished information on how COVID-19 is altering 
the agricultural sector and eventually the livelihoods of vulnerable farmers. Data 
were analyzed and the main themes that emerged were about livelihoods, food 
security and pandemics of the vulnerable households in developing countries. With 
the emergence and spread of the COVID-19 pandemic, the livelihoods in terms of 
the assets of the farmers in developing countries have been largely altered. Con-
ceptually, the article examined pandemics before coronavirus and their livelihoods 
implications and effects, followed by a review on coronavirus, livelihoods and its 
effects on the agricultural dependent farmers and lastly, presented a conclusion 
and recommendations for development stakeholders especially governments of the 
developing countries.

Pandemics before COVID-19 and livelihoods

Pandemics have long been inflicting humanity and a lot has been written regarding 
the socio-economic impacts of pandemics (Andayi, Chaves and Widdowson, 2019; 
Guimbeau, Menon and Musacchio, 2019; Hintzen, 2019). Worth noting, that health 
is fundamental to a prosperous productive society, whereas panic and illness can 
stifle production, consumption, recreation, travel, and overall well-being (Marin, 
2017; Adeola and Evans, 2018; Lawanson & Evans, 2019; Nwaogwugwu and Evans, 
2019; Fourie, 2020). Health disasters such as the Ebola virus in West Africa, the 
Middle East Respiratory Syndrome (MERS) outbreak in the Republic of Korea, and 
the rise of COVID-19 not only have global health impacts but also wide-ranging so-
cio-economic disruptions and more so on the already vulnerable rural farmers with 
whom fallback strategies are weak. For example, during the Ebola virus outbreak 
in West Africa from 2013 to 2014, government revenues declined across the board, 
including direct taxes on companies, VAT receipts, and indirect taxes (Dimmock et 
al., 2016).

Additionally, with the decline in private and foreign investors’ confidence in the 
economic sector, financing gaps of more than the US $600 million over the two 
years of Ebola in West Africa were experienced. These impacts went across many 
sectors and undoubtedly had long-term consequences in many countries but mostly 
affected ones were Guinea, Liberia, and Sierra Leone (Smith et al, 2019). As if that 
is not enough, after killing at least 800 people and infecting more than 8000, the 
total global economic loss due to SARS was estimated to US$40 billion. Largely, 
the fears of the consumers as a result of the transmissibility of the virus in public 
settings led to all these impacts. Also, the wider economic impact of the 1998 
Nipah outbreak in Malaysia was estimated at US $582 million (Dimmock, Easton and 
Leppard, 2016).

From late 2019 to date, an outbreak of coronavirus disease 2019 (COVID-19) – an 
infectious disease caused by a newly discovered coronavirus – has been rapidly 
spreading across the world, devastating lives and livelihoods. This paper, there-
fore, argues that the virus has the potential impacts and related containment 
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efforts on food security and livelihoods in contexts of high vulnerability, especially 
where populations are already experiencing food crises. This paper argues that the 
experiences of the vulnerabilities differ across countries due to varying fallback 
strategies. Therefore, the impacts of COVID-19 in the western world must not be 
compared to those of Africa because of the varying social and economic dynamics.

Furthermore, FAO (2020) argued that the virus is likely to have significant impacts 
on food security across the world and such impacts will be more devastating in 
agricultural highly dependent countries. Drawing and learning from previous crises, 
particularly from the Ebola virus outbreak in West Africa in 2014, FAO indicated the 
significant impact of movement restrictions and disease containment efforts on food 
production and access, and the importance of maintaining and upscaling humani-
tarian food security interventions for the most vulnerable populations, alongside 
the health sector’s efforts to avert disease spread. Concerning most developing 
countries, agriculture is often the lead export sector and foreign exchange earner 
since it is the sector with a strong comparative advantage in the early stages of 
development. Even though most African countries have poorly skilled labour which 
directly suggests a comparative advantage for unprocessed primary products, most 
of these countries are relatively rich in natural resources. Despite the availability 
of natural resources, trade restrictions due to COVID-19 is inflicting the livelihoods 
of the majority population (Byerlee et al., 2008). 

In the same fashion, the incidence of COVID-19 has been growing at a disturbing 
rate significantly impacting global economies and public health. According to the 
National Bureau Statistics of China, after a seen 6 per cent growth of the last 
three months of 2019 and when compared with market forecasts of a 6.5 per cent 
decline, the National Bureau of Statistics of China (2020) argued that the Chinese 
economy shrank 6.8 per cent year-on-year in the first quarter of 2020. It is the 
first GDP contraction since records began in 1992, reflecting the severe damage 
caused by the COVID-19 outbreak after the authorities enforced a near two-month-
long shutdown of all non-essential business activities (Cheng, 2020). The economic 
contraction of the Chinese economy contracted the majority of her trade partners 
especially the African continent, and this affected the supply of products to and 
from China. This has immediate impacts being an increase in prices and scarcities 
of some goods in the markets that have strong trade ties with China. Largely, 
this affects the livelihoods of the raw material rich countries and consequently 
contracting their human development.

Economists have further estimated that, without urgent global actions to curtail 
the virus in time, China is expected to lose up to US$62 billion in the first quarter of 
2020, while the world will lose over US $280 billion. Ayittey et al., (2020) compared 
these values to the World Bank’s estimate that even a weaker flu pandemic, such 
as the 2009 H1N1 viruses, which still wiped 0.5% off global GDP, which is approxi-
mately US $300 billion. Elsewhere, Cox (2020) argued that the United States GDP 
shrank 4.8% in the first quarter amid the biggest COVID-19 contraction since the 
financial crisis.

Emerging from the above, this paper indicates the need to learn more from previous 
pandemics and draw lessons based on their negative implications on food systems in 
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the affected regions. Most importantly, coronavirus is globally and has infected and 
led to a lot of deaths meaning its implications on food security are enormous. For 
example, the Ebola pandemic though at a regional level implicated many lives even 
though food systems were functional in other parts of the world. The 2014 West 
Africa Ebola Virus Disease (EVD) outbreak had important implications on food secu-
rity and human development. FAO (2016) showed that the EVD outbreak disrupted 
the functioning of several cross-border agricultural market chains. This outbreak 
had a major negative impact on collecting and transporting agricultural production 
to consumption areas. This disruption stems from collectors’ reluctance to travel 
to contaminated zones (the number of traders decreased by 20 per cent at the 
peak of the outbreak according to WFP) and, to some extent, the transportation 
difficulties arising from Ebola checkpoints, quarantine zones, and the closure of 
certain borders disrupted the food systems (FAO, 2016).

The above impacts on food chains were felt much due to the measures that were put 
in place in containing the outbreak – in particular the quarantines and restrictions 
to public gatherings and movements of goods and persons – disrupted agricultural 
market supply chains, and many farmers were unable to grow or sell crops due 
to lack of inputs and labour as it is the case in the COVID-19 (FAO, 2016). On the 
aspect of labour, most agricultural activities in Africa demand manual or traditional 
productive means with less or no machinery at all. Therefore, such restrictions 
have a lot of impacts negatively on food production and eventually food security. 
Implications for rural livelihoods implies leads to a lot of effects including more 
government borrowing and more food importations to meet the demands of food in 
the local markets. In this vein, many African governments have found themselves 
both requesting debt relief and more borrowing even though the accountability of 
such debts has remained questionable to a larger extent.

Furthermore, the above measures do not only implicate the availability of food in 
markets but also have extended impacts as they become obstacles that contributed 
to reduced farmers’ incomes (higher costs of inputs and lower negotiating power 
with collectors whose numbers have decreased) and to the instability of crop prices 
from geographical and seasonal normal patterns. Thus establishing an atmosphere 
of instability and uncertainty for both producers and consumers within these chains 
is the key to the survival of the poor farmers. Consumer price increases as seen in 
the Ebola pandemic are also the case now leading to not only limited but also the 
low purchasing power of an already poor population, which is further weakened by 
the global economic slowdown (FAO, 2016).

As if that is not enough in West Africa, Ebola considerably impacted food production. 
For example in Liberia, 47 per cent of farmers reported they were unable to culti-
vate farmland due to the outbreak. Furthermore, travel restrictions and suspension 
of operations of periodic markets disrupted trade flows of food commodities and 
other necessities. Due to the disruption of markets, in particular international flows 
due to border controls, there were shortages of goods on the market and this led 
to an increase in prices of key commodities (United Nations Development Group, 
2015). COVID-19 has greatly impacted the movements of the people in the process 
of observing the social distancing and in most developing countries observing social 
distancing and following all the health regulations is key to their survival as it is 
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not easy to know morbidity (European Center for Disease Prevention and Control 
[ECDPC], 2020). Morbidity and mortality values may indicate the severity of COV-
ID-19 impact, but may not allow appreciation of the full consequence of impaired 
productivity from illness for a person, their household, or their community. Impacts 
may involve psychological, educational, or professional losses on the individual 
and household (Evans, 2020). The high death toll during the West Africa Ebola 
outbreak expanded social and household economic impacts stifled growth rates, 
and lost wages due to inability to work or contagion fear, increased poverty and 
food insecurity, lost education, and lost jobs.

The significance of agricultural productivity growth and market connectivity in pov-
erty reduction cannot be underestimated as it helps in stimulating rural non-farm 
growth, especially where infrastructural investments are done (Barnes and Bin-
swanger, 1986; Hazell and Haggblade, 1991). For example, in India and Indonesia, 
growth in rural services was estimated to contribute at least as much as growth 
in agriculture towards reducing poverty (Byerlee et al., 2008). However, with the 
coronavirus pandemic, this study argues that the significance of agriculture is being 
compromised worldwide with people being kept strictly in their houses, with less 
or no transportation of food in some instances.

It is also worth noting that the role of agriculture in food security has shifted over 
time. With rapid population growth and growing food aid in Asia in the 1950s and 
1960s and the global food crisis of the mid-1970s, where attention was largely 
focused on food availability at the global and national levels (Byerlee et al., 2008). 
The current trends in food go beyond availability to include accessibility, utility, 
and stability of the available food. This paper argues that the latter is more than 
important in the COVID-19 as it addresses the nutritious aspects which are key in 
the fight against COVID-19. From the mid-1970s to the 2008 food crisis, the world 
was generally food secure, producing enough food to meet the dietary needs of to-
day’s global population (ADB, 2013). However, the 2008 crisis was a sharp reminder 
that global food security should not be taken for granted because of uncertainties 
from growing resource scarcity, rising energy prices, new demands such as biofuels, 
and climate change (Byerlee et al., 2008). 

In line with Byerlee et al. (2008), this paper argues that without pandemic challeng-
es at the country level, trade can stabilize food availability and prices in countries 
with rising and diversified foreign exchange earnings—the case for most countries 
in Asia and Latin America. However, Byerlee and others argued that domestic food 
availability is still a challenge for many countries in Africa that experience some 
combination of negative per capita annual growth rates in staple food, large pro-
duction fluctuations caused by climatic variability, low foreign exchange earnings, 
and landlocked status or poor infrastructure to import food staples (Byerlee et 
al., 2008). World price fluctuations place additional strain on import capacity and, 
therefore, increasing domestic food availability and stability remains essential for 
development in these countries (Byerlee et al., 2008).

Agriculture plays a crucial role in the economies of developing countries and pro-
vides the main source of food, income, and employment to their rural populations 
(Khanna and Solanki, 2014). According to Khanna and Solanki, (2014), and FAO 
(2000), it has been established that the share of the agricultural population in the 
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total populace is 67% and that agriculture accounts for 39.4% of the GDP, and 43% 
of all exports consist of agricultural goods. And Buitta et al., (2012), argued that 
roughly one-quarter of the earth’s terrestrial surface is now under cultivation with 
more land converted to crop production in the 30 years after 1950 than in the pre-
vious 150 years. In many regions - including Europe, North America, Australia, and 
recently Brazil, China and India-humanity have also become skilful at raising yields 
using inputs like fertilizers, pesticides, and organic manures (Buitta et al., 2012). 
Therefore, agriculture is and will continue to be critical to the future of many 
developing countries (DFID, 2014). This may or may not be because agriculture can 
contribute directly and/or indirectly to economic growth (DFID, 2014), but it will 
certainly be critical as poverty is still stubbornly predominant a rural phenomenon 
and this looks set to remain for the next two decades at least. It is in this regard 
that, this paper argues and states that restrictions put by the public health impact 
negatively on the productive, marketing, processing, and transportation of agri-
cultural products from rural areas. This is because African countries have taken 
western lenses in reducing the spread of COVID-19.

Estimates of global Highly Pathogenic Avian Influenza (HPAI) loss from the out-
breaks since 2003 run into billions (FAO, 2006). The cost of the 1997 outbreak in 
Hong Kong, may have been US$100 million including knock-on effects (FAO, 2006) 
but the very strict control measures applied may have prevented large scale human 
infection and at the same time increased food insecurities. Despite this, the global 
poultry sector is dynamic and resilient. Global production and trade had shown the 
potential to recover quickly from severe outbreaks not until the coming in of the 
coronavirus which has devastated many people especially the poor farmers with 
little or no fallback strategies (OECD, 2020).

Historically, the World Bank’s Global Development Finance (2006) argued that the 
continued spread of the bird-to-bird version of avian influenza (or bird flu, also 
known by its scientific identifier H5N1) with limited bird-to-human transmission 
comprises part of the baseline forecast. In this regard, the World Bank in 2006 
argued that pandemics can destroy the world’s economy. For example, the normal 
flu with characteristics of transmissibility and deadliness could have serious con-
sequences for the world economy if the world’s population had limited immunity. 
Estimates suggested that such flu could have infected as much as 35 per cent of the 
world’s population (WHO, 2006), spreading throughout the world in as few as 180 
days. As compared with a normal flu season, where some 0.2–1.5 million people 
died (WHO, 2003), deaths from even a mild new flu might include an additional 1.4 
million people worldwide.

Barry argued that a more virulent form of flu, such as the 1918-9 flu, which was 
more deadly for healthy adults than normal flu, could have had much more serious 
consequences, killing as many as 1 in 40 infected individuals (Barry, 2005) or some 
71 million, with some authors suggesting that as many as 180–260 million could die 
in a worst-case scenario (Osterholm, 2005). On the other hand, this paper argues 
that without the vaccine, the current pandemic has the potential to kill many 
more people even higher than those from previous pandemics. People are and will 
keep dying not only due to COVID-19 but also from starvation as the pandemic has 
limited access and utilization of food especially for countries that were already 
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battling hunger way before COVID-19 due to various reasons which might include 
climate change.

World Bank (2006) showed the impacts of a pandemic globally and how it can affect 
less developed countries whose population mostly depends on hands mouth sur-
vival strategies. The reports in the table below show the results of three separate 
simulations of the economic consequences of a pandemic (McKibbin and Sidorenko 
2006). The first and yet mild scenario of a pandemic is drawn and modelled from 
the Hong Kong flu of 1968-9. Nevertheless, the moderate flu has the characteristics 
of the 1957 Asian flu; and the severe simulation is benchmarked on the 1918-9 
Spanish flu (Burns et al., 2006). It is also worth noting that each of these scenarios 
of pandemics assumes that efforts in the current pandemic by individuals and of-
ficial agencies to limit the spread of the disease are no more effective than those 
observed during previous epidemics and reflects differences in population density, 
poverty, and the quality of healthcare available. For the world as a whole, a mild 
pandemic would reduce output by less than 1 per cent of GDP, a moderate outbreak 
by more than 2 per cent, and a severe pandemic by almost 5 per cent, constituting 
a major global recession (McKibbin and Sidorenko, 2006) as shown in Table 1 below. 
The table below shows how the pandemic of flu affected the world through differ-
ing levels of intensity of impacts. Generally speaking, developing countries would 
be hardest hit, because higher population densities and poverty accentuate the 
economic impacts in some countries (World Health Organization, 2006).

Table 1. Possible economic impacts of the flu pandemic

(% change in GDP, first-year) Mild Moderate Severe

World -0.7 -2.0 -4.8

High-income -0.7 -2.0 -4.7

Developing -0.6 -2.1 -5.3

East Asia -0.8 -3.5 -8.7

Europe and Central Asia -2.1 -4.8 -9.9

Middle East and North Africa -0.7 -2.8 -7.0

South Asia -0.6 -2.1 -4.9

Deaths (Millions) 1.4 14.2 71.1

Source: World Bank calculations based on McKibbin and Sidorenko (2006)

Drawing from the analysis of the World Bank on the flu pandemic, it shows how a 
pandemic can negatively implicate world economies, worse off those in less devel-
oped countries. Coronavirus has affected the world especially the developed coun-
tries and it is highly feared that it will be more severe in less developed countries. 
FAO, (2020) indicated that while the COVID-19 pandemic is devastating lives, public 
health systems, livelihoods, and economies across the world, populations living in 
food crisis contexts are particularly exposed to its effects.

Economic analysis to date has focused on the immediate impacts of outbreaks 
rather than the long term effects of endemic for example avian influenza (FAO, 
2006), with smaller but repeated outbreaks over several years (Pfeiffer et al., 
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2013; McLeod et al., 2008). There has been only limited work on the social and 
economic impacts of long term control strategies and this is proven by the lack 
of robust policies put in place to have the economies running in an event of an 
outbreak. The world is currently inflicted and has been affected especially so in the 
agriculture sector which in most developing countries is the main source of goods 
for trading. Therefore, the need to strongly re-examine the social, economic, and 
political strategies meant to reduce the spread of COVID-19 with context-specific. 
The paper argues that each country and continent must contextualize the implica-
tions of the public health regulations in line with their specific social and economic 
strengths. 

Coronavirus (COVID-19), livelihoods and effects

In late December 2019, a novel coronavirus (2019-nCoV) was identified as the cause 
of a significant number of human cases of respiratory disease in China (Martin, 
2020). The current outbreak was first detected in Wuhan City, which is a major 
domestic and international economic and transport hub in China. In about a month, 
the deadly virus turned the world upside down, and it brought about fear in the 
people which spread faster than the virus itself, which appeared to be highly conta-
gious and now more lethal than its well-known predecessors of the same coronavirus 
family (Martin, 2020). The UN’s Food and Agricultural Organization has stressed the 
role of trade flows in ensuring food security but failing to address how this can be 
achieved considering the massive restrictions across every country has had bearings 
on the livelihoods of the people. Despite COVID-19 being global, the solutions in 
terms of vaccines could be global but public health regulations, especially on the 
possible reduction in the spread of the virus, must be contextualized to a larger 
extent.

For the EU’s interconnected agribusiness model with similar social-economic 
challenges, trade-in commodities are crucial to the food supply. With regards to 
agricultural dependent countries, over the past months, instabilities in trade rela-
tions in delivering agricultural commodities and farm inputs have been observed, 
as this is a decisive factor for agricultural production (Lakner, 2020). Furthermore, 
Lakner (2020) indicated that the observed long queues at border controls affect 
transportation, especially in the case of fresh produce. The timely delivery of food 
is imperative for human development. So far in Germany for example, demand has 
shifted slightly, but delivery is stable for many products. Largely, COVID-19 has 
seen some resolutions in the European Commission and member states on the issues 
of over-complex border controls that are now enabling effective and efficient trade 
flows of agricultural goods and food. It is safe to argue that the complex infrastruc-
ture development amongst the EU member countries has played a huge role in 
the effective facilitation of trade in agricultural products. The opposite is true for 
the countries in Africa, where hunger levels have been increasing alarmingly since 
COVID-19. Therefore, differences in the context of prevailing social and economic 
dynamics largely demand differences in how COVID-19 must be handled.

In the same vein, the rate at which higher-value and more specialized crops face a 
greater number of hurdles differs due to varying context specificity. These foods—
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such as some fruits and organic produce grown by smaller-scale farms—generally 
require more labour (Poppick, 2020) which has been affected due to COVID-19. 
They are also often sold to restaurants and farmers markets [for example; the Tues-
day market in Zambia-where farmers bring their products for sale] many of which 
are now widely closed or have reduced service across the country, rather than 
directly to the grocery stores that are still operating. Even if these farmers can 
continue working on their farms, they may have limited places to sell their goods. 
In countries like South Africa that experienced total lockdown, the implications are 
beyond imagination throwing the majority of the people into poverty.

Aggravated poverty levels largely are exposing many households to a lot of surviv-
al strategies due to heightened vulnerabilities. In most cases, this has led to an 
increase in theft levels, robberies, crime rates, and domestic violence. In South 
Africa for example, Police Minister Bheki Cele recently clarified to the media that 
the South Africa Police Service had received 2,320 complaints of gender-based vio-
lence during just the first week of the lockdown. This is 37% higher than the weekly 
average for the 87,290 gender-based violence cases reported during 2019, while 
the national Gender-Based Violence Command Centre said they have seen triple 
the usual number of calls (Newham and Du Plessis, 2020). This is not the case with 
the western world because the population is largely able to continue working from 
home during the lockdowns due to improved infrastructure development. While in 
Africa and most developing countries where lockdowns imply idleness the opposite 
is being experienced.

Furthermore, Poppick (2020) stated that higher-value goods are also more likely 
than major staple crops to experience a price spike caused by COVID-19 disruptions 
and this will bring to light the existence of capitalism which argues for the survival 
of the fittest. One example comes from apple orchards, which require large crews 
to plant and prune trees. But many apple growers rely on seasonal workers from 
outside and many of these workers are struggling to either get visas processed or 
simply going to the plantation fields due to the restricted movements. Without an 
adequate workforce, growers may have to leave trees unplanted and branches un-
pruned. Besides, plantations like the Zambia sugar in Mazabuka District of Zambia, 
have also faced the challenge of labour as it normally uses seasonal workers when 
cutting down sugar cane. Hence, the need for a strong re-examination of such 
restrictions especially in developing countries where a mere lockdown implies shut-
ting down the operations of companies, industries, and agricultural plantations.

The uncertainties over the Wuhan 2019 Novel Coronavirus (2019-CoV), which has 
killed at least 457,789 people and infected more than 8,640,618 as of June 19, and 
largely interrupted global trade and supply chains, depressing asset prices, and 
forced multinational businesses to make hard decisions with limited information 
(Worldometer, 2020). In most cases, people are in forced lockdowns where the 
productive sectors are literally on standstill waiting for the end of the virus. The 
most troubling question is how the world is and will cope up especially when the 
impacts intensify. 

Elsewhere, it is argued that even before COVID-19 hit, 113 million people on the 
planet were already struggling with severe acute food insecurity due to pre-existing 
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shocks or crises (FAO, 2020). This means they were already at the end of the hunger 
spectrum-weak, and less well-equipped to fend off the virus (Kymal, 2020). The 
majority of these people live in rural areas and depend on agricultural production, 
seasonal jobs in agriculture, fishing, or pastoralism. Therefore, any illness or re-
strictions on movement or activity, they will be prevented from working in their 
land, caring for their animals, going fishing, or accessing markets to sell produce, 
buy food, or get seeds and supplies. Such once imposed on the people especially 
with the view of reducing the spread of the virus, has negative implications on food 
systems (FAO, 2020). These restrictions might be well addressed and handled in a 
system which well-functioning with advanced infrastructure. Policymakers should 
take the responsibility of orchestrating trade in crops to avoid trade distrust which 
results from rigged systems disadvantaging farmers as argued by Siamabele (2019). 

Lockdowns amongst many restrictions in at least 33 of Africa’s 54 countries have 
blocked farmers from getting food to and from the markets and threatened deliver-
ies of food assistance to rural populations (Mutsaka, 2020). This affects the already 
inflicted social-economic dynamics in Africa. Also, many informal markets where 
millions buy their food are shut. Mutsaka indicated that about one in every five peo-
ple in Africa is food insecure, and nearly 250 million, already didn’t have enough 
food before the virus outbreak. A quarter of the population in sub-Saharan Africa 
is undernourished (Mutsaka, 2020). This paper argues that learning from the past 
and similar Public Health emergencies, restrictions on the movement of goods and 
people can have significant socio-economic repercussions on people’s livelihoods, 
going beyond the direct impact on health, to affecting the most vulnerable groups. 

While these restrictions are necessary to limit the spread of a disease, they often 
lead to disruption of market chains and trade of agricultural products (Jamaica 
Observer, 2020) with significant potential impacts on the populations that de-
pend on them for their livelihoods, food, and nutrition security. The most severe 
drought in decades is already threatening about 45 million people with hunger 
across southern Africa (Mutsaka, 2020), where farmers are still recovering from 
two devastating cyclones that battered Mozambique, Zimbabwe, and Malawi last 
year (Globa News, 2020). Coupled with recent cyclones, climate change has been 
devastating human development in most Southern African countries leaving many 
people food insecure. The paper adds that COVID-19 is simply adding salt to the 
wounds of hunger, malnutrition, and threatened lives and therefore, restrictions 
must be put to reduce the spread of the virus but at the same time mechanisms and 
or alternatives of keeping people in employment, and ensuring food availability, 
access, utilization, and stability during the pandemic period must be identified. 
These mechanisms will be fully informed by context-specific research and how best 
to implement public health regulations while enhancing people’s livelihoods.

In such cases, local economies especially in less developed countries are often the 
hardest hit, as businesses remain shuttered and consumers hunkered down in their 
homes. Most affected might be medium-sized companies and small businesses as 
supply chains of their products are disrupted due to restrictions on transportation 
and people’s movements (Deloitte, 2020). Even though there have been some in-
terventions in terms of finances at this level, the purchasing power of the masses 
is still infringed and this still does not solve the problem. The current coronavirus 
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epidemic (Martin, 2020) is also happening in the aftermath of the African Swine 
Fever (ASF) epidemic that started in August 2018 and affected severely the Chinese 
pig industry, leading to an increase in prices for consumers and income losses for 
smallholder farmers. On the other hand, it can also be argued that farmers in 
villages might not be immediately hit hard by the virus as they usually keep food 
in stock but this is only dependent on the harvest and it only stands for those with 
good harvest (Daniel Mason-D’Croz et al., 2020).

It is, however, arguably believed that despite African countries being the net im-
porters of food which continentally amounted to around the US $65 billion as of 
2017, the global trade on which this relies is not expected to be disrupted by the 
pandemic (UNCTAD, 2018). Unlike in 2007-2008, high energy costs are not push-
ing up food prices (Moseley, 2020). Nevertheless, FAO does not agree with this 
statement and argues that despite this understanding and lack of research showing 
the impacts of the pandemic on food security the reality will show otherwise as 
the majority of Africans depend on hands mouth which has been affected by the 
restrictions meant to reduce the spread of the virus. The COVID-19 pandemic is al-
ready directly affecting food systems through impacts on food supply and demand, 
and indirectly through decreases in purchasing power, the capacity to produce and 
distribute food, and the intensification of care tasks, all of which will have differ-
entiated impacts and will strongly affect the poor and vulnerable (FAO, 2020).

Africa also grows much of its supplies. More than 70% of the population is engaged 
in agriculture, the majority of which are small-scale farmers. Purely subsistence 
farmers – of whom they are relatively few and by far should be protected as they 
grow their food (Moseley, 2020). Farmers who produce for the market, as well 
as their consumption, may be well-placed to weather crisis too, both in terms 
of feeding themselves and earning an income when other forms of employment 
decline. Also, if the age group of 15–44 years, those engaged in the labour force 
and parents of young children, account for the majority of COVID-19 infections, 
the impact on economic activity, poverty, and food security could be substantial 
(FAO, 2017). Therefore, income levels are likely to drop significantly during the 
outbreak, consumption by households could decrease, and the prevalence of under-
nutrition rise. Economic implications of the COVID-19 can be detrimental not only 
to public health systems but to trade and travel, food and agriculture industries, 
various market types, and retail chains, among others (FAO, 2017). These sectors 
are confronted with the threat of the virus wherein consumers are too fearful to 
access their services because the supply chain or their workforce is compromised 
(Evans, 2020).

FAO (2011), argued that about 70% of Africa’s food is produced by women, and in 
Southern African countries, for example, rural women are the primary food crop 
producers while men are more involved in animal husbandry or labour off the farm 
(Moseley, 2020). Women face several constraints in agriculture besides the current 
coronavirus which has a higher likelihood of reducing their productivity. Women are 
also often responsible for the care of children, the sick, and the elderly (Moseley, 
2020). This means they could have increased exposure to COVID-19 with knock-on 
implications for food production, food preparation, and child nutrition and the 
ending result will be hunger (Moseley, 2020).
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Furthermore, FAO (2020) argued that countries with existing humanitarian crises 
are particularly exposed to the effects of the pandemic, in terms of both direct 
impacts on people’s health especially, where health systems are already weak, 
overburdened and malnutrition levels are high, and indirect effects such as dis-
ruption of livelihoods, food supply chains and access to food, basic services as 
well as humanitarian assistance. The lessons from the 2014 EVD outbreak in West 
Africa are clear, while health needs are an urgent and primary concern, we cannot 
neglect livelihoods and food security-related impacts or we will face deepening 
humanitarian crises in countries already on the brink (FAO, 2020).

In other words, while the world prioritizes to support the public health actors’ 
efforts to contain the spread of the disease, the world must also be proactive 
in anticipating COVID-19 collateral effects by protecting the livelihoods and food 
access of the most vulnerable people, particularly those in food crisis contexts 
as such people are considered to have a crisis within a crisis (France 24/7 News, 
2020). It is worth noting that food security and health are objectively intertwined. 
When people’s livelihoods and incomes are decimated, they are less able to cope 
with other shocks, such as extended hospital stays or the death of family members, 
which leave them even more exposed and vulnerable. As the access to nutritious 
food declines, so too will their health, leaving them even more at risk of the worst 
effects of the disease.

Time in memorial, humans have battled emerging diseases through early detection 
followed by coordinated quarantine, as demonstrated by the SARS outbreak in 2003, 
the Ebola outbreak in 2014, and the COVID-19 outbreak. Continued and improved 
coordinated international disease surveillance is important (Evans, 2020). A shift in 
both research and pandemic management efforts must be geared towards proac-
tive management approaches. In due course, medical science needs an enhanced 
understanding of the origins of pandemic emergence, spillover, and post-spillover 
evolution so that the virus can be better diagnosed and prevented.

Conclusions

The coronavirus (COVID-19) outbreak has already brought considerable human 
suffering and major economic disruptions. The adverse consequences of these de-
velopments for other countries are significantly enormous especially in agricultural 
dependent countries, including the direct disruption to global supply chains, weak-
er final demand for imported goods and services, and the wider regional declines 
in international tourism and business travel. This paper has, however, showed the 
importance of good health and the need for food security. As long as the coronavi-
rus continues threatening the lives of the people globally, so shall the reduction in 
food production be strongly affected. The USA for example, one of the economic 
superpower countries has been largely affected by the virus and the worst has been 
feared for the developing countries with less or weak fallback strategies and or 
no capabilities of responding to the effects. This pandemic once again brings the 
aspect of the survival of the fittest with those who are less concerned about the 
living standards, it is within this that the role of the state matters a lot. In the name 
of survival strategies during coronavirus, searching for food and medication, many 
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people especially the vulnerable members of the communities are experiencing 
the worst of it all, for example in most countries, during COVID-19 rape cases 
have increased, domestic violence has increased, HIV infections have increased and 
human trafficking cases are increasing. Largely, COVID-19 has inflicted many lives 
and hunger levels have been increasing in developing countries. 

Recommendations

This paper recommends sustained support and protection of the possible market 
opportunities for the farmers. In the same vein, due to public health restrictions, 
small scale farmers must be encouraged to work in cooperatives through which they 
will be able to sell their farm products to big shopping centres that buy in bulk. 

Governments and other development stakeholders must go beyond simply giving 
financial loans to both Medium and Small Medium Enterprises to set up effective 
and efficient monitoring and evaluation systems that ensure accountability and 
transparency of such investments. Functional monitoring and evaluation systems 
will to some extent enhance transparency, accountability, and openness in the 
utilization of the borrowed funds. 

Lastly, the implementation of public health measures in the effort to reduce the 
spread of the disease must not take the western lens or understanding. Africa 
for example has context-specific challenges that need to be understood from an 
African perspective. This requires a good understanding of what these public health 
measures mean to a vulnerable African agriculture-dependent farmer.

References

ADEOLA, O., and Evans, O. (2018). Digital health: ICT and health in Africa. Actual Problems of  
Economics, 8. 

ANDAYI, F., Chaves, S. S., and Widdowson, M. A. (2019). Impact of the 1918 influenza pandemic  in 
coastal  Kenya. Tropical medicine and infectious disease, 4(2), 91.

ASIAN Development Bank [ADB] (2013). Food Security in Asia and the Pacific. Mandaluyong  City, 
Philippines: Asian Development Bank, 2013.

AYITTEY FK, Ayittey MK, Chiwero NB, Kamasah JS, and Dzuvor C. (2020). Economic impacts of  
Wuhan 2019‐nCoV on China and the world. J Med Virol. 2020;92:473–475.  10.1002/jmv.25706

BARNES, D.F., and H. Binswanger. (1986). “Impact of Rural Electrification and Infrastructure on  
Agricultural Changes.” Economic and Political Weekly 21:26-34.

BARRY, and John M. 2005. The Great Influenza: The Epic Story of the Deadliest Plaque in History,  
Penguin Books, London.

BUITTA M., Christou P., and Pastore G., (2012). The application of GMOs in agriculture and in food  
production for better nutrition: Two different scientific points of view.  DOI: 10.1007/s12263-012-
0316-4

BURNS A., van der Mensbrugghe D. and Timmer H., (2006). Evaluating the Economic  Consequences of 
Avian Influenza.  

 HTTP://DOCUMENTS.WORLDBANK.ORG/CURATED/EN/977141468158986545/PDF/474170WP0EVALU 
101PUBLIC10Box334133B.pdf

BYERLEE, Alain de Janvry, and Sadoulet E., (2008). Agriculture for Development: Towards a New  
Paradigm. Derek University of California at Berkeley.  https://are.berkeley.edu/~esadoulet/papers/
Annual_Review_of_ResEcon7.pdf.



Journal for Creativity, Innovation and Social Entrepreneurship
Tshwane University of Technology (TUT-JCISE) Vol. 4, No. 2, 2020 - ISSN 2521-0270

www.sarchi.org

19

CHENG J. (2020). China Records First Ever Contraction in Quarterly GDP on Coronavirus.  https://www.
wsj.com/articles/china-set-to-report-plunge-in-first-quarter-gdp- 11587086697.  Retrieved on the 06th 
June 2020.

CHRISTIAENSEN, Luc, and Lionel Demery. (2007). Down to Earth: Agriculture and Poverty  Reduction  in 
Africa. Directions in Development. Washington, DC: The World Bank.

COX J., (2020). US GDP shrank 4.8% in the first quarter amid the biggest contraction since the  
financial crisis. CNBC. https://www.cnbc.com/2020/04/29/us-gdp-q1-2020-first- reading.html

DANIEL Mason-D’Croz, Jessica R. Bogard, Mario Herrero, Sherman Robinson, Timothy B. Sulser,  
Keith Wiebe, Dirk Willenbockel and H. Charles J. Godfray (2020). Modeling the global  economic 
consequences of a major African swine fever outbreak in China.  https://www.nature.com/articles/
s43016-020-0057-2

DELOITTE Development LLC (2020). COVID -19 Managing supply chain risk and disruption.  https://
www2.deloitte.com/content/dam/Deloitte/ca/Documents/finance/Supply- Chain_POV_EN_FINAL-AO-
DA.pdf

DEPARTMENT for International Development (2014). Agriculture and growth Agriculture and  
growth  evidence paper series. June2014. Website: www.gov.uk/dfid

DIMMOCK, N. J., Easton, A. J., and Leppard, K. N. (2016). Introduction to modern virology. John  
Wiley and Sons.

EUROPEAN Center for Disease Prevention and Control [ECDPC], (2020). Considerations relating to  
social distancing measures in response toCOVID-19–second update. Technical Report.  https://www.
ecdc.europa.eu/sites/default/files/documents/covid-19-social-distancing- measures-guide-sec-
ond-update.pdf

EVANS O., (2020). Socio-economic impacts of novel coronavirus: The policy solutions, Biz Econs  
Quarterly, 7, 3–12. Journal home page: http://www.bequarterly.rysearch.com Volume 7  
(2020). 3 – 12

FAO (2020). COVID-19: Our hungriest, most vulnerable communities face a crisis within a crisis.  
https://www.un.org/africarenewal/news/coronavirus/covid-19-our-hungriest-most- vulnera-
ble-communities-face-%E2%80%9C-crisis-within-crisis%E2%80%9. 

FAO (2020). Addressing the impacts of COVID-19 in food crises April–December 2020. Rome. 

FAO (2017). The future of food and agriculture – trends and  challenges. Rome.  

 HTTP://WWW.FAO.ORG/3/A-I6583E.PDF

FOOD and Agriculture Organization of the United Nations (2016). The Impact of Ebola Virus  
Disease Outbreak on Market Chains and Trade on Agriculture in West Africa. 

 HTTP://WWW.FAO.ORG/3/A-I5641E.PDF

FAO (2006). Interim Report on the Global Programme for Control and Eradication of Highly  
Pathogenic Avian Influenza (HPAI). Emergency Centre for Transboundary Animal  Diseases 
(ECTAD). http://www.fao.org/docs/eims/upload/217280/rep_hpai_sfera_en.pdf

FAO (2011). The role of women in agriculture: Agricultural Development Economics Division.  
Viale delle Terme di Caracalla00153 Rome, Italy

FAO (2000). The State of Food and Agriculture 2000. Rome.  http://www.fao.org/3/x4400e/x4400e.pdf 

FOURIE, J. (2020). Beyond 2020: A vision of a prosperous South Africa‐economy: opinion. Fine  
week,  2020 (16 January), 4-4.

FRANCE 24/7 News (2020). Crisis within a crisis: Covid‐19 exacerbates food insecurity in Africa.  
EYE on Africa.

GLOBAL News (2020). Coronavirus lockdowns threaten Africa’s already. Vulnerable food supply.

GUIMBEAU, A., Menon, N., and Musacchio, A. (2019). The Brazilian Bombshell? The Long-Term  
Impact of the  1918 Influenza Pandemic the South American Way. The Long‐Term Impact  of the 1918 
Influenza  Pandemic the South American Way (May 1, 2019).

HAYAMI, Y., and V. Ruttan. (1971). Agricultural Development: An International Perspective.  Baltimore, 
Maryland: Johns Hopkins University Press.



Journal for Creativity, Innovation and Social Entrepreneurship
Tshwane University of Technology (TUT-JCISE) Vol. 4, No. 2, 2020 - ISSN 2521-0270

www.sarchi.org

20

HAZELL, P., and S. Haggblade. (1991). “Rural-Urban Growth Linkages in India.” Indian Journal of  
Agricultural Economics 46(4):515-29.

HINTZEN, P. C. (2019). Precarity and the HIV/AIDS pandemic in the Caribbean: Structural stigma,  
constitutionality, legality in development practice. Global public health, 14(11), 1624- 1638.

JAMAICA Observer (2020). What impact could the coronavirus epidemic have on agriculture and  
food  security? http://www.jamaicaobserver.com/agriculture/what-impact-could-the- 
coronavirus- epidemic-have-on-agriculture-and-food-security-_189209?profile=1442

JOHNSTON, B. G., and J. W. Mellor. (1961). “The Role of Agriculture in Economic Development.”  
American Economic Review 87(2):566-593.

KHANNA N. and Solanki P., (2014). Role of agriculture in the global economy. 2nd International  
Conference  on Agricultural & Horticultural Sciences. Agrotechnology  https://www.longdom.org/
proceedings/role-of-agriculture-in-the-global-economy- 15024.html

KYMAL M. (2020). On The Brink Of Starvation. Best Indian American Magazine.  https://indiacurrents.
com/on-the-brink-of-starvation/.

LAKNER S., (2020). Effects of Coronavirus on Agricultural Production. A First Approximation.  
Brussels.  https://www.arc2020.eu/effects-coronavirus-agricultural-production.

LAWANSON, O. and Evans, O. (2019). Human Capital, Structural Change, and Economic Growth in  
Developing  Countries: The Case of Nigeria. Economics of Human Resource: Issues,  Challenges &  
Opportunities, A Festschrift in Honour of Professor Folayan Ojo, Lawanson  O. I and Nwakeze N. M  
(Eds.), University of Lagos Press, 89-103.

MARIN, B. (2017). Welfare in an Idle Society?: Reinventing Retirement, Work, Wealth, Health and  
Welfare.  Routledge.

MARTIN V., (2020). What impact could the coronavirus epidemic have on agriculture and food  
security? chinadaily.com.cn | Updated: 2020-02-24.  https://www.chinadaily.com.cn/a/202002/24/
WS5e53af6fa310128217279e6d.html

MELLOR, John. (1998). “Agriculture on the Road to Industrialization.” In Carl Eicher and John Staatz,  
eds., International Agricultural Development. Baltimore: Johns Hopkins University Press.

MCKIBBIN, Warwick, and Alexandra Sidorenko. (2006). Global macroeconomic consequences of  
pandemic influenza.  Lowy Institute for International Policy, Sydney Australia

MCLEOD A., Morgan N., Prakash A. and Hinrichs J., (2008). Economic and Social Impacts of  Avian 
Influenza. FAO-Emergency Centre for Transboundary Animal Diseases Operations  (ECTAD).

MUTSAKA F. (2020). Virus choking off supply of what Africa needs most. Food.  https://sunny95.com/
news/030030-virus-choking-off-supply-of-what-africa-needs-most- 

MOSELEY W., (2020). How will COVID-19 affect Africa’s food systems? Food supplies shouldn’t  b e 
too badly affected, but social restrictions will make it hard for many to buy and access  food. https://
africanarguments.org/2020/03/25/covid-19-africa-food-systems.

NATIONAL Bureau of Statistics of China (2020). Trading Economics. China GDP Annual Growth  Rate 1989. 
2020 Data 2021-2022 Forecast https://tradingeconomics.com/china/gdp- growth-annual

NWAOGWUGWU, C. I. and Evans, O. (2019). What are the Short-run and Long-run Drivers of Human  
Capital Development in Nigeria? Economics of Human Resource: Issues, Challenges &  Opportunities. 
A Festschrift in Honour of Professor Folayan Ojo, Lawanson O. I &  Nwakeze N. M (Eds.), University of 
Lagos Press, 263-284.

NEWHAM, G., Du Plessis, A. (2020). How might the COVID-19 lockdown affect public safety in  
SA?. Institute for Security Studies.06 April. Available https://issafrica.org/iss-today/how- 
might-the-covid-19-lockdown-affect-public-safety-in-sa

OSTERHOLM, Michael T. (2005). “Preparing for the Next Pandemic.” New England Journal of  
Medicine. 352: 1839–42. May 5

OECD (2020). Coronavirus: The world economy at risk.  https://www.oecd.org/berlin/publikationen/
Interim-Economic

PFEIFFER D.U., Martin J., Otte, Roland-Holst D., Zilberman D., (2013). Comparative Immunology,  



Journal for Creativity, Innovation and Social Entrepreneurship
Tshwane University of Technology (TUT-JCISE) Vol. 4, No. 2, 2020 - ISSN 2521-0270

www.sarchi.org

21

Microbiology and Infectious Diseases. A Review on one health perspective on HPAI H5N1  in the Greater 
Mekong sub-region. https://doi.org/10.1016/j.cimid.2012.11.005

POPPICK l., (2020). The Effects of COVID-19 Will Ripple through Food Systems: Staple crops are  
likely to be less affected by measures to control the virus, but farmers growing more  specialized 
ones could feel the pinch. Public Health. USA.

SCHULTZ, T.W. (1964). Transforming Traditional Agriculture. New Haven: Yale University Press.

SIAMABELE, B. (2019). Soya Beans Production in Zambia:  Opportunities and Challenges. American  
Journal of Agricultural and Biological Sciences,  14(1), 55-60.  https://doi.org/10.3844/
ajabssp.2019.55.60

SMITH, K. M., Machalaba, C. C., Seifman, R., Feferholtz, Y., and Karesh, W. B. (2019). Infectious  
disease and economics: The case for considering multi-sectoral impacts. One Health, 7,  
100080.

THIRTLE, C., L. Lin, and J. Piesse. (2003). “The Impact of Research-Led Agriculture Productivity  
Growth on Poverty Reduction in Africa, Asia, and Latin America.” World Development  31(12):1959-
75

TIMMER, C. P. (2002). “Agriculture and Economic Development,” in Gardner, B., and G. Rausser,  
eds. Handbook of Agricultural Economics, Vol. 2. Elsevier Science B.V., Amsterdam,  pp1487-1546

UNITED Nations Conference on Trade and Development (2018). Key Statistics and Trends in  International 
Trade. 2019 United Nations, Geneva. 

UNITED Nations Development Group, (2015). Socio-Economic Impact of Ebola Virus Disease in  
West African Countries. A call for national and regional containment, recovery and  prevention. 
Western and Central Africa

WORLD Bank (2006). Disease Control Priorities in Developing Countries. 2nd edition.  https://www.ncbi.
nlm.nih.gov/books/NBK11792

WORLD Bank (2006). Global Development Finance 2006: The Development Potential of Surging  
Capital Flows. Washington, DC.

WORLD Health Organization (2006). Avian Influenza (“bird flu”) Fact Sheet.  http://www.who.int/media-
centre/factsheets/avian_influenza/en/index.html 2006.

WORLD Health Organization. (2003). “Influenza,” Fact Sheet, No. 211,  http://www.who.int/mediacen-
tre/factsheets/fs211/en/index.html

WORLD Bank (2008). World Development Report 2008: Agriculture for Development.  https://books.
google.cm/books?id=MmDiWnqwBnIC&pg=PA94&lpg=PA94&dq.

WORLD Bank. (2007). World Development Report 2008: Agriculture for Development.  Washington,  
D.C.: World Bank Publications.

WORLDOMETER (2020). Coronavirus. https://www.worldometers.info/coronavirus.



Journal for Creativity, Innovation and Social Entrepreneurship
Tshwane University of Technology (TUT-JCISE) Vol. 4, No. 2, 2020 - ISSN 2521-0270

www.sarchi.org

22

POLITICAL PARTIES AND POLITICS OF IDENTITY: DIGGING UP DIRT ON 
AFRICAN LEADERS

By

Moeketsi Kali (PhD Candidate)
kalimoeketsi@gmail.com

ORCID: https://orcid.org/0000-0002-6932-050X
Pan African University Institute of Governance Humanities and Social Sciences (PAUGHSS)

Abstract

It is not the natural divisions that divide societies the most but the manner in which 
a society is governed. Since most political leaders hold sway on the followers, they 
have the ability to decide whether the country is badly or well-governed. This arti-
cle adheres to content analysis to examine both quantitative and qualitative data 
and contend that the challenge to democracy in Africa is not mainly the prevalence 
of ethnic diversity, but the use of identity politics for personal or political gains. 
Based on the extant evidence from the empirical data, the article demonstrates 
that the topmost ethnically diverse countries have better records of civil and 
political parties than their topmost ethnically homogeneous counterparts. These 
findings contrast with the expectation that ethnically divided societies are the main 
problem in African democracies. Only in societies with bad governance do politi-
cal parties destabilize the system and undermine democracy by excluding other 
ethnic groups from accessing state resources. Similarly, in relatively homogeneous 
societies, corrupt political leaders divide the nation by excluding their non-polit-
ical allies from benefiting from public resources. Hence the problem undermining 
democracy in Africa is not mainly ethnic diversity but largely the prevalence of bad 
governance perpetuated by ruling political parties. 

Keywords: Political parties, ethnic divisions, identity, democracy, interests, bad 
governance

Introduction

Does ethnic diversity blur or dim the prospects of democracy? There are scholars who 
aver that diversity countervails democratic consolidation. Yet, closer inspection re-
veals that democracy from its very inception creates heterogeneity and that there 
is no correlation between ethnicity and conflict (Fish & Kroenig, 2006). If we concur 
that diversity retards democratization or slows down democratic consolidation then 
we also have to concede that democracy carries its own seed of destruction. Since 
it is characterised by competitive elections that create the winners and losers in 
terms of political parties, democracy creates divisions. Already by having winners 
and losers, democracy has created two opposing groups (Przeworski, 1999). There 
is a concern that in new democracies, competing political parties do not perform 
their functions well and are unable to offer voters clear sets of choices. Instead of 
campaigning based on vivid mandates and developmental programs, parties mobi-
lize supporters and maintain their support based on identities at the expense of 
democratic stability.  
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A closer inspection of African politics reveals that there is scanty evidence that 
demonstrates that disparities countervail democracy. The reluctance of scholars to 
challenge democracy which seems to be the ideal form of governance hinders them 
from exposing the real hindrances to democratic consolidation in Africa. Much liter-
ature that critique democracy avoids blaming it for creating fragmentations. Only a 
few scholars such as Adam Przeworski and Arend Lijphart dared examine this issue 
to the core. With closer attention, one can realize that the African democratic 
problem transcends the issue of ethnic divisions that the literature purports to be 
the real issue (Deng, 1997; Elischer, 2008). It’s worth noting that it is uncontested 
that societies which are ethnically divided are prone to many challenges (Turton & 
González, 2000; Attafuah, 2010; Pelinka, A., & Ronen, 2013; Etefa, 2019). Never-
theless, the real issue is beyond the issue of ethnic fragmentations.

The literature that emphasizes the problems of heterogeneity takes some issues 
as a given and the effects of social composition are usually underrated. That is 
understandable because the extent to which a country is fractionalized and divided 
into different groups is hard to measure (Fish & Brooks, 2004). Listing the distinct 
groups within a country alone is cumbersome. A society can be fragmented into 
various distinctive elements by taking, for instance, geographical boundaries (such 
as districts or provinces) language, clan, totem, ethnicity, culture, tradition and 
so on and so forth (Calhoun, 1993). Any of these features can be used to divide 
society. Added to these features can be one’s political party identity and whether 
the person is part of the party that won elections or lost. The list of things that 
can be used to create division is endless. Hence by picking certain aspects of the 
aforementioned features and aptly ignoring others will compel one to proffer a 
superficial explanation.  

The claim that greater ethnic homogeneity facilitates democracy is purchased at 
a discount (Fish & Kroenig, 2006). It swings to and from and bends like reeds in a 
storm when juxtaposed against empirical data. Surprisingly, Fish and Brooks (2004) 
would like us to believe that maintaining popular rule is easier in Slovenia and 
Poland than in Macedonia and Bulgaria because the former countries are relatively 
homogeneous than the latter. Even if that is the case elsewhere, it is not so in 
Africa. This point will be demonstrated later with a table showing that the six top-
most ethnically homogeneous African countries are struggling to build sustainable 
democracy than the top six most heterogeneous ones. 

This article is structured thematically. The themes include the description of po-
litical parties, their functions, composition and governance in Africa. The article 
argues that the challenge to democracy in Africa is not mainly the prevalence of 
ethnic diversity, but poor governance of political parties. Parties are badly gov-
erned because they use identities to polarize the nation to promote their egoistic 
interest. The author demonstrates this point based on content analysis by exam-
ining the literature in the form of journals, books, documents, online materials 
and reports and by presenting statistical data. These materials are classified into 
different themes and are mainly analysed qualitatively by following discourse anal-
ysis. The first part describes political parties, their responsibilities and how they 
mobilize support. The second one describes the challenges posed by bad govern-
ance of political parties on democracy and demonstrates ways in which parties fail 
to live up to the expectations. 
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Definition of political parties

The word party is derived from the Latin verb partire, which means to divide and 
can be understood as a sect or faction (Sartori, 2005). However, the word party 
does not carry a negative connotation like a faction (Belloni & Beller, 1976). The 
latter usually applies to a concrete entity while the party is an analytical concept 
or a mental construct. Since the distinction between the two words is blurred the 
party becomes clearly distinguishable from other groups once it is referred to as a 
political party. However factions are part of political parties and in countries like 
Lesotho political parties are politics of factions. Factions are usually short-lived 
organizations breaking from a political party, destined to become new political 
parties or disappear permanently (Belloni & Beller, 1976). The other distinguishing 
element is that the party is a larger entity that is capable of governing for a whole 
while a faction seeks the interest of its immediate followers. Admittedly, when one 
talks about governing for a whole, the statement becomes vague. So an elaboration 
is necessary to understand the meaning of a party as used by political scientists and 
politicians. 

According to Satori (2005), Edmund Burke’s much-cited yet little understood defi-
nition of a political party defines it as a body of men united to mutually promote 
national interest upon an agreed principle. The generous contention of parties 
to promote general interests immediately distinguishes it from a faction (Zariski, 
1960). Matlosa and Shale (2008a) define a political party as an organized group of 
people with similar political goals and views who seek to influence government 
decisions by getting their candidates into public office through elections. A political 
party can also be defined as a team of men and women who endeavour to take 
control of the government by gaining office through elections or other constitution-
ally defined procedures. Satori (2005) defines it as a political group that is publicly 
recognized to take part in electoral processes on regular bases and puts candidates 
to compete for elections. It can also be described as a group, with an official label, 
which selects prospective candidates to contest for elections so as to occupy public 
office. The emphasis on competitive elections implies that political parties operate 
in a democratic environment without stating the level and quality of democracy. An 
essential element in the definition is that parties attempt to access public offices. 
They usually have a mandate or manifesto they wish to transform into public policy 
and realize once they occupy public office (Hofferbert, & Budge, 1992).

A political party tries to influence and shape the formation of political opinions 
and seek to make a general political impact. Its aim is to influence political opin-
ion-making for a longer period of time throughout the country if possible. The 
issues advocated by parties are usually broad and crosscutting since they try to 
accommodate diverse interests (Scarrow, 1967). Parties often aggregate the inter-
ests and concerns of electorates and try to transform them into a policy (Matlosa 
& Shale, 2008a). Most party leaders may not appeal solely to their ethnic group 
because they would like to win elections with a landslide victory so as to perpet-
uate their dominance (Hoffman & Long, 2013). This can be different probably in 
the case where the ethnic base of the party is already a hegemony or majority in a 
country and their numbers allow them to win elections and occupy office without 
necessarily having to coalesce with others to form a coalition. 
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A political party is different from an association because it has individuals who hold 
its membership and it seeks political office as the primary goal (Schlesinger, 1975). 
Those who are recruited by the party usually register with the party and possess 
identity cards that prove their subscription and membership to the party. Parties 
that mobilize voters to win elections without ensuring that they swear allegiance to 
the party through their membership are less guaranteed that they can win elections 
than those that have members who subscribe to them (Dalton & Wattenberg, 2002). 

A party is also different from other group formations such as unions and non-govern-
mental organizations because it always demonstrates the will to represent citizens 
and contest elections for public office. Political parties bear a political mandate for 
a wider region and expect the people they represent to vote for them during elec-
tions (Hofmeister & Grabow, 2011). Other organizations such as non-governmental 
organizations may still have initiatives and responsibilities but do not trade them 
for future votes for political office. A political party can also be defined as a group 
of people, with the same ideology, who recruit candidates to contest elections in 
an attempt to occupy public office. Parties try to get as many of their members as 
they can into the parliament or representative body so as to have greater control 
of the governing apparatus. They also hope to take hold of as many political posts 
as possible in the government or public office (Ezrow, 2011).  

For this article, a political party refers to an officially recognized political group 
that contests elections on regular bases and nominate candidates to represent it 
during general elections. A political party’s main mandate is to aggregate the vot-
ers’ interests and contest elections in order to realize the interests of its members 
and the voters. Its main purpose is to represent citizens in parliament or as a 
government and to ensure the welfare of the nation by safeguarding the national 
interests.  

Functions and composition of political parties

Political parties are important in new democracies for several reasons. First, they 
are the best available representatives of citizens to make the government account-
able for its actions (Ezrow, 2011). Parties that form the opposition stand a chance 
of providing checks and balances. As watchdogs, they have to diminish excessive 
and arbitrary use of powers by the government. When a government decides to 
distribute public resources alongside political affiliations and recruits bureaucracy 
based on nepotism, the opposition is expected to condemn such acts. They also 
have to help voters spot the failures of government. Parties also help the opposition 
to stand firm against the incumbent regime’s divide and rule tactics. However, 
Rnadall and Svåsand (2002) argue that African opposition parties are weak and 
have the tendency to join the ruling party. This argument is also raised by Matlosa 
and Shale (2008b) while expatiating on the impact of floor-crossing in the national 
assembly of Lesotho. Similarly, Matlosa and Shale (2008b) argue that party elites in 
Lesotho perceive politics as a licence to access state resources hence the fight for 
state power has generated protracted violent conflicts in many cases.

Parties also serve as examiners of leadership by assessing the performance of re-
gimes and proffering voters reasons to remove unpopular leaders. Since they are 
close to the government and are able to spot the shortcomings, they provide critical 
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information about the issues the incumbent support and avoid (Downs, 1957). They 
compile a lot of information for voters thereby providing shortcuts that help voters 
assess the average performance of the incumbents. Making a decision becomes 
harder for voters when all parties seem weak and fragmented (Ezrow, 2011). In 
such circumstances, citizens confront a wide array of choices and this complicates 
decision-making since it becomes harder to distinguish between different political 
party candidates or vote retrospectively.

Political parties help instil the virtues of tolerance and citizenship among citizens. 
They assist in making voters habituated to democratic norms and practices (Randall 
& Svåsand, 2002). Criticisms which the opposition levels against the government 
help voters to understand the norms and the expectations they should have towards 
the leaders. The criticisms are an eye-opener to the voters and give them the basis 
to augment their expectations and standards of the government so as to deepen the 
democratic practice. The debates between political parties as well as the critiques 
against the government, when done accordingly, help to establish democratic 
norms and procedures (Lipset, 2000). At the same time, the interactions and con-
flict that occurs between parties and the regime help build up norms of tolerance 
so that different ethnic groups and parties can coexist (Lipset, 2000).

Political parties have an important role to play in ensuring that natural resources 
are managed transparently, accountably and serve the interests of citizens. They 
can help a country to adopt policies that promote long-term sustainable develop-
ment. According to the International Institute for Democracy and Electoral Assis-
tance and Natural Resource Governance Institute (2018), the strength of political 
representation, as measured by International IDEA’s Global State of Democracy 
Indices, strongly correlates with aspects of resource governance. When parties are 
well-governed and have good policies, they help the citizens to realize the value 
of public resources. 

Political parties provide a platform for the political leaders to express and real-
ize their ambitions and goals by securing political positions in government. When 
they manage to present their policies as a government, they get the opportuni-
ty to implement policies to improve the welfare and livelihoods of the citizens. 
Well-governed political parties are capable of designing programmes and policies 
purposively aimed at the realisation of the needs of the citizens (Matlosa & Shale, 
2008). Political parties also make inputs which present alternative positions to the 
government to redirect its policies to improve to governance (Olaleye, 2004) In 
brief, political parties’ functions are as follows: To promote ideologies, mobilize 
voters, represent electorates, defend their interests, recruit and nominate leader-
ship, provide checks and balances to the government, contest elections for political 
office, form a government, govern and facilitate citizens’ access to state resources 
(Svåsand, 2014; Hofmeister & Grabow, 2011). The functions of political parties are 
summarized in Table 1 one below: 

Table 1. Functions of Political parties

No. Functions

1 Promoting ideas and ideologies
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2 Mobilizing voters

3 Representing electorates and defending their interests 

4 Recruiting and selecting political leadership

5 Providing checks and balances to the government

6 Contesting and winning elections

7 Forming and establishing governments

8 Facilitating citizens’ access to public resources

Source: Adapted from Hofmeister and Grabow (2011).

Political parties are composed of different groups identifiable by particular char-
acteristics. In France for instance, during the 19th century, the state sought to 
transform peasants into Frenchmen by ensuring that they speak French language 
and are identifiable by that cultural unity trait (Peleg, 2005). According to Peleg 
(2005), many countries that tried this policy include Serbia, Poland, Canada and 
Spain. Contrary to regimes or parties based on language commonalities, others 
are based alongside ethnic lines. Examples of such are Malaysia, Israel, Turkey, 
Sri Lanka, Greece and Slovakia. In Africa, the most prominent countries whose 
political parties mobilize citizens alongside ethnic lines are Ethiopia, Nigeria and 
Kenya (Ishiyama, 2010).

Political parties formed alongside ethnic lines have a high propensity to retard 
democracy. Fish and Brooks (2004) argue that democracy has advanced furthest in 
countries that have the least serious ethnic cleavages such as Poland, the Czech 
Republic and Hungary. They established that democracy has not progressed well in 
countries that are deeply divided. Political identities, especially ethnic differenc-
es, easily divide a country and make consensus and compromise difficult (Denny & 
Walter, 2014). Notwithstanding, some African political leaders prefer mobilizing 
support and electorates based on their ethnic identities because people are more 
ready to get along based on their common ethnic identities (Fish & Brooks, 2004). 
This accounts for the tendency and incentives of political entrepreneurs to play on 
societal divisions to garner support by forging ethnic clientelism to attain cynical 
interests instead of campaigning based on civil rights and development.

How parties undermine democracy in Africa

Political parties, important as they are for democracy, often undermine it in many 
African countries. Their problem does not necessarily reside in ethnic diversity but 
rather in what Peleg (2005) calls ethnic constitutional order. By this, Ilan Peleg 
refers to regimes that are committed to promoting the interests of a national or 
single ethnic group. These are normally exclusivist groups when it comes to the dis-
tribution of resources and benefits. Their practices are not accommodative of other 
groups and compromise meritocracy, equity, transparency and accountability. Pe-
leg (2005) defines an ethnic constitutional order as a regime which privileges one 
of the ethnic groups over all others whether it be through practice, law or policies. 



Journal for Creativity, Innovation and Social Entrepreneurship
Tshwane University of Technology (TUT-JCISE) Vol. 4, No. 2, 2020 - ISSN 2521-0270

www.sarchi.org

28

An ethnical constitutional order is identifiable by the following characteristics: 
First, its principles or practices privilege one ethnic group over others within the 
territorial borders of the polity. Second, the ethnic dominance may be established 
by law, aggressive public policies or societal practices which may be somewhat 
legal. Third, the ethnic order is deeply entrenched and internalized so that both 
the hegemonic ethnic group and dominated groups rarely challenge their hierar-
chal order directly. Fourth, the state is often the primary instrument creating and 
perpetuating the ethnocentric regime. Lastly, an ethnic order is known for being 
inherently unstable especially in democratic societies that seek values of equality 
and equity (Ghai, 2008; Peleg, 2005). The very values of democracy and those of 
good governance such as transparency and accountability contradict with the val-
ues of the ethnic order. The seeds of an ethnical order have destructive elements.

In the same way, the composition of political parties in relatively homogeneous Af-
rican societies has destructive elements. Where political parties are not composed 
of diverse ethnic groups, the political identity becomes the name of a political 
party. Once one decides not to be a member of a particular political party, they 
will feel the consequences as soon as that party wins elections and becomes a 
government as it was the case in Zimbabwe (Rwodzi & Fosl, 2020). The repercus-
sions are experienced during the recruitment of bureaucrats and the appointment 
of political office-holders. Those who are not affiliated to the ruling party should 
not expect to secure jobs or acquire special benefits from the government (Green, 
2017). Furthermore, they should think less of wining the competitive tenders that 
the government advertises or even be nominated for significant public posts (Brat-
ton & van de Walle, 1994). In both the ethnically heterogeneous and homogeneous 
African countries, political parties have an exclusionary element that undermines 
the legitimacy of governments and democracy. So the African problem is not 
predominantly ethnic diversity but management (Diamond, 2008; Kali 2019; Kali, 
2020). 

Contemporary public administrations are characterized by the commitment to 
promote the interest of their political party. When a political party wins elections 
and governs, it is expected that it will safeguard the national interest, serve all the 
citizens without bias and be a government of all citizens and not represent solely 
its members. A party that disregards the interests of the public to promote only the 
mandate and interest of its followers compromises its legitimacy (Kopecký, Univer-
sity, Mair, & Florence, 2012; Treib, 2012). A party that does not draw a line be-
tween its scope and responsibility of a government is unlikely to distribute resourc-
es evenly hence it is almost impossible for it to enjoy popular support (Hofmeister 
& Grabow, 2011). Where political parties are based on ethnic characteristics and 
are committed to perpetuating divisions by monopolizing resources and distributing 
them mainly to their supporters, the polities prove problematic and vulnerable to 
instability and violence (Amed & Nagar, 2003).  

One other problem with both ethnically heterogeneous and homogenous societies 
takes place when there is no power-sharing mechanism in place. In a democratic 
system where one ethnic group dominates over others, pundits and politicians may 
push for the accommodation of other less advantaged ethnic groups. It is in this re-
gard that Lijphart (2008) argues that one of the feasible power-sharing mechanisms 
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in ethnically divided societies lies in consociationalism. This is a system in which 
the rights and liberties of all citizens are respected despite their ethnic base. The 
significant ethnic groups recognize others as political players and allow them to 
negotiate a political deal that leads to the protection of their interests. Otherwise, 
if the minority ethnic groups are continually excluded from the government or 
coalition, they are likely to realize that they are a condemned permanent minority 
and will neither govern nor be part of the government. When their exclusion is 
perpetual, they will eventually take to the streets, riot and cause instability (Hsieh, 
2013).

Failure to form a consensus democracy or consociationalism in the midst of political 
cleavages is tantamount to bad leadership and bad governance. Where countries 
are hesitant to address ethnic cleavages, it is probably because the leaders are 
not cooperative or patriotic. As political leaders interact with other ethnic groups, 
they are presented with the opportunity to learn tolerance, compromise and other 
habits of associational life as suggested by Fukuyama (2000) where he shows how 
social capital works for the good of civil society. A high degree of individuals’ inter-
action and cohesion with diverse cultures and ethnic group has to encourage them 
to learn habits of cooperation. They can cooperate with others without losing the 
allegiance of their rank or file (Hofmeister & Grabow, 2011). This can be facilitated 
more when different subcultures are a cohesive political bloc (Lijphart, 2008). In 
brief, it is not only important for political leaders to be tolerant but they also have 
to carry their followers along. A leader is good to the extent that he or she is able 
to carry followers along a productive and prosperous path. 

The mismanagement of ethnic diversity: Cases studies from Africa

There exist a plethora of cases where political parties undermine democracy 
through the use of ethnic identities. For instance, President Daniel arap Moi of 
Kenya favoured the Kalenjin, his co-ethnic group over others during the distribution 
of public resources. This became evident during the provision of infrastructure, 
education and allocation of elite position in the public sector in the 1980s (Hornsby, 
2012; Burgess et al., 2015). Subsequently, when the development of Kenya was 
assessed in 1989, it was found that the highest growth rate comes from the com-
munities aligned to the ruling party because membership to the party carried some 
benefits (Hornsby, 2012).

Similarly, it was obvious that Ugandan President Idi Amin favoured the Nubian 
ethnic group over others because he is a Nubian. This became evident during the 
allocation of posts in the army, government and private sector (Jørgensen, 1981). 
As a result, the Nubians were found to be economically better off compared to 
their counterparts (Kasfir, 1979). Given the political and economic advantages the 
Nubians possessed and their status, it was quite logical that more than half of them 
developed more than the rest.

Another country, where the ruling party favoured the ethnic group of the leader, 
is Guinea. According to Green (2017), the ethnic groups in the country are the 
Soussou (15-20%), Malinké (30%) and Peul or Fulbe (35%). When President Ahmed 
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Sékou Touré took power around 1958 to 1984, his support came from the Malinké 
and Soussou ethnic groups no wonder why he persecuted the Peul ethnic group. For 
example, his regime perpetuated the rivalries in 1979 by arresting Diallo Telli, a 
diplomat whom they accused of a conspiracy to overthrow the government. Telli 
was starved to death and a purge of the Peul from government jobs took effect 
(Posthumus, 2016).

Furthermore, politics of identity are common in Nigeria and the issue is traceable 
to the colonial period and the post-colonial era (Otite, 1990). Ethnic diversity has 
opened an avenue for political parties to divide and weaken society. This is evident 
in the composition of governments which shows a disproportional distribution of 
economic and political resources (Melson & Wolpe, 1971). According to Mustapha 
(2005), the patterns of ethno-regional representation in public posts such as cab-
inets, junta, parliaments and different levels of bureaucracy in the public sector 
shows patterns of systematic division and lopsided distribution of public resources. 
For instance, Hausa or Fulani ethnic group and Yoruba dominated the public sector 
during different periods and the Igbo together with the Northern and Southern 
minorities remained disadvantaged throughout history. Table 2 below reveals the 
disparity of the aforementioned ethnic groups in the composition of different cab-
inets between 1960 and 2004:

Table 2: Ethnic composition of various Nigerian cabinets, 1960-2004, in 
percentages.

Regime Hausa-Fulani Igbo Northern 
Minorities

Yoruba Southern Minorities

Balewa 1960 60 13 0 20 6.7

Gowon 1967 21 0 21 36 21

Murtala 1975 25 0 35 35 5

Shagari 1983 38 8.8 20.5 14.7 17.5

Obasanjo 2004 30 15 18 18 18

Source: (Mustapha, 2005).

The above cases studies demonstrate beyond an iota of doubt that most political 
parties in Africa mobilize voters alongside ethnic lines. Moreover, the case studies 
reveal that incumbent regimes distribute public resources to their ethnic groups and 
marginalise others. This perpetuates divisions and prompts those who are denied 
access to state resources to resort to violence and undermine democratic gains of 
the continent. However, with a closer look at reality and the aforementioned cases 
studies, it is not difficult to realize that the main problem undermining democracy 
in Africa is not ethnic diversity but the governance of ethnically divided societies. 
The fault lies with political parties because they are the one that choose to govern 
by divide and rule tactics. The main problem is that political parties perpetuate 
bad governance by dividing societies and not that ethnic diversity is naturally a 
problem (Wimmer, 2016). 

If ethnic diversity is the main problem undermining democracy in Africa we would 
expect the most homogeneous countries to be better off. Since ethnically homo-
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geneous countries apparently do not have centrifugal elements that divide the 
country and destabilize democracy, they are expected to have a relatively stable 
democracy (Fish & Brooks, 2004). Their quality of democracy is supposed to deepen 
more than that of the countries which are most ethnically heterogeneous. Since 
reality shows that leaders are inclined to favouring and treating their ethnic groups 
well (Kasfir, 1979), one expects to see a higher level of protection of civil and polit-
ical liberties in ethnically homogeneous countries than in ethnically heterogeneous 
countries. However, when this supposition is juxtaposed against empirical evidence 
it bends like reeds in a whirling wind. In fact, evidence demonstrates that ethnic di-
versity is not inherently undermining democracy in Africa. Table 3 below shows the 
six topmost ethnically homogeneous countries in Africa, namely Lesotho, Somalia, 
Burundi, Rwanda, Eswatini and Botswana. It shows that 33% (2 out of 6) countries 
perform well in terms of democracy because they demonstrate better protection 
of civil and political liberties (Juma, 2016). On the other hand, the table also 
shows the six topmost heterogeneous countries, namely the Democratic Republic 
of Congo, Nigeria, Chad, Tanzania, Ethiopia and Kenya. It reveals that 50% (3 out 
of 6) countries are doing better in terms of protection of civil and political liberties 
(Juma, 2016). Still, with a closer look at the topmost homogeneous countries, we 
find that Botswana is the least homogenous of them all but it is doing better than 
the rest (FreedomHouse, 2020). The table below shows the aforementioned differ-
ences and summarises the performance of topmost ethnically homogeneous and 
heterogeneous countries in Africa:

Table 3. Civil and Political liberties and ethnic diversity in African countries  

No. Country Ethnic Homogeneity Civil & Political Liberties

1 Lesotho 99.7% 60 partly free

2 Somalia 85% 7 not free

3 Burundi 85% 13 not free

4 Rwanda 84% 22 not free

5 Eswatini 84% 19 not free

6 Botswana 79% 72 free

No. Country Ethnic Diversity Civil & Political Liberties

7 DRC 250+ groups 18 not free

8 Nigeria 250+ groups 47 partly free

9 Chad 180+ groups 17 not free

10 Tanzania 130+ groups 40 partly free

11 Ethiopia 77+ groups 24 not free

12 Kenya 70+ groups 48 partly free

Source: Adapted from Juma (2012).
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How bad governance undermines democracy in Africa

As indicated by the empirical data proffered above, ethnic diversity is not the main 
issue hindering democratic consolidation in Africa. The problem has to do with 
the governance of diverse groups. Bad governance of different groups in Africa 
hampers the efforts of deepening democracy in Africa. There is a need to examine 
how regimes govern different ethnic groups, political parties, associates and family 
members. Limiting the problem to ethnic diversity is problematic since it delimits 
the scope of the problem and leaves the greater part of the problem unexplored. 

It is not the governance of ethnically divided societies alone that is a problem in 
African politics, but nepotism is also entrenched in almost all African governments 
(Wimmer, 2016). Leaders of the ruling political parties blindly favour their friends, 
associates and family members in the distribution of public benefits. They dis-
regard qualifications and issues of meritocracy in general during the recruitment 
and appointment of bureaucrats and political office-holders respectively. These 
malpractices are not limited to chief-executive officers but also the ruling politi-
cal party members holding positions in the public service who recruit secretaries, 
deputies, advisers, ministers and public servants based on familial, friendship and 
party membership relations. Nepotism is one of the worst crimes plaguing demo-
cratic governance in Africa and is bad for good governance (Savage, 2019). Worst 
of it all, those recruited based on nepotism evade tax and give preference to their 
friends and families in public service and use their position for self-enrichment and 
additional power (Savage, 2019). This is bolstered by Otaluka (2017) who revealed 
that nepotism and corruption in Africa are intertwined and rooted in the culture of 
African societies. Otaluka Okwuoma maintains that many civil servants are involved 
in corruption because they feel obliged by their sense of responsibility to distribute 
resources to the unqualified relatives because it is their obligation to help them. 

Due to nepotism, corruption is entrenched in many Africa countries. According to 
Okafor (2013) and Ojenkunle (2019), corrupt government officials who use public 
office for personal gains are common in Sudan, South Sudan, Equatorial Guinea, 
Guinea Bissau, Nigeria, Zimbabwe, Somalia, Congo, Liberia and Uganda. According 
to the Corruption Perception Index, the lowest-scoring countries in the world are 
found in Sub-Sahara Africa with an average of 32/100 scores (Transparency Inter-
national, 2020; Kali & Muchie, 2020; Kali, 2020). Despite the continent’s bountiful 
natural resources, poor governance hampers the fair distribution of resources so 
that most of the citizens lack basic human necessities (Kali & Fanso, 2020). Most of 
these governments strategically place family members and friends in vital political 
positions for self-preservation (Okafor, 2013). Thus corruption undermines state 
institutions and oversight bodies acting as watchdogs to provide checks and bal-
ances and delays democratic consolidation (Pring & Vrushi, 2018). It is corruption 
interwoven in nepotism that undermines democracy in Africa more than ethnic 
divisions. Countries that avoid nepotism are better governed and perform well in 
terms of democracy despite their ethnic disparities. 

Data shows that countries with the least nepotism and corruption in Africa have bet-
ter democracy despite their ethnic divisions. Except for Botswana, most countries 
which perform well in terms of democracy do not fall under the top six ethnically 
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homogeneous (Juma, 2012). This implies that they are able to govern the divided 
ethnic groups in such a way that all groups do not see a need to revolt against 
the regime or change the government without following democratic procedures. 
Among the ethnically heterogeneous countries that are all rated either free in 
terms of civil and political liberties are Cabo Verde, Namibia, Mauritius, Sao Tome 
and Principe, South Africa and Ghana (Kazeem, 2020). The countries that are rated 
partly free are Seychelles and Senegal, while Rwanda alone is not rated free. Table 
4 below depicts the list of ethnically heterogeneous countries that perform well 
democratically despite their disparity because they avoid nepotism and corruption:

Table 4. Ethnically Heterogeneous African countries with good democracy

Country Civil and Political Liberties rating

Cabo Verde Free

Namibia Free

Mauritius Free

Sao Tome and Principe Free

South Africa Free

Ghana Free

Seychelles Partly free

Senegal Partly free

Rwanda Not free

Source: Adapted from FreedomHouse (2019). 

The real problem that undercuts African democracies is neo-patrimonialism that 
takes place specifically among political parties (Bratton & van de Walle, 1994). 
While the general outlook on corruption is marked by trends that depict the state 
managers distributing public resources to friends and relatives, the trend that 
causes divisions in Africa is marked by political parties distributing state resources 
mainly to political party members by disregarding meritocracy. The distribution of 
public benefits to political allies takes a unique form that destabilizes democracy 
by causing instability. While the real problem starts at this juncture where resourc-
es are distributed to political allies by the ruling party, scholars often make-believe 
that the problem starts with ethnic divisions or diversity. The problem is that Af-
rican leaders aggravate bad governance and undermine democracy by perpetuat-
ing unequal treatment of the citizens on the basis of their identity. Citizens are 
favoured for either being political allies or fellow ethnic group members and these 
practices are anti-developmental and lead to political instability (Green, 2017; 
Martinussen, 1997).

As regimes prioritize their political party members and allies in the distribution of 
projects, business licences, contracts, development projects and jobs, they cause 
divisions among different people who live in harmony (Green, 2017). Where a re-
gime is based on a specific ethnic group, the resources are inevitably distributed 
to the members and supporters of the ruling party who are mainly from the same 
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ethnic group with the leader (Mueller & Tapsoba, 2016). This is where scholars 
believe ethnicity is a problem in Africa. However, in ethnically homogeneous coun-
tries, the divisions are still there hence the ethnic element is just one variant of 
how the problem unfolds. 

Where the society is homogeneous, the ruling political party distributes resources 
to its party members and significantly exclude other parties (Butty, 2012). In addi-
tion to this problem is the issue of resource scarcity. Since public resources cannot 
suffice for everyone within the party, the use of patronage creates the insiders and 
outsiders. The former refers to those who are fortunate enough to access public 
resources while the latter are those who do not have access despite their member-
ship to the ruling party. As resources dwindle, some of the insiders feel disgruntled 
and eventually join the opposition to become outsiders and aggravate the attacks 
levelled against the government in collaboration with opposition parties (Bratton 
& van de Walle, 1994). 

Eventually, the government resorts to authoritarianism to deter critics and dis-
suade dissent. Thus civil and political liberties decline and democratic reversals 
are experienced in homogeneous countries. While it is other ethnic groups that 
level criticisms on the regime in an ethnically divided society because the party is 
mainly formed by a specific ethnic group, in relatively homogeneous societies the 
attacks come from the opposition and all the political parties that are excluded 
from benefiting from the public resources (Bratton & van de Walle, 1994). Just 
as the ethnic groups would resort to violence and undermine democratic gains in 
ethnically divided societies, different political parties in ethnically homogeneous 
societies destabilize a regime by resorting to violence either by taking to the street 
or disputing the next elections when the same regime wins elections (Reynolds, 
2009). So the problem lies neither with homogeneity nor heterogeneity but the gov-
ernance because countries that have good governance distribute public resources 
evenly and follow meritocracy and perform well in terms of democracy. Hence, the 
main problem undermining democracy in Africa is bad governance. 

Conclusions

African countries that are ethnically divided are prone to a lot of problems. They 
become vulnerable to political party leaders who wish to gain access to office at 
any cost. Such leaders mobilize voters alongside their ethnic lines and resort to 
divide and rule tactics to win elections. When they are in office, they perpetuate 
the divisions by favourably distributing state resources to their ethnic fellow men 
and women instead of following meritocracy and fairness. Those who feel excluded 
from the system take to the streets and resort to violence to undermine stability 
meanwhile seeking justice. Thus the problem starts with bad leaders of political 
parties who exploit on societal disparities such as ethnic differences to govern. 
However, where countries practice good governance and resources are equitably 
distributed among citizens in spite of their different identities, democracy is sta-
ble, civil and political parties are respected and democratic consolidation is likely 
to take place in the near future. 
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Similarly, in countries that are relatively ethnically homogeneous, democracy is un-
dermined by a political leadership that divides the nation by excluding non-political 
allies from accessing state resources. Parties that are perpetually excluded from 
accessing public resources usually resort to undemocratic means which destabilize 
democracy and undermine democratic gains. This logic accounts for both homoge-
neous and ethnically diverse societies’ experiences of democratic challenges. 

The main problem undermining democracy in Africa is the absence of good gov-
ernance and not the presence of diversity. Where a country is homogeneous, bad 
and corrupt leaders always find a way to divide it. They either tap on political 
party identities or ethnic identities to cause divisions that eventually undermine 
the quality of democracy. If the problem was ethnic diversity, we would expect the 
most homogeneous countries to have a better quality of democracy than the most 
heterogeneous countries. However, the top six heterogeneous African countries’ 
democracy is rated relatively better than the top six homogeneous countries. Thus 
ethnicity is not the main problem although it is part of the problem. In fact, its 
misuse is a manifestation of one of the varieties of bad governance. In addition, the 
least corrupt countries with relatively fewer practices of nepotism, high respect for 
civil liberties and political liberties and good democracy are mostly ethnically het-
erogeneous. In a nutshell, empirical evidence demonstrates that where there is bad 
governance democracy is bound to fail in spite of the level of ethnic homogeneity 
or heterogeneity. Hence, the main problem debilitating African democracy is bad 
governance which starts when political parties resort to dividing the nation through 
the use of their identities for their political and personal gains.  
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Abstract

Virtually all African states govern over more than one ethnic group within their 
respective territories. The majority of the states have a hard time promoting 
nationalism and unity among their citizens. This study examines how ethnicity 
is constructed in Africa, politicized, for what purpose, and likely outcomes. To 
explain the construction and existence of ethnicity, the study’s explanations are 
anchored on constructivism. The authors explore and evaluate different African 
regimes’ predispositions and find that they tend to use ethnicity as a political gain 
and aggrandizement tool. This study’s results are based on data collected mainly 
from secondary sources and are examined through content analysis. The analysis 
reveals that while ethnic diversity is considered a source of conflict, its politiciza-
tion leads to conflict, nepotism, corruption, and democratic regression. However, 
where governments parcel resources to all ethnic groups in a country, states have 
managed to shun conflict, promote peaceful coexistence, stable democracy, and 
reduce migration.     

Keywords: Ethnicity, ethnic diversity, constructivism, politicization, conflict 

Introduction

Africa has a lot of ethnic groups such that one country can be a hub of several 
groups. It is the epitome of the most ethnically divided continent (Posner, 2005; 
Osinubi and Osinubi, 2006). Only a few countries such as Lesotho, Somalia, Burundi, 
Rwanda, Eswatini, and Botswana are relatively homogeneous with around two dif-
ferent groups. These countries represent less than 12% of the 54 African countries, 
meaning that the remaining states that make up more than 80% are deeply divided. 
There is no continent as diverse as Africa in the whole world (Green, 2013). Many 
countries have numerous ethnic groups; for example, Cameroon, Nigeria, the Dem-
ocratic Republic of Congo, Chad, and Tanzania have more than 100 ethnic groups, 
while Ethiopia and Kenya have around 70 ethnic groups (Juma, 2012). Among all 
forms of group identity, ethnicity is the most potent force driving politics, espe-
cially in plural societies. 

There is voluminous literature demonstrating how ethnicity causes conflict (Green, 
2013). Rashid (2003) argues that in Sub-Saharan Africa, politicians are elected, 
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contracts are awarded, and resources are allocated based on tribal or ethnic affil-
iations. Jinadu (2007) argues that ethno-plural African societies are characterized 
by continuous deep-rooted conflicts revolving around identities (Obioha, 1999; 
Osamba, 2001; Rashid, 2003). Recently, concerns have been raised about the in-
crease in ethnic clashes and the possibility of a full-blown conflict in some countries 
like Gambia and Zambia (Roberts and Silwamba, 2017; Courtright, 2018). Hence, 
Osinubi and Osinubi (2006) assert that ethnic conflicts and migration are currently 
becoming a severe problem for Africa. Therefore, ethnicity is a popular concept in 
the literature and  Sirket, Coen, and Yazgen  (2012) indicate that ethnic conflicts 
were one key factor driving migration.

However, the root causes of identity conflicts are often poorly understood. The 
existing literature mainly addresses conflict in Africa with elections, competition, 
and mass grievances resulting from exclusion from the state resources (Etefa, 
2019). Scholars hurriedly jumped to the search for solutions for problems caused 
by ethnic divisions without establishing the link between conflict and migration or 
human displacement (Jinadu, 2007). The predominant solution proposed by schol-
ars revolves around electoral engineering and consociationalism. However, little 
attention is paid to manipulating identities, especially ethnicity and migration, to 
advance political interests. 

The value of ethnicity incites desperate leaders to use it as a tool of political 
currency. Although ethnicity is a powerful force that unites and separates people, 
it is not a natural phenomenon (Nasang’ o, 2015). It is merely an enduring social 
construction like being an African, a Zimbabwean, Cameroonian, Kenyan, Ethiopi-
an, Gambian, Libyan, Tunisian, Mosotho, Liswati, or Motswana. 

This study explores the theoretical connections between the construction of ethnic 
identity,  conflict, and migration. It examines the relationship between the process 
of the social construction of ethnicity and the implications thereof. To this end, 
it poses the following questions: How is ethnicity constructed? How is it related to 
conflict? What are the implications of politicizing ethnic labels? What accounts for 
the politicization of ethnic labels? The study explains how ethnicity is constructed 
and politicized. The explanation stresses the fact that ethnicity must be under-
stood in light of constructivism. 

This paper is organized such that it begins with an introduction. It is followed by 
a methodological component, literature,  selected country case studies’ findings, 
and discussion. The discussion of the findings is rounded up with a conclusion and 
recommendations.

Methodology

The study’s cases are drawn from countries with ethnic diversities, namely Kenya, 
Rwanda, and Burundi. The three countries were chosen because they were once 
epicentres of conflict and migration. The detrimental repercussions of displace-
ment and conflict were witnessed thereafter the transition to democracy in the 
1990s. The study also identifies Botswana and Mauritius, selected for being the 
most democratic African countries despite different ethnic groups.
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The study is organized thematically. It shows that political elites who understand the 
value of ethnic identity manipulate this social construct to garner support, mobilize 
electorates, and maintain political power for their aggrandizement. It presents 
issues based on case studies spanning from 1990 to the present and demonstrates 
the implications of politicizing the ethnic identity, especially in deeply divided 
societies. The appropriateness of this period lies in the fact that democratization 
in Africa became significant in the 1990s. The analysis takes a qualitative approach 
and is based on content analysis to establish evidence. The arguments raised are 
established by examining the existing literature in the form of books, journals, 
newspapers, online sources, documents, and reports.

Literature review

Understanding ethnicity 

Ethnicity denotes an awareness or consciousness of being a member of a distinct or 
particular ethnic group. Such a group conceives themselves as possessing a unique 
identity resulting from their common historical origins (Mulinge, 2006). Such groups 
are characterized by a feeling of belonging and a sense of togetherness and affili-
ation. Ethnicity is not a new phenomenon in Africa; it has been there even before 
colonialism. The entire continent has different ethnic groups except for a few 
countries like Lesotho, Eswatini, and Somalia that are virtually homogeneous (van 
den Berghe, 1983; Mulinge, 2006).

Ethnicity is an identity or social category. It is a unique social category that a 
person who belongs to it may take special pride in or be ashamed of or view it as a 
more-or-less, unalterable, and socially consequential attribute (Fearon and Laitin, 
2000). Ethnicity refers to a system of codes that contain identity, meaning, and a 
sense of belonging that build boundaries distinguishing one group from the other 
(Mehta, 2015). In this study, ethnicity is defined as a label given to an individual or 
group based on particular characteristics such as beliefs, bloodline, language, cul-
ture, origin, and physical attributes. One can derive pride from being a member of 
a specific ethnic group for different reasons, which may be determined by political 
contestations over who wields political power.  

The consciousness of an individual’s ethnic origin is a psycho-sociological reality 
and is generally universal. One’s identification with the ethnic group may be un-
obtrusive, subtle, and others may not always notice it (Obioha, 1999). Sometimes 
it may appear to be obtrusive and crudely insensitive. Whether people in society 
coexist or are in conflict, they may manifest ethnic consciousness with varying 
degrees (Obioha, 1999). Although the root causes of conflict are many, cases of 
purely ethnic conflict are few. It is usually where ethnic conflict exists because 
powerful politicians and influential people exploit them for their gains (Musvosvi, 
2010). Ethnic strife is mostly caused by agents motivated by a desire to attain a 
specific agenda by manipulating ethnic consciousness. 

It is an intense degree of ethnic consciousness, especially an unguarded one that 
quickly results in ethnic clashes, tensions, violence, and conflict when two opposing 
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points of view converge (Obioha, 1999). Not every ethnic consciousness is detri-
mental. When used to promote national consciousness, it may be a decisive factor 
that binds the citizens to enhance nation-building.

As much as ethnicity is problematized, it is not a natural phenomenon that the 
world should believe people are condemned to inherit forever. Like any other iden-
tity, ethnicity has been constructed, reconstructed, and can be deconstructed by 
a society. It is merely a product of human actions and choices and not something 
biological or inherent. It is derived from a socio-cultural construction of ancestry or 
kinship that determines who belongs to a particular group and does no belong there 
(Nasang’ o, 2015). Ethnic identity is merely a mental construction of an imagined 
community that may persist in one’s mind even though there may no longer be 
pure ethnic groups since people intermarry due to migration that increases the 
interaction of diverse nationalities (Anderson, 2003).

Examining ethnicity through the constructivism lenses: How is it constructed? 

Ethnicity can be better understood through the constructivism theory. Construc-
tivism is one of the social views concerned with conceptualizing the relationship 
between agents and structures (Williams, 2015; Baylis, Smith and Owens, 2011). 
The theory explains the socially constructed nature of actors as well as their iden-
tities and interests. It shows that actors do not come outside of society but are 
produced and created by their environment’s culture (Jervis, 2005). For instance, 
what makes people Basotho (Lesotho), Hutu (Rwanda), Tutsi (Rwanda), Ndebele, 
or Shona (South Africa) is not the language they speak but rather the rules associ-
ated with being part of a specific ethnic group that shapes people’s identities and 
interests. 

The theory attempts to explain how knowledge in symbols, concepts, rules, and 
categories determines how people construct and interpret their world. It argues 
that reality is not a predetermined existence already available, but it is histori-
cally produced. The knowledge from one’s culture enables them to construct and 
associate meaning with reality (Baylis, Smith and Owens, 2011; Williams, 2015). 
The constructed reality often appears as an objective reality that is understood as 
social facts. Social facts refer to the things that depend on the human agreement 
to exist and contrast with brute facts, which exist independently of people’s under-
standing. Social facts such as ethnicity, refugee, terrorism, and human rights may 
be taken for granted, but they can live for as long as human beings agree on them. 
Their existence shapes the way societies categorize the world, groups, and what 
people do (Baylis, Smith and Owens, 2011). The theory helps us question the ex-
istence of ethnicity that appears natural and is part of the day-to-day vocabulary. 

Constructivism notes that people are social beings and can adopt a deliberate at-
titude towards our society and lend meaning and significance. The theory recovers 
the sense people give to their actions and objects they construct (Weir, 2012). 
Most importantly, it argues that people’s meaning to their practices or actions is 
informed by culture (Baylis, Smith and Owens, 2011). The definition may be easy to 
change or derived from hardened culture. 
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The theory argues that identities are socially “real,” but their realness exists for as 
long as we produce those identities (Baylis, Smith and Owens, 2011). Since identi-
ties like ethnicity have no independent existence outside the society that produces 
them, it does not make sense to say ethnicity causes conflict. Ethnic cleansing and 
other conflicts are perpetuated with reference to identity already in place, given 
by a particular society.

The constructivist theory holds that ethnic identity is socially constructed by soci-
ety. It is a flexible entity shaped by migration, colonization, or conquest (Wimmer, 
2008). Ethnic groups are identifiable by their distinct attributes like amalgamation 
and division caused by migration, histories of expansion, and contraction (Williams, 
2015). Ethnic groups are fluid and shaped by a set of economic, social, and political 
processes (Chandra, 2003). Every society possesses a historically constructed chief 
cleavage and aspects that political entrepreneurs can easily tap into and manipu-
late (Williams, 2015). Ethnic identities can be shaped and reshaped by histories, 
such as colonialism, the winds of change during the post-colonial period, and the 
movement of people.

Ethnic conflict is the product of concrete processes of history. History can influence 
the relations between different groups, causing either a good rapport or hostility 
between them. Without an agent of force behind, ethnicity cannot be mobilized 
and politicized to create conflict (Weir, 2012; Williams, 2015). In this study, the 
concept of conflict is confined to the negative variant that expresses itself when 
members of society cannot constructively and productively manage their disagree-
ments, misunderstanding, and disputes without resorting to violence. 

The relationship between ethnicity and conflict

Political elites inspire violence by constructing antagonism among different ethnic 
identities. In this regard, Prunier (1995) demonstrates that the Tutsi and Hutu labels 
in Rwanda had a class other than an ethnic meaning primarily before the country 
was colonized. Over time, the labels changed meaning to represent Europeans’ his-
torical manipulation, signifying a conquering master race and an oppressed peasant 
group. The labels are further manipulated by local political entrepreneurs seeking 
to secure votes and perpetuate their influence. Such politicians make the ethnic 
labels the basis for acquiring a job, obtaining a tender, receiving state resources, 
and causing migration. They used ethnicity mainly as a tool for material gains and 
aggrandizement. Although the dichotomy between the Tutsi and Hutu seems rigid, 
it was merely constructed by Belgian authorities together with Rwandan elites and 
intensified as a result of political conflict (Prunier, 1995).  

An ethnic label is primarily given to an individual based on the many attributes that 
form the understanding of the meaning accorded to “ethnic group.” However, its 
content and grip in a person’s mind or imagination results from social and histor-
ical conditions. It has the propensity to make people prisoners of their cultures, 
especially when it is not approached wisely (Feron and Laitin, 2000). Ethnic labels 
can take on powerful and more exclusivist strain under economic hurdles, social 
difficulties, and political contestations (Kapferer, 1988). The source of conflict 
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does not necessarily rest much on the mere social differences and number of ethnic 
groups in a country, the incompatibility of cultures, and the mismatch between 
their interests. Within a country’s territory, an ethnic conflict occurs when one 
group realizes what it considers intolerable oppression by another group, especially 
a dominant one (Deng, 1995). 

Some scholars initially blamed ethnic differences and believed that ethnicity poses 
problems to a stable democracy and economic growth. Weber, Hiers, and Flesken 
(2016) noticed that a voluminous literature established that ethnic diversity is an 
obstruction to economic prosperity and liberal democracy. The literature shows 
that countries with diverse ethnic groups have low macroeconomic stability, di-
minished growth rates, increased corruption, democratic instability, low quality of 
governance, high level of migration, and increased risk of violent conflict (Weber, 
Hiers and Flesken, 2016). The authors noted that scholars are beginning to realize 
that it is not ethnicity that is a problem but the politicization of ethnicity. The 
question that is left unanswered is, for what purpose would the ethnicity be polit-
icized. Weber, Hiers, and Flesken (2016) observed that studies that try to provide 
solutions to this fundamental question are scarce and lack empirical backing.  

Conflict arising from ethnic clashes leads to displacement of people and migration. 
Forced migration has become commonplace in the international political landscape. 
In 2015, Sixty million people were displaced by violence, more than ever before 
recorded (UNHCR, 2015). Migration is not limited by the dichotomous mover and 
non-mover categories at specific times that tend to dominate the literature (for 
critiques, see Vertovec, 2003; Levitt and Schiller, 2007). Cohen and Sirkeci (2011) 
argue that the fluid and dynamic nature of migration links movers and non-movers 
over space and time and in cultural social and economic ways that develop in 
relation to an individual’s abilities; the strengths and weaknesses of their send-
ing community; and the economic and political realities of sending and receiving 
countries that include social expectations, opportunities, conflicts, security, and 
insecurity (Sirket, Coen, and Yazgen  (2012).

Cohen and Sirkeci (2011) call this framework the “culture of migration.” Conflicts 
around local, transnational, and macro-level processes test the culture of migration 
for movers and non-movers as they build frameworks around which to understand 
the world.

Findings and discussions from cases studies:

Ethnic conflict in Rwanda

Rwanda is one of the ethnically diverse countries that suffered devastating ethnic 
violence. The conflict between the Tutsi and Hutu demonstrates that ethnicity is not 
a cause of conflict, but a deeply divided societies’ management and governance. 
According to Yanagizawa-Drott (2012), the Tutsi rebelled against their government 
and formed the Rwandan Patriotic Front, which invaded northern Rwanda from 
Uganda in October 1990. They demanded good governance because they wanted 
the government to end the favouritism of one group over another. After much 
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negotiations and violence, a peace agreement was eventually signed in Arusha in 
August 1993. However, the peace accord’s implementation became sluggish and 
caused unrest and violence to continue until Rwanda President Habyarimana was 
assassinated (Yanagizawa-Drott, 2012).  

In 1994 roughly 800 000 to 1 000 000 Rwandans lost their lives, bestially butchered 
by their fellow countrymen who were consumed by rancorous ethnic prejudice 
(Cohen, 2012; Percival and Homwe-Dixon, 1996). During the genocide, around 2 
million people were displaced and many found themselves in exile (Reed, 1996). 
The conflict unveiled on April 6, 1994, when President Juvenal Habyarimana’s plane 
exploded in Kigali’s air. It resulted in the death of at least 1 million civilians from 
April to August and the displacement of twice the deceased’s number the same 
year (Percival and Homwe-Dixon, 1996).

The ethnic social constructs “Tutsi” and “Hutu” were constructed social catego-
ries distinguishing between socioeconomic positions among Rwandans (Percival 
and Homwe-Dixon, 1996). The boundaries between the two groups thickened with 
colonialism, and it became harder to alter one’s ethnic grouping or social status. 
During German and Belgian domination over Rwanda, the advantages of being a 
Tutsi and disadvantages of a Hutu being were fostered until they became pro-
nounced (Newbury, 1988). For instance, the colonial powers appointed chiefly the 
Tutsi to be chiefs and thus enhanced their ability relative to their Hutu counter-
parts. Eventually, people began to create mental images that being a Tutsi means 
having power and wealth, and being a Hutu is synonymous with being a subordinate 
(Newbury, 1988). Since these mental constructs were not permanent, the Hutu’s 
political consciousness resulted in their discontent, which they expressed through 
the Hutu uprisings of 1959 and, in the long run, resulted in the independence of 
Rwanda in July 1962 (Newbury, 1988). After the Hutu majority still held freedom, 
political power, but soon ethnic violence followed, causing the Tutsi to migrate and 
find refuge in Uganda, Zaire, Burundi, Tanzania and other countries (Percival and 
Homwe-Dixon, 1996).

This historical development of the Tutsi and Hutu manifests the labels’ fragility 
accorded to individuals and their outcome. The ethnic labels are by no means 
based on objective and permanent biological differences. However, during the 
pre-colonial period and central power growth, the boundaries distinguishing the 
Tutsi from the Hutu were fluid (Percival and Homwe-Dixon, 1996). An affiliation 
to either of the two groups was primarily based on birth, culture, wealth, place of 
origin, marriage ties, and physical attributes (Newbury, 1988).

The Rwandan case shows that ethnicity was nurtured and manipulated by the Hu-
tu-dominated political elites to tighten their grips on political power and garner 
widespread support (Weir, 2012). This shows that the Rwanda genocide and ethnic 
historical development support the argument of constructivism. Prime Minister 
Kambanda controlled the effects of the genocide, punished those who were unwill-
ing to take part in it, and helped the local authorities mobilize enough people for 
the killings (Weir, 2012). The colonial authorities also shaped the Tutsi and Hutu’s 
historical developments to coexist and fight wars together by pitting one group 
against another (Weir, 2012).
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Eventually, Rwandans virtually perceived independence as an ethnic struggle be-
tween Tutsi and Hutu for control and management of state apparatus (Percival and 
Homwe-Dixon, 1996). The Hutu were determined to lead a revolution to maintain 
their control of political power. The Hutu leadership issued identity cards, educa-
tion opportunities, and employment to their kin hence limited the Tutsi privileges 
(Percival and Homwe-Dixon, 1996).

Ethnic conflict in Kenya

Kenya provides another instance of ethnic clashes, violence, conflict, and cause 
migration. The country has more than 40 ethnic groups. The five main groups that 
constitute 70% of the country are the Luo, Kikuyu, Kalenjin, Kamba, and Luhya (Ma-
koloo, 2005). The Luo and Kikuyu dominated Kenya African National Union, while 
the relatively small and marginalized ethnic groups like the Luhya and Kalenjin 
dominated the Kenya African Democratic Union (Osamba, 2001; Makoloo, 2005). 
The country is divided into administrative units or provinces, namely Coast, Cen-
tral, Nairobi, Eastern, North Eastern, Rift Valley, Nyanza, and Western.

The problems revolving around ethnicity are also noticeable in Kenya. According to 
Osamba (2001), since the re-introduction of multipartyism in Kenya, ethnic mistrust, 
hostility, animosity, and witch-hunting have resulted in massacres and property 
looting and insecurity. The author claims that ethnic conflict in the country is more 
robust than political pluralism and democratic governance. Kenya’s acts of violence 
resurfaced in October 1991 at Rift Valley Nyanza and Western Provinces (Shangu-
hyia and Koster, 2014). Shortly, the violence changed shape and took an ethnic 
dimension, and short fights spread to several districts. Osamba (2001) contends 
that the violence’s motive was to chastise ethnic groups allegedly demonstrating 
support for the political opposition. It was also meant to force indigenous people of 
the Rift Valley to migrate and vacate their fertile region so that the Kalenjin, pur-
portedly said to be a loyal ethnic group, should occupy that region. Osamba (2001) 
asserts that the Kenya African National Union (KANU) political elites were behind 
this violence since they called for the expulsion of every non-indigenous ethnic 
group living at the Rift Valley. They used ethnicity to promote ethnic cleansing to 
preserve the Masai, Kalenjin, Samburu, and Turkana land. The author notes that 
Kenyan politicians tend to exchange blames for the causes of ethnic violence in the 
country. The government blames the opposition, and the latter faults the former 
accusing each other of manipulating ethnicity to gain political mileage. 

The ethnic political conflict that menaced Kenya in 1991 had far-reaching reper-
cussions. It transformed the political and economic landscape. It instilled profound 
fear among the marginalized groups and communities, especially in the Rift Valley. 
The lawlessness that prevailed during the unrest did not only inspire fear but also 
jeopardized many lives. Osamba (2001) highlighted that in 1999, at least 2500 lives 
were lost under brutal murder. Besides, at least 400 000 people were displaced and 
migrated, and abandoned their farms because of inhumane violence. The displace-
ment accompanied by the destruction of farms led to severe food shortages in 1993 
and compelled the government to look outside for food aid (Osamba, 2001).
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Before the 1997 election, Kenya African National Union recruited a militia called 
Digo Raiders in the Kenyan’s Coastal Province. They were mobilized against ethnic 
groups from western and central Kenya, and this incident led to the displacement 
of at least 10 000 inhabitants and the death of 104 people (Spencer, 2017). Still, 
the conflict was inspired by the leadership of the Kenyan African National Union to 
displace voters for political gains. Similarly, the party’s minister allegedly funded 
a vigilante group known as Jeshi la Mzee to launch attacks on the party opponents 
before the 2002 elections (Spencer,  2017).

Over and above, the December 2007 Kenyan election manifested the continuation 
of ethnic conflict. The election contest was between Mwai Kibaki, a Kikuyu, and 
Raila Odinga a Luo (Gettleman, 2017). It tapped into the ethnic differences that 
are in people’s minds and surfaced them. The violence erupted when President 
Mwai Kibaki was declared a winner of a deeply flawed election. Young men took to 
the streets with sticks, smashing shacks, burning tires, and throwing stones as the 
soldiers tried to quell down the uproar (Gettleman, 2008).

Meanwhile, in some towns, gangs entered people’s houses, dragged out people of 
particular ethnic belonging, and brutally murdered them. The purpose of this act 
of violence was clear and not different from the motive mentioned above. The 
opposition leadership wanted Raila Odinga as the president despite having lost the 
elections, while the government wanted to retain power at all costs even if people 
have to die (Gettleman, 2007, 2008). The politicians’ quest for power blinded them 
from seeing the value of human life as they tapped into society members’ ethnic 
differences for aggrandizement. 

By and large, ethnic diversity in Kenya proves to be no problem on its own. How-
ever, there is often violence, insecurity, displacement of people, and bloodshed 
revolving around ethnic differences, the conditions leading to conflict point to a 
third force. Ethnicity is mostly manipulated to cause conflict, violence, uproar, 
and reverse democratic gains by political elites (Osamba, 2001; Kali, 2019). Their 
motive is simply to secure and maintain control of the state apparatus. They pursue 
selfish desires by causing antagonism amongst people who ostensibly used to live 
together without realizing the hostility of bearing the label of their different ethnic 
groups. 

Ethnic conflict in Burundi

Burundi has three significant ethnic groups, namely the Tutsi, Hutu, and Twa. The 
Hutu constitutes 85%, the Tutsi 14%, and the Twa 1% (Abrams, 1995).  According 
to Ndikumana (1998) and Hatangimana (2011), the Burundian population is marked 
by a rigid ethnic stratification accompanied by the uneven distribution of power 
among ethnic groups. The Tutsi minority controlled the government, and later 
it fell into the hands of the Hutu. While the Tutsi retained the state apparatus, 
they marginalized the Hutu, who are the majority. Like in Rwanda, the German 
authorities favoured the Tutsi political elites over their colonial rule counterparts 
and subjugated the Hutus under them. After Germany lost World War II, the Bel-
gians took over Burundi and perpetrated their predecessor’s same agenda. Since 
independence, Burundi continues to experience some pockets of ethnic tensions.  
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Burundi’s history shows marked efforts to strengthen grips on power and control 
over the Tutsi state apparatus. The Tutsi have tried to control the armed forced to 
expand their domination over virtually all aspects of society. The Hutu repeatedly 
attempted to forestall the attempts by the Tutsi through coordinated uprisings and 
abortive coups. Most of the incidents are beyond the period covered in this study 
since they occurred around 1965 and 1972 (Isabirye and Mahmoudi, 2000).

Ethnic conflict usually results from the poor governance of diverse groups. In Bu-
rundi, for instance, the chances of one’s social, economic, and political success 
are generally influenced by ethnicity (Ndikumana, 1998). This attribute determines 
one’s likelihood of acquiring a job, being a civilian, and being a security force 
member. However, Ndikumana (1998) claims that Burundians’ prospects of social 
mobility are predetermined at birth because ethnicity is not reversible. After all, it 
is determined at birth. This explanation is faulty because it obfuscates the facts. It 
does not show that ethnicity is merely a label given to one by a particular society. 
Once people leave that society, others may not be aware of their provided label. 
Since an ethnic label can be submerged and altered by migration or a change of 
location, it makes no sense to claim that it is an irreversible construct. 

The success story of Botswana’s governance of ethnic diversity

Compared to the above country cases, Botswana presents a unique case of ethnic 
diversity management and conflict. Like Rwanda, Kenya, and Burundi, it possesses 
diverse ethnic groups. However, it does not manage ethnic differences like its 
management and governance strategies, causing ethnic conflicts and migration. 
Botswana strives to avoid processes that would create competition and animosity 
among different groups to take up arms to fight against the perceived injustices 
(Mulinge, 2006). The country’s ethnic groups are integrated and exist as equals 
(Holm and Molutsi, 1992). The country’s leaders and politicians refrain from drag-
ging the country into the quagmire of ethnic struggles caused by ethnically-based 
politics (Solway, 1994). Hence the country’s ethnic groups enjoy peaceful coexist-
ence, democratic stability, and the fruits of economic development (Tralac Trade 
Law Centre, 2018).

If ethnic diversity is a problem or a source of the problem, then all ethnically 
diverse African countries are bound to fail. In contrast, Botswana and Mauritius rep-
resent Africa’s success stories regarding democratic stability and economic growth. 
Botswana’s constitution recognizes eight main ethnic groups (Malinge, 2006). The 
other ethnic groups present in the country are the Kalanga, Sans, Yeyi, Herero, 
Mbanderu, Lozi, Nama (Nyati-Ramahobo, 2006).

The subgroups of Batswana and other ethnic groups have managed to coexist 
peacefully. If ethnicity were problematic, the different ethnic groups would have 
long instigated violence against the dominant Tswana ethnic group. Like in Rwan-
da and Burundi, the colonial powers favoured some groups (Ndikumana, 1998). 
The British authorities recognized the eight groups delineated in the constitution, 
namely the Bakwena, Barolong, Balete, Bakgatla, Bangwato, Batawana, Batlokwa, 
and Bangwaketse (Malinge, 2006). These ethnic groups share similar languages and 
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cultures. According to Nyati-Ramahobo (2006), the Bagwato and Batawana are nu-
merically smaller than the ethnic groups they rule over, as they were in the case of 
the Hutu and Tutsi in Burundi. In brief, Botswana’s policies of good governance and 
strong leadership have managed to govern the different ethnic groups present in 
the country in such a manner that makes conflict unlikely (Nyati-Ramahobo, 2006).  

The struggle and success of Mauritius in the governance of ethnic diversity

Similarly, Mauritius is one of the shining examples of democracy and the miracle of 
Africa. The country’s ethnic population was classified into four mutually exclusive 
categories, namely, Muslims, Hindus, Chinese, and the general population from 
as far back as 1986. The diversity of groups has not held back the country from 
developing peacefully and attaining a stable democracy. Despite the presence of 
different ethnic groups, Mauritius has managed to provide free education for all, 
produce and export its sugar production to bring prosperity to its people, who are 
incredibly ethnic conscious. 

Mauritius learned from its mistakes of mishandling ethnic differences to maintain 
peaceful coexistence and avoid conflict. During its early development periods, some 
ethnic groups were left behind and the poor, and the socially deprived individuals 
suffered more. Eventually, the exclusion resulted in violent riots in 1999 because of 
a famous local black Rastafarian singer’s death. Hence scholars like Premdas (1993) 
raised concerns that ethnic differences should be born in mind in all development 
areas affecting people’s lives. The country hearkened to the warnings by adopting 
the Morcellement policy, which portioned land to many indentured workers on the 
sugar estates to possess the land and its benefits (Premdas, 1993). This helped 
them acquire a class status that helped them move to urban areas, change their 
lifestyle, and dilute the ethnic identity based on religious and caste lines. 

Both Botswana and Mauritius demonstrate that it is through good governance that 
ethnically diverse societies can be governed without the occurrence of conflict. 
When politicians decide to refrain from mobilizing voters alongside their culturally 
constructed identities for their political gains, violence can be prevented. The forc-
es behind ethnic conflict in Kenya, Burundi, and Rwanda are the politicians whose 
interest is to secure political power, maintain their power grips, and exploit state 
resources at every cost. 

The unfettered and undesirable forms of ethnic consciousness reverse democratic 
gains and plunge a nation into a morass of bloodshed. Obiaha (1999) contend that 
ethnic consciousness in the form of tribalism can reduce a country from being one 
of Africa’s most prosperous and promising countries to one of the most pover-
ty-stricken. Evidence demonstrates that ethnicity can not be politicized and leads 
to conflict in the absence of a specific plan’s mobilizing agent. The meaningfulness 
of ethnicity is constructed by society, but it becomes a powerful currency for pol-
iticians who wish to use it as a mobilization tool. Hence, the African political elite 
used it to garner support, win elections, and maintain their political power grip. 
Thus, politicians’ politicization of ethnicity turns into a process with a specific plan 
carrying undesirable implications such as violence, conflict, migration and antago-
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nism for Africa. There is a need for future studies to examine how the politicization 
of ethnicity can be minimized and avoided.

Conclusion and recommendations

This study examined how ethnic consciousness is constructed through the lenses of 
constructivism. It went further to investigate how ethnicity is politicized and the 
reasons behind it. The study also explored the possible consequences of mobilizing 
citizens alongside their ethnic lines to gain political mileage. It shows that the 
effects of politicizing ethnicity are mostly adverse to democratic stability and eco-
nomic growth. Countries that failed to share public resources fairly among different 
ethnic groups experienced revolt, suffered violence, migration, and democratic 
instability. 

Botswana and Mauritius are also presented to show lessons that countries having 
ethnic groups can pick. The two countries are Africa’s democratic success stories 
with high economic growth levels relative to their counterparts. They managed to 
allocate resources to all ethnic groups without discrimination to promote inclusive 
growth, good governance, and conflict. Mauritius almost trod the path walked by 
Kenya, Rwanda, and Burundi but quickly learned from its mishandling of different 
ethnic groups. It immediately changed its policies and shared the fruits of develop-
ment with the marginalized and excluded groups. 

The study demonstrates that the peaceful coexistence of different ethnic groups 
is possible, but it is also fruitful. It helps a country to attain a stable democracy 
and inclusive economic growth. For other countries still struggling with diverse 
ethnic groups’ governance, the study suggests the following options: First, African 
governments having various ethnic groups should adopt policies that encourage 
inclusive development. Second, such governments should be ready to hearken to 
the cry of marginalized and minority ethnic groups. Lastly, African countries with 
diverse ethnic groups should encourage politicians to refrain from mobilizing elec-
torates alongside their ethnic lines and adopt mechanisms that dissuade ethnicity’s 
politicization to avoid conflict and migrations.
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Abstract

This analytical study, persuasive type, analyzed the linkages between grassroots 
women livelihood opportunities and the achievement of sustainable development 
goals. The study explains how grassroots women have been playing a major role in 
the production of goods and services particularly the cultivation of farmland.   More 
importantly, the role of women in the production, processing and cultivation of food 
was emphasized. Despite all the above, the study argues that women particularly 
grassroots women, remain the hardest hit in poverty and hunger due to inadequate 
means of livelihoods, lack of opportunities for improved livelihood potentials as 
well as other challenges.  Furthermore, despiteeven though rural and grassroots 
women produce most of the world food; they are most often denied land tenure 
and credits for their business while also contending with other discriminatory prac-
tices that negatively impinge on their livelihood opportunities. On the other hand, 
the new paradigm for development, the SDGs (the Sustainable Development Goals) 
believes in not leaving anybody behind for the achievement of all the lofty goals. 
It, becomes imperative, that all obstacles and constraints preventing grassroots 
women from developing their full livelihood potentials be removed or reduced to 
their barest minimum. And for the SDGs to be achieved, grassroots women must be 
given the opportunity they need to improve their livelihood potentials as well as 
enhance their participation in the labour market.   

Key Words: Grassroots Women* Livelihoods* Opportunities* Achievement* Devel‐
opment

Introduction

All over the world women, particularly rural and grassroots women have played 
significant roles in the development of their societies. Grassroots women are a term 
used to refer to women residing in agricultural areas where they are mostly farm-
ers, producers, pastoralists etc. Wesley and Dublon, (2015) noted that combining 
the term rural and grassroots women reflects the fact that women are rooted in 
everyday duties and responsibilities while they are systematically excluded from 
the decision–making.  In virtually almost all areas of development women have 
remained a major contributor to development and improvement in the well–being 
of people and the society at large. More importantly, the role of women in the 
production, processing and cultivation of food cannot be overemphasized likewise 
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their procreative function remains interminable. Despite all the above, they remain 
the hardest hit in poverty and hunger as a result of inadequate means of livelihoods 
as well as other challenges.  A person’s livelihood, on the other hand, refers to the 
person’s means of securing the necessities of life. Livelihood is therefore defined as 
a set of activities essential to every- day life that is conducted over one’s life span 
(Wikipedia). Whereas, livelihood opportunities were defined by  Kapur,( 2019) as 
the opportunities that the rural individuals get engaged in with the main purpose 
of sustaining their living condition as well as improving their standard of living. 
Every individual regardless of their class, sex, position or standing in the society 
are expected to be involved in one form of livelihood activities or the other. Kapur, 
(2019) disclosed that the educated and wealthy individuals can acquire reputed 
livelihoods opportunities while the individuals belonging to deprived and under 
privileged sections of the societies are only able to acquire lesser paid livelihood 
opportunities. 

The importance of rural grassroots women in the agriculture and commercial devel-
opment of their nation is glaring and undeniable. In the rural communities where 
there are a large number of rural and grassroots women in Nigeria, agriculture 
is the main source of livelihood opportunities in addition to few others such as 
handicrafts, pottery making,  weaving and livestock rearing etc, This is why rural 
and grassroots women are significantly involved in the production of most of the 
world food.  Farming is the major occupation in Nigeria in which women have been 
actively involved. They are involved in the internal and long distanced distributive 
trade system of farm produce; they also actively take part in agricultural process-
ing and processes as food farmers or as a source of labour. They are also involved 
in the heavy task of bush clearing, planting, harvesting and food processing. In 
the Northern part of Nigeria, women also participate in the sedentary farming and 
pastoral food system. Hence Nigerian women, like 

Their counterparts in other African counties have been playing a very important 
and significant role in the development of agriculture especially with regard to food 
production, food processing, as well as active involvement in the major process-
es of agriculture including harvesting, processing transportation and marketing.  
Buttressing the above view, Fides, (2016) disclosed that food security is a broad 
term that covers availability, accessibility, utilization and stability of food system. 
Fides (2016) notes further that woman farmers currently account for 45 to 80per-
cent of all food production in developing countries. In the same vein, Wesley and 
Dublon (2015)  stated that UN’s  agricultural organization has projected that giving 
women the same access as men to resources such as fertilizer could increase their 
productivity by 20-30 per cent and in turn boost agricultural output in developing 
countries by 2.5percent. Grassroots women efforts in food production cannot be 
overemphasized, as earlier disclosed by former UN Secretary-General Ban Ki Moon  
“Rural Women are the backbone of sustainable livelihoods and they also provide 
food security for their families and communities’’. Furthermore, it is estimated 
that rural women represent 43% of the agricultural labour force in developing coun-
tries and that approximately one-quarter of the world population is comprised of 
rural women whose livelihoods are sustained by agriculture and natural resources. 
Shivutse, (2016) emphasized that rural women are knowledge–holding experts with 
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visionary and practical development solutions to ensure food security, conserve 
natural resources, and encounter widespread inequality. These women must be 
recognized, supported and applauded because they are coming together as groups 
to improve their circumstances. They are hence agents of change working to build 
productive and vibrant rural communities worldwide, they must therefore be made 
essential actors in planning, implementation and monitoring of development com-
mitments.

  Bearing the above illustration, it is pertinent to ask whether despite the impor-
tance of grassroots women on the Nigerian agricultural sector and overall economy, 
have the grassroots women substantially improved on their livelihood opportunities 
over the years?  In the same vein, how have the policy directives of the MDGs, 
AWD and UNO etc. as well as national efforts and policy directives targeted at 
improving women livelihood potentials fared? It is therefore the position of this 
paper that rural and grassroots women have not substantially improved in their 
livelihood opportunities despite their economic importance as well as both national 
and international policy directives towards improving a lot of grassroots women 
to boost their livelihood potentials. The approach is a critical analysis of current 
literature and personal observations.

Study Objectives

The general objective of the study is to critically analyse the role of grassroots 
women in the economy vis-à-vis their level of livelihood and potentials in the 
achievement of the SDGs in Nigeria. Specifically, the study 

1. Identified and explained the roles of  grassroots women in the economy of 
Nigeria

2.  Clarified the challenges negatively affecting the achievement of improved 
livelihood potential for grassroots women

3. Explored the impacts of the UNO and AWD towards the improvement of live-
lihood opportunities for grassroots women that will spur the achievement of 
the SDGs

4. Recommended on how government can successfully key in grassroots women 
into the process of the SDGs for its achievement

Grassroots Women, their Livelihoods and Constraints

Although rural and grassroots women produce most of the world food, they are 
most often denied land tenure and credits for their business (Ibru, 2008, Aina, 
2012, Adewumi, 2017). Hence women’s lack of access to credit affects their 
livelihood potentials as well as hurt their economy. Large numbers of grassroots 
women, therefore, continue to wallow in poverty and hunger as a result of a lack 
of opportunities for sustainable livelihoods. In the same vein, the rights and dignity 
of women, particularly grassroots women are still under attack as they do not still 
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have much say in the decision about their lives. This is one of the reasons why 
they bear a disproportionate burden of the world’s poverty ( Aina, 2012, Adewumi, 
2017, Aina, 2020). Indeed statistics show that women are more likely than men to 
be poor and at risk of hunger. The poverty implications are widespread for women 
who are sometimes left without basic rights like access to potable water, education 
and medical care. It is estimated that women represent 70% of the world’s poor 
as they are often less paid than their male counterparts (Global Citizen News, 
2017). Hence Guterres, (2020) noted that the gender pay gap must come to a close 
to ensure equal economic rights and opportunity for all. Women are constantly 
discriminated against when they apply for credit for business or self-employment 
purposes. More often than not, they settle for insecure, unsafe and low-wage work. 
Poverty and inadequate means of livelihood have therefore remained major prob-
lems that women are confronted with in most rural communities including Nigeria.  
Voicu and Tufis (2012) noted that similar to Nigeria, in Romania, also a patriarchal 
society,  tasks were divided by age and sex but it was collectivization of agriculture 
that transformed the gender relations inside the agrarian society and turned rural 
and grassroots women into agricultural workers.  However, the state did nothing 
to promote equality inside the family or to encourage sharing domestic tasks which 
take most of the time of women as well as undermine the time and rate at which 
they venture into economic activities which will yield them more economic reward. 

Combining family obligations and working life mostly constitute a major challenge 
to grassroots women livelihoods drives.  Similarly, young married women do not 
have money to spend to acquire the necessary knowledge and skills to enable 
them to have veritable livelihoods even when they are ready to sacrifice the time 
to acquire the necessary skills and knowledge (Kester, 2012). Similarly, the lack 
of effective and desired developmental programmes for women and youths also 
constitute some of the reasons they cannot provide for themselves and constantly 
remain at the mercy of their husbands. Grassroots and rural women are also still 
constrained by other challenges which include limited access to credit, property, 
and lack of educational and technical skill as well as coping with domestic respon-
sibilities. 

Although some of the problems above are not created by women themselves they 
nonetheless negatively affect women opportunities and therefore constitute ma-
jor challenges to their progression and means of livelihood. As a result of all the 
challenges, rural women are mostly confined to subsistence farming with little or 
no additional income or credit facilities to improve their yield and activities. In 
addition to all the above, older women are faced with more challenges within 
the rural communities since they do not have the strength to partake much in 
subsistence farming any longer than they used to do. Hence they are usually left at 
the mercy of their children, who at most times also do not have adequate means of 
livelihoods themselves Ngoyi, (2016)

This was probably part of the reasons why leaders all over the world initially came 
together to address pressing problems of poverty, hunger etc in 2000. An agree-
ment was reached in the year 2000 and a set of new dimension and agenda, the 
Millennium Development Goals (MDGs) to eradicate and solve the problem of pov-
erty and related policies. The MDGs introduced a powerful and digestible narrative 
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of development appealing to the public and parliaments for fundraising towards 
development assistance. The MDGs perceived poverty as multidimensional material 
deprivations described as lack of income, water, and education and health servic-
es. While this was laudable, the MDGs was too restricted by ignoring the broader 
understanding of poverty as a human, lived experience, and its causes as embedded 
in social, economic and political structures, hence why the MDGs was abysmally 
poor in its performance particularly in most of Africa including Nigeria. 

Grassroots women in the MDGs and Sustainable Development

The agreement reached by the world leaders in 2000 on the Millennium Develop-
ment Goals (MDGs) brought a new dimension to the understanding of poverty and 
related policies. The MDGs narrative for development was quite powerful in its 
attempt towards appealing to the publics and parliaments for fundraising towards 
development assistance for the eradication of poverty around the world which is 
connected to lack of income as a result of a lack of livelihood opportunities par-
ticularly for rural and grassroots women, lack of water/ sanitation, and education 
as well as inadequate health services. It is, however, saddening to point out that 
women, particularly grassroots women’s social/ economic status did not improve 
significantly during and even after the MDGs (Adewumi 2017).    This is probably 
because the MDGs were quite restrictive and less inclusive. This might be parts of 
the reasons for the abysmally poor performance of the MDGs by the end of its target 
time of 2015. Although the eight goals of the MDGs set a broad agenda for tackling 
gaps in education, child mortality, maternal health, gender equality etc. unfortu-
nately, by the end of 2015, 62 million girls remain out of school while 830 women 
were dying each day from preventable causes related to childbirth, 5.9 million 
children under age five had died in 2014 alone (Ngoyi, 2016). There is no doubt that 
the MDGs left so many gaps unfilled and so many of its goals and targets remain a 
major part of the world challenge today including new emerging challenges to the 
new narratives of the sustainable development agenda. Thus women’s livelihood 
status remains largely unchanged.

The Sustainable Development Goals (SDGs) was therefore adopted in 2015 as an 
agenda to address major challenges still affecting human society. The Sustainable 
Development Goals (SDGs) therefore came to fill the identified gaps and global 
persistent problem of poverty, hunger, education, climate threats, problems of 
inequality etc. Most of the above-highlighted challenges and problems largely con-
front women particularly grassroots women. Today, one in three women around 
the world is a victim of physical and sexual violence while discriminations against 
women persist through laws and policies, gender-based stereotypes, social norms 
and practices. Similarly, women around the world earn 24% less than men for the 
same work while they constitute 22% of the world parliament. Attesting to the 
under-value of women s unpaid work, Shearman (2020)  notes that recently in 
March 2020, the Young Women Trust (YWT) launched an online calculator enabling 
women to work out and show online the value of their unpaid work from cooking 
and cleaning to caring for sick relations as well as providing emotional support. 
Using data on women’s unpaid work, YWT estimated that that women aged 18-30 
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contribute about 140 billion pounds to Britain s economy annually. They reiterated 
that although women make up a little over half of the world population, their 
contribution to measured economic activity is far below its potential.   

Hence, poverty and hunger remain a major threat to women (Adewumi, 2017).  
However, there is the need to stress the fact that the process of setting up the 
Sustainable Development Goals was better than that of MDG. It was more inclusive 
and much more representative. Grassroots women were able to push decision-mak-
ers to create goals that are community-led and driven. Their voices were heard 
through civil society organizations that aired their views and opinions on issues and 
challenges confronting them (Ngoyi, 2016). Civil societies and other women groups 
stressed the need for strong commitment towards gender equality which is integral 
to positive health outcomes, education gaps, environmental needs etc. Hence the 
Sustainable Development Agenda which, was adopted by world leaders in Septem-
ber of 2015 is assessed to be impacting women in its transformative framework 
that will help usher in a new era of inclusive and equitable development for the 
whole world with 17 Goals and 169 targets. It is focusing, in action-oriented man-
ner, on a wide array of development disparities, addressing and encompassing the 
economic, social and environmental dimensions of developments with the slogan 
that no one will be left behind in the process. However, for the 2030 Agenda of 
the SDGs to be truly transformative, organized rural women groups must also be 
central to the achievement of inclusive and gender-equitable results. In the same 
vein, Fides (2016) disclosed that results from empirical and case studies revealed 
that grassroots women‘s holistic, integrated and inclusive responses are in line with 
the Sustainable Development Goals (SDGs). She noted further that the recognition 
and supports for climate change adaptation initiatives and bottom-up interventions 
led by rural grassroots women are an essential foundation for sustainable devel-
opment.. Fides (2016) concludes that it is essential to recognise that women’s 
vulnerabilities are embedded in social, economic and political processes and that 
the current sustainable development processes, when properly implemented, will 
empower grassroots women to positively transform the living condition of their 
families and communities as well as enable them to reverse their vulnerabilities. 
In the same vein, Fordham, (2011) had earlier reiterated that to achieve a just 
and sustainable future, the rights, values and capabilities of half of the world‘s 
population cannot be denied. Similarly, Jahan (2020) affirms that we cannot talk of 
human development without taking account of 50% of the population hence gender 
equality and women empowerment and improved livelihoods are critical to the 
achievement of the Sustainable Development Goals. 

International Policy Directives for Grassroots Women

The International Day for Rural/ Grassroots Women: The International Day of rural 
women was established by the UNO General Assembly in its resolution 62/ 163 of 
18 December 2007 in recognition of the critical role and contribution of grassroots 
and rural women to the enhancement of agricultural and rural development as well 
as the improvement of food security which is central to the eradication of poverty. 
Hence, since 2008, October 15th has been set aside to appreciate and recognize the 
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critical role of rural women every year. But this programme has yielded little or no 
success for grassroots women. 

African Women (AD) and African Women Development (AWD):With regard to Africa, 
the AU also launched the AWD (2010-2020) to advance equality through the accel-
eration of the implementation of global and regional decisions and commitments on 
gender equality and women empowerment under the theme  “Grassroots approach 
to gender equality and women ‘s empowerment”. The AWD Agenda of the AU focus-
es on the need to ensure that grassroots women are fully represented and actively 
involved in all platforms of decision making in such a way that they can speak and 
contribute to planning and decisions concerning women and the larger society. The 
Agenda also focuses on an effort to bridge the divide between women in decision 
making and grassroots women living in poor rural communities. It also aims at 
enhancing the capacity of grassroots women networks to undertake community 
research and to manage and own action plans that feed into local government, 
state and national policies and programs. 

Unfortunately, despite the establishment of the International Day for Rural /
Grassroots Women as well as the African Women Development, grassroots women, 
particularly in Nigeria still fall short in terms of livelihood opportunities and the 
development of their potentials. The impacts of both the UNO and AWD attempts 
to improve a lot of women as well as improve their livelihood potentials especially 
with regard to increased opportunities for livelihood has yielded little of the an-
ticipated results particularly for rural and grassroots women. This is probably due 
to the lingering problems of gender inequalities which is still inherent in major 
parts of the world and more particularly in Africa as well as other challenges as 
outlined in a recent report by Rodrigues (2020). It stressed that gender equality 
is crucial to uplifting communities and ensuring that they can escape and stay 
out of poverty.  The report stated further that when countries prioritize closing 
gender gaps through policy formulation, income level is sure to rise across the 
board and this will greatly contribute to poverty reduction. The dissatisfaction 
with the limited success made the current UNO Secretary-General; Guterres (2020) 
issued a clarion call to African leaders to ensure that the needs and perspectives 
of the continent women and girls are fully integrated into policies and efforts to 
build peaceful, just and inclusive societies. He observed that it is a fact that we 
live in a male-dominated world with a male-dominated culture which is essentially 
a question of power for the above reasons he stressed that power is never given but 
taken. Hence Guterres (2020) emphasized the need for power-sharing and parity 
in decision–making policy formulation. This to him represents the first step for full 
gender parity in 2028 at all levels of the UN, which remains the basic objective of 
the UN. He noted that this year’s anniversary of  Beijing+25 and the UN’s resolution 
1325 on women must push us further and faster towards progress and gender equal-
ity and women ‘s empowerment. He noted further that poverty in Africa as in other 
parts of the world still had a woman’s face. He, therefore, submits that some of 
the benefits of inclusion and gender equality are the achievement of peace and sus-
tainable development.  Guterres concludes by urging leaders, particularly in Africa 
to facilitate women’s contributions to the communities they live in by enhancing 
their social, economic and financial inclusion as well as making sure that women 
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and girls are encouraged to develop scientific skills through access to innovation 
and technology. On the limited success, Johnson-Sirlerf (2020) also noted that it 
is time to move from speeches to action. She observed that financial inclusion was 
one of the best proposals that seek to address critical barriers limiting women s 
contributions to mainstream economic activities.  From all the above, it can be 
concluded that there are inherent challenges impinging on the empowerment and 
livelihood potentials of women generally and grassroots women in particular. Some 
of the challenges are highlighted below: 

The Challenges 

1. Illiteracy and poor access to educational opportunities which is critical to 
livelihood assets and empowerment frameworks, hence why grassroots women 
lack livelihood opportunities

2. Inequitable access to resources particularly land and inequitable allocation of 
resources- due to marginalization, deprivation and discrimination on the is of 
the base of sex. 

3. Unequal participation in the decision-making process as well as peace process.

4. Gender-based violence and other harmful practices.

5. Effects of poverty and vulnerability  at the household level and the larger 
community

6. Faulty inheritance procedures as a result of repugnant cultural practices and 
norms.

7. Lack of appropriate vocational educational skills can contribute to better op-
portunities for improved livelihood and income for grassroots and rural women.

8. Poor welfare and economic deprivation, unemployment, sexual exploitation 
etc. as a result of persistent inequalities.

9. Health, maternal mortality, deaths from preventable diseases and HIV/ AIDs

10.  Climatic and environmental problems and challenges.

Solutions through the SDGs Lens

Investment in rural women’s education is central to increasing the literacy rate 
among rural women. Education and training will help boost the potentials of rural 
women. Knowledge will also promote technological growth and innovation. There 
should be a proactive measure put in place by the government to increase the 
enrolment of girls and women, particularly in rural communities to vocational, 
technical,  scientific, new technology and management training programmes to 
reduce illiteracy and gender imbalance.

Government need to incorporate SDGs 1 2 3 and 5 into their development plans, 
giving special focus to rural women farmers, seeking their inputs, developing entre-
preneurship programs, and promoting the organization of producer cooperatives. 
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Ajede, (2016) had earlier suggested solutions to poor access to safe water and 
sanitation as well as mitigating other environmental challenges. Such challenges 
are erosion, flooding and climate change challenges which undermine grassroots 
women capabilities and potentials. She further suggested that rural women must 
become actively engaged in land governance, ensuring their equal access to use 
and control over land and other resources  

Investment in rural women‘s leadership need is equally central to increasing their 
visibility and capacity to make well-informed decisions. Rural women should be 
given a formal role in decision-making processes. The Huairou Commission stressed 
that the framework created by the Sustainable Development Goals is a means by 
which rural women can establish themselves as leading agents of transformative 
change in their community and their country. Moreover, implementation of all ex-
isting policies on violence against persons particularly women and girls is central to 
the eradication of violence, discriminations and harmful practices against women 
that undermine their capabilities and livelihood potentials.

There is the need to create equal opportunities and rights to economic resources 
through microfinance facilities with a focus on adequate investment in poverty 
reduction. To help improve the livelihood opportunities of rural women, the gov-
ernment should resuscitate and institutionalize the marketing board to buy over 
agricultural products to reduce the glut from farmers. In the same vein, there 
should be the creation of the food processing/cottage industry for export as well 
to increase value chain addition and investment opportunities. Government should 
also create feeder roads to bring agricultural products to the market to help im-
prove rural women‘s profits, as well as the provision of agricultural inputs, and 
extension services to boost livelihood potentials and reduce poverty.

Grassroots women are often confronted with preventable diseases and other health 
challenges, government, therefore, need to upgrade and improve on the existing 
healthcare facilities particularly in rural areas to provide efficient, accessible and 
user-friendly health services. There should also be training and retraining of all 
categories of health workers to improve their service delivery.

The government also need to provide rural incentives for primary health workers 
especially in rural areas to motivate them positively and increase administration 
and governance. More importantly, there should be adequate provision of basic 
drugs, rehabilitation, renovation and construction of hospitals to cater for the 
health needs of people as stressed by (Guterres, 2020).  Health institutions should 
receive adequate funding, to improve the accessibility of health facilities to all and 
sundry, especially in rural areas.

There is a need for government to strengthen vocational and technical colleges, 
particularly in the rural and grassroots to provide free skills training opportunities 
to empower rural women.  Existing adult education agencies should be strength-
ened while more skill-development programmes and centres should be established 
for illiterate women to improve their livelihood potentials in rural areas and reduce 
their level of poverty.
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The effects of poverty and vulnerability at the household level makes rural women 
struggle hard for survival as a result of poor access to critical livelihood assets 
and empowerment frameworks belaboured by persistent inequalities. Hence, the 
government need to eradicate all arrays of discriminations against women.

More importantly, all forms of faulty inheritance procedures as a result of repug-
nant cultural practices and norms should be eradicated to improve rural women 
opportunities to resources and ownership of properties.  The government also need 
to institutionalize legal protection for rural women to safe guide their interests 
and rights. 

It is also important that the government partners with rural women to increase 
awareness of traditional knowledge and indigenous and local practices, as a com-
plement to scientific knowledge on climate change and disaster risk management. 
This will strengthen their initiatives to adopt resilient practices such as drought 
prevention technique, adaptive innovations and other local actions of tackling 
natural disaster.

A Few Concluding Thoughts

This paper highlighted the importance of the role of grassroots women in food 
production and commerce and noted a mismatch with livelihood opportunities 
available to them.  The challenges to the achievement of grassroots women live-
lihood potentials, policy priorities in the context of SDGs implementation that 
will boost the achievement of livelihood opportunities for grassroots women were 
critically analysed. It is safe to postulate that the fate of grassroots women hinges 
on the successful implementation of Sustainable Development Goals which aimed 
at strengthening universal peace, gender quality and quality education, eradicate 
poverty, hunger, health challenges etc.  In Nigeria, the Goals and targets have in 
no small measure stimulated positive actions for the benefit of women. The effort 
to achieve the SDGs –based targets although still relatively new, has improved the 
lives of people in Africa including Nigeria, despite all the series of food, energy, 
financial and economic shocks. With series of debates, advocacy and the inclusive 
nature of not leaving anybody behind, a number of the goals have been incor-
porated into national development plans and strategies to achieve the ambitious 
goals. However, there are still identified gaps which with adequate intervention 
strategies and the involvement of all relevant stakeholders as well as adequate 
monitoring of success rate will go a long way towards achieving the sustainable 
development the world desires. 

With regard to the plight of rural women, the incorporation of the SDGs 1 2 3 and 5 
into government development plans, as well as giving special focus to rural women 
farmers will go a long way to improving a lot of rural and grassroots women. In the 
same vein, it is important to develop grassroots women entrepreneurship skills and 
abilities. Empowering rural women to convene public policy dialogues and engage 
them in the decision making process is also crucial to catalysing SDG implementa-
tion to achieve the targets.  The SDGs if well implemented will go along towards 
ensuring better lives and well-being for rural and grassroots women.
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Abstract

This study examines the ways past experience in entrepreneurship, exposure to en-
trepreneurs, and entrepreneurial education can predict entrepreneurial intentions 
versus social entrepreneurial intentions. This study also aims to provide greater 
insight into the relationship between gender and entrepreneurial intentions. This 
research draws primarily from the results of a survey distributed to collegiate stu-
dents and relevant research in the field. The results of this analysis can be used to 
foster increased entrepreneurial intentions within the collegiate community.

Introduction

While abundant research has been conducted regarding how entrepreneurial in-
tentions come to be, little is known regarding the ability to foster entrepreneurial 
intentions among students. With such a vast amount of literature discussing the 
many causes of entrepreneurial intentions, it is surprising that little is known about 
the relative effectiveness of controllable factors in creating intention. The im-
portance of stimulating entrepreneurship is evident in relationship between high 
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levels of economic growth and entrepreneurial capacity (Fastre and Gils, 2007; 
Hessels, Gelderen, and Thurik, 2008; Quan, 2012). We see this on a national and 
local level, where areas with higher concentrations of entrepreneurs see greater 
growth and an increase in innovative capacity likely to lead to continued growth 
in the future (Fastre and Gils, 2007; Hessels et al, 2008; Quan, 2012). Economic 
progress consistent with entrepreneurship is of significance, particularly in times of 
economic uncertainty and fluctuations.

Entrepreneurship has many different definitions ranging from successful venture 
creation to management of innovation and creativity within organizations. For 
consistency, entrepreneurship will be defined here as the identification of opportu-
nities through environmental analysis, collection and allocation ability of necessary 
resources, and the creation of a new entity (Mayhew, Simonoff, Baumol, Wiesen-
feld, and Klein, 2012; Rae and Carswell, 2000). Entrepreneurship can be divided 
into two basic types, general entrepreneurship and social entrepreneurship. Social 
entrepreneurship is defined as entrepreneurship with a wider view on social vision 
and sustainability in addition to innovativeness and financial success while striving 
to create a solution to a social problem that goes beyond philanthropic efforts (Nga 
and Shamuganathan, 2010).

It is believed that entrepreneurial intention, which precedes the entrepreneurial 
act, is typically a strong predictor of entrepreneurial behavior (Davidsson, 1995; 
Quan, 2012). For this reason, measuring how best to facilitate and manage entre-
preneurial intention can predict actual entrepreneurship. Intention can be defined 
in many ways but most frequently relates to the “perceived feasibility, perceived 
desirability, and the propensity to act” (Quan, 2012). Quan divides entrepreneurial 
intentions into the categories of deliberate and impulsive entrepreneurial intention 
based on the certainty of resources and factors influencing intent (Quan, 2012). In 
this study, we investigate intentions within the contexts of both entrepreneurship 
and social entrepreneurship.

Much of the research on entrepreneurship seeks to explain intentions through 
Azjen’s Theory of Planned Behavior (TPB), which states that for attitudes to be-
come an action, it must be accompanied by intentionality.  Additional studies for 
intention address necessity, independence, and wealth as factors associated with 
entrepreneurial intentions (Hessels et al, 2008). For social entrepreneurship specif-
ically, having a vision to solve a social problem and the importance of “serving the 
common good” in building entrepreneurial intent has been extensively addressed 
by various studies (Gokton and Gunay, 2011; Nga and Shamuganathan, 2010). These 
views find common ground on the influence of attitudes on intentions. Culture, 
expectations, and social norms influence attitudes which were then found to pro-
duce intentions for income, social change, and independence reasons (Koe, Sa’Ari, 
Majid, and Ismail, 2012). 

While scholars have investigated the personality traits (internal factors), such 
as proactive personality, self-efficacy, and creativity (Osiri, Kungu, and Dilbeck, 
2019), which influence entrepreneurial intention, this study complements those 
results by studying the external environment. Thus, the aim of this research study 
is to understand how we create an environment or situation that would increase 
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entrepreneurial intention. One of the biggest factors that is often cited as having 
a great influence on entrepreneurial intention is self–efficacy. Self–efficacy in the 
entrepreneurial setting is often defined as self–confidence that one can succeed in 
the creation of a new venture and is greatly influenced by perceived opportunity, 
resources, and obstacles in the environment (J.C., 2004; Wilson, Kickul, and Mar-
lino, 2007). 

Kamau–Maina states that there are controllable, external factors that influence 
self–efficacy including “mastery of experience, vicarious experience” (role models), 
and verbal encouragement to take an entrepreneurial career path (Kamau–Maina, 
2006). However, Kamau–Maina, also states that self–efficacy can be greatly influ-
enced by attitudes toward risks, independence, and financial success, as well as 
the expectations of one’s support system (Kamau–Maina, 2006). Because those with 
high self–efficacy have an increased likelihood of having higher entrepreneurial 
intention, understanding how self–efficacy can be influenced offers an additional 
perspective when determining how to create entrepreneurial intentions (Wilson et 
al, 2007).

We aim to uncover the most effective and efficient ways to spur entrepreneurship 
among college students, and by extension, the general population, by investigating 
three controllable external factors that can influence entrepreneurial intention, 
namely: education, experience, and exposure.

Theoretical Background

We postulate that entrepreneurial education, experience and exposure have var-
ying degrees of strength in their relationship with business and social entrepre-
neurial intentions and the two types of entrepreneurship that emanate from both 
intentions. It is thus important to understand the basis of each of these forms of 
entrepreneurship. To understand these bases, we look at learning style theories 
which “provide information about relationships among instructional components” 
and how they “best fit within a given context” (Ertmer and Newby, 2008). In other 
words, we view formal entrepreneurial education, entrepreneurial experience and 
exposure to entrepreneurs as three different ways of learning entrepreneurship and 
acquiring an entrepreneurial mindset. Learning theories offer different learning ap-
proaches and allow scholars to find “effective solutions to instructional problems” 
(Ertmer and Newby, 2008). 

Different learning approaches would invariably foster varying degrees of entre-
preneurial intentions since it is widely accepted that the way we learn impacts 
“performance and achievement of learning outcomes” (Cassidy, 2004). Therefore, 
we seek to determine which learning approach has the greatest influence on entre-
preneurial intentions. One argument against studying varying learning approaches 
is that while we might assume them to be unchanging, the effectiveness of learn-
ing theories can, in fact, change with experience or situation (Cassidy, 2004). So 
while we attempt to simplify the matter to find a more effective form of teaching 
entrepreneurship in order to generate entrepreneurial intentions and spur action, 
it is important to note that building intention can change given the situation, irre-
spective of the approach.
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Constructivism Learning Theory. 

Constructivism learning theory explains the influence of experience on entrepre-
neurial intentions. Constructivism deals with how an individual develops meaning 
and knowledge from their personal experience and the interaction of their expe-
riences with their ideas (Ertmer and Newby, 2008; Kirschner, Sweller and Clark, 
2006). This learning theory originated from the idea that individuals construct new 
knowledge from their experiences through accommodation and assimilation of their 
experiences and by altering their perspective or reframing the experience (Hein, 
1991; Kirschner et al, 2006). This learning theory differs from other forms because 
it maintains that “humans create meaning as opposed to acquiring it” (Ertmer and 
Newby, 2008).  

Constructivism learning theory is unique to everyone, as each experience is 
perceived differently and entails differing interactions which influence how the 
learning occurs, and what learning occurs. One argument against constructivism 
learning theory and its explanation of entrepreneurial experience is that it appears 
to be more successful in advanced stages of knowledge (Ertmer and Newby, 2008). 
The constructivism learning theory takes the approach of “reflection–in–action” in 
how entrepreneurial intentions can be influenced by experience through learning 
by doing (Ertmer and Newby, 2008; Kirschner et al, 2006). Given that we sampled 
young adults who were likely to have limited prior knowledge, the constructivism 
learning theory may not wholly apply in their case until greater knowledge through 
entrepreneurial experience is acquired (Ertmer and Newby, 2008). 

Cognitive Learning Theory. 

The role of formal entrepreneurship education and training in influencing entre-
preneurial intentions can be explained by the cognitive learning theory. Cognitive 
learning theory emphasizes problem solving, information processing, and concept 
formation as a means of focusing not on “what learners do, but what they know” 
(Ertmer and Newby, 2008). This theory urges interaction with instructional design, 
similar to what is created in courses within academic environments (Ertmer and 
Newby, 2008). 

According to the cognitive learning theory, an action or response can be influenced 
by the acquisition of knowledge and rationality (Ertmer and Newby, 2008). This 
theory is contingent on effective teaching which encourages students, and provides 
a learning environment as well as knowledge retaining (Ertmer and Newby, 2008). 
The cognitive learning theory, thus stresses the effects of education on problem–
solving strategies and how to apply them to new situations (Ertmer and Newby, 
2008).

Social Learning Theory. 

The influence of entrepreneurial exposure on entrepreneurship is best explained 
as a successful learning approach through the Social Learning Theory. The social 
learning theory was first proposed by Albert Bandura to explain the act of learning 
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through direct observation (Bandura and Walters, 1977). The basis of this theory is 
that much of the “behaviors that people display are learned,” as the observation 
of others’ actions teaches those observing about the benefits and consequences of 
given situations and responses, a strategy that has been commonly accepted in the 
field of psychology as influencing behaviors (Bandura and Walters, 1977). 

The social learning theory is contingent upon the context of the exposure, the 
ability to retain information of the model’s behavior, and the ability to reproduce 
retained behaviors (Bandura and Walters, 1977). The social learning theory explains 
how the observable actions, environment, and generalized situational features can 
create and influence associated response (Ertmer and Newby, 2008). The theory, 
according to many, is successful in facilitating the “mastery of content”, thus, an 
understanding of entrepreneurship and how to identify and respond to entrepre-
neurial situations can be explained by social learning theory (Ertmer and Newby, 
2008). One argument against this theory is its contingency on reinforcement. This 
could be detrimental to the success of learning, hence the creation of intentions 
compared to approaches devoid of contingency of reinforcement.

Hypotheses

Entrepreneurial Experience. 

Entrepreneurial experience is the previous involvement in a new venture. There 
are discussions regarding the term “new venture” entails. Entrepreneurial experi-
ence ranges from career resilience in management to prior experience founding or 
running a business – including doctors owning a healthcare practice. It may even 
be considered entrepreneurial venturing when students enter a university knowing 
they will be in the minority (Kamau–Maina, 2006; Mayhew et al, 2012). Prior man-
agement experience is often included as entrepreneurial experience because of the 
importance of “knowledge about markets, customer problems” and ability to find 
opportunities to serve said market (Quan, 2012). Technical knowledge as well as 
management skills were found to significantly influence entrepreneurial intention 
and were noted as instrumental in the success and growth of new ventures by any 
entrepreneurs surveyed (Fastre and Gils, 2007; J.C., 2004).

There is consensus in the entrepreneurial field that prior experience increases en-
trepreneurial intention (Quan, 2012). Those with experience are 2.89 times more 
likely to have entrepreneurial intention because of the positive influence it has on 
perceived skill level, availability of resources, and ability to recognize opportunity 
(Quan, 2012). It was specifically noted that prior experience as a board member 
influenced these aspects and in turn increase entrepreneurial intention (Quan, 
2012). An explanation for the variation in careers considered to be entrepreneurial 
experience is because of the skills learned which allow translation from experien-
tial learning to “entrepreneurial intention to entrepreneurial activity” (Koe et al, 
2012). 

Entrepreneurial intentions are significantly based on the ability to gather resourc-
es and learn venture specific skills which is made increasingly less difficult with 
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prior experience due to skills learned and prior networks built (J.C., 2004; Quan, 
2012; Rae and Carswell, 2000). The skills and prior networks built are noted to be 
especially significant in building social entrepreneurial intention due to the need 
to grow awareness and support for the social problem (Nga and Shamuganathan, 
2010). 

Career resilience, developed by prior management or board experience, has been 
shown to increase feasibility of entrepreneurship (Kamau–Maina, 2006). The feasi-
bility of an entrepreneurial venture has been proven to influence entrepreneurial 
intention, especially when self–efficacy is a factor in determining the feasibility of 
the entrepreneurial venture. By running a business, entrepreneurs learn and master 
skills, such as gathering of resources and venture capital funding, that increase the 
“perceived feasibility” of additional venture creation (Kamau–Maina, 2006; Quan, 
2012; J.C., 2004; Rae and Carswell, 2000). These skills have been found to be the 
most important factor for experienced entrepreneurs when considering future ven-
ture creation (J.C., 2004). Davidsson found that 46% of the variation in intention 
could be attributed to the variations in self–efficacy because of current employ-
ment status (Davidsson, 1995). Students who partook in a field study during their 
entrepreneurial studies showed higher “perceived desirability” and an increase in 
“perceived feasibility” when considering entrepreneurship (Kamau–Maina, 2006).

Based on the foregoing, we consider the relationship between entrepreneurial ex-
perience and intention. Our hypotheses are as follows:

H1a: There is a significant difference in business entrepreneurial intentions based 
on entrepreneurial experience, with those having entrepreneurial experience 

reporting higher business entrepreneurial intentions.

H1b: There is a significant difference in social entrepreneurial intentions based 
on entrepreneurial experience, with those having entrepreneurial experience 

reporting higher social entrepreneurial intentions.

Entrepreneurial Education.

Entrepreneurial education has long been a factor considered to influence entre-
preneurial intention (Fastre and Gils, 2007). There is high receptiveness of entre-
preneurial education among students who believe it to be beneficial to learn about 
entrepreneurship, be trained in the processes to build interest, and aid in the 
discovery of new opportunity (Wilson et al, 2007; Quan, 2012). It has been shown 
that the type of major and years of education greatly influence entrepreneurial 
intention (Davidsson, 1995; Mayhew et al, 2012; Yaghmaei, 2015). The influence 
of education on entrepreneurial intention greatly depends on the course informa-
tion, the relationship with faculty, and the ability to innovatively problem solve, 
communicate value and importance of innovative ideas, and defend an argument 
(Fastre and Gils, 2007). Education was found to be especially important in building 
social entrepreneurial intention by increasing perceived know–how and in the iden-
tification of opportunities for societal contribution (Davidsson, 1995).
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There are also many who believe education decreases entrepreneurial intention 
because it raises the awareness of the difficulty and the complexity of entrepre-
neurship and that the formality of education decreasing creativity (Fastre and Gils, 
2007; Mayhew et al, 2012). Thus, it appears the question whether education in-
creases or decreases entrepreneurial intention remains unanswered. For example, 
pushing students out of their comfort zones as a means of education has been 
found to decrease intention (Mayhew et al, 2012).  On the other hand, students of 
entrepreneurial programs who learn the necessary skills for entrepreneurial suc-
cess, desire opportunities for entrepreneurial experience and entrepreneurial role 
models to fuel their desire to pursue entrepreneurship (Davidsson, 1995; Fastre 
and Gils, 2007). There are also claims that education has no effect on intention and 
that entrepreneurship and entrepreneurial intention cannot be taught (Hessels et 
al, 2008). 

It is also noted that the effects of entrepreneurial education differ by type of 
education, gender and culture. In a study conducted by Fastre and Gils (2007), 
students indicated that the university education received prepared them for the 
organizational competencies that are necessary for entrepreneurship and led to 
high intention levels when compared to strictly learning about entrepreneurship 
which saw significantly lower intention levels. The type of education was report-
ed to influence the dedication or desire to join the entrepreneurial field (Fastre 
and Gils, 2007). Regarding gender, females are more significantly influenced by 
education (Wilson et al, 2007). Different approaches to education appeal to dif-
ferent cultures. For instance, France was found to have great value placed on the 
academic teaching of skills whereas students in the United States are more likely 
to be influenced by the teachings of current entrepreneurs and entrepreneurial role 
models (Boissin, Branchet, Emin and Herbert, 2009).

Despite the many disagreements over the effectiveness of education in influencing 
entrepreneurial intention, there is significant evidence proving a positive relation-
ship. Mayhew et al (2012) found that entrepreneurship courses explained 2.3% of 
the variance of entrepreneurial intention as those who have received education 
were more likely to have intention and those with entrepreneurial intention were 
most influenced by education, even more so than through exposure.

Much of the perspective on the effect of education focuses on the aspects of learn-
ing the skills and processes of entrepreneurship as well as building self–efficacy 
(Boissin et al, 2009; Mayhew et al, 2012; Quan, 2012). Davidsson (1995) argues 
that often, the influence of education on entrepreneurial intention is indirect. 
Entrepreneurial education has been found to increase self–efficacy, attractiveness 
of entrepreneurship, and as a result, entrepreneurial intention (Boissin et al, 2009; 
Wilson et al, 2007). 

The opportunity to challenge students to think innovatively and use innovative 
approaches to solving problems in the classroom was specifically noted to have a 
strong positive relationship with entrepreneurial intention (Mayhew et al, 2012). It 
is also mentioned that through education, students can experience the benefits of 
factors such as exposure through the opportunities to network and surround them-
selves with entrepreneurial minded students and role models (Karimi, Biemans, 
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Lans, Chizari, Mulder, and Mahdei, 2013). This is significant for women in entrepre-
neurial courses because of the strong influence social norms have on their intention 
and the ways in which these networking aspects can improve social norm influence 
(Karimi et al, 2013).

Based on the aforementioned and literature regarding education and entrepreneur-
ial intention, we hypothesize that:

H2a: There is a significant difference in business entrepreneurial intentions 
based on entrepreneurial education, with those having entrepreneurial education 

reporting higher business entrepreneurial intentions. 

H2b: There is a significant difference in social entrepreneurial intentions based on 
entrepreneurial education, with those having entrepreneurial education reporting 

higher social entrepreneurial intentions.

Entrepreneurial Exposure.

The relationship between entrepreneurial exposure and entrepreneurial intent has 
been heavily discussed in behavioral literature. Entrepreneurial exposure is defined 
differently across literature. For many studies, it is limited to familial exposure 
(Boissin et al, 2009; Kamau–Maina, 2006; Mayhew et al, 2012), whereas others be-
lieve it can be broadly defined to include management,  leadership, mentorship, 
and observing business owners (Quan, 2012; Rae and Carswell, 2000). Kamau–Maina 
(2006) believes that a “surrogate family environment” can be created by students 
and professors to imitate the influence of familial entrepreneurs. Entrepreneurial 
role models is believed to provide important lessons, motivation, support, and 
guidance because of their ability to influence attitude and norms regarding entre-
preneurship (Karimi et al, 2013).

Indeed, entrepreneurial intention has been associated with exposure to entrepre-
neurship through a family member or close relative. However, the literature is 
mute regarding why many entrepreneurs whose children do not become entrepre-
neurs (Boissin et al, 2009). Those with exposure to entrepreneurship build social 
networks, which may help increase opportunity recognition and provide better 
accessibility of resources (Boissin et al, 2009; Nga and Shamuganathan, 2010; Quan, 
2012). These benefits often increase perceived self–efficacy and entrepreneurial 
intent as a result (Davidsson, 1995).

The awareness of entrepreneurial passions among young college students could 
be triggered if they are immersed within an entrepreneurial culture (Quan, 2012; 
Kamau–Maina, 2006). Entrepreneurial exposure is similar to education but differs 
in the sense that lessons are from a respected role model and not an academic 
(Yaghmaei, 2015). This is why an increased exposure to family entrepreneurship 
was likely to create higher intention than those without having exposure (Mayhew 
et al, 2012). Perceived self–efficacy and attractiveness to entrepreneurship are 
expected to increase when a positive relationship exists between role models and 
would-be-entrepreneurs (Boissin et al, 2009; Karimi et al, 2013).
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The role of exposure is undoubtedly influential in the development of entrepre-
neurial intention. The lack of positive role models and lack of encouragement from 
role models decrease entrepreneurial action and the number of positive entre-
preneurial experiences of would-be-entrepreneurs (Kamau–Maina, 2006). The low 
number of women in the entrepreneurial field is often attributed to the lack of 
female role models and it is generally agreed that simply increasing exposure would 
decrease the gender gap in entrepreneurship (Davidsson, 1995; Karimi et al, 2013; 
Yaghmaei, 2015). The lack of entrepreneurial exposure has negative effects on 
entrepreneurial intention, and an abundance of positive effects of the presence of 
entrepreneurial exposure has been reported (Davidsson, 1995; Karimi et al, 2013). 
Davidsson (1995) found that 39 percent of those with entrepreneurial intention 
had positive exposure to entrepreneurial role models. Based on the foregoing, we 
hypothesize that:

H3a: There is a significant difference in business entrepreneurial intentions 
based on exposure to entrepreneurs, with those having entrepreneurial education 

reporting higher business entrepreneurial intentions. 

H3b: There is a significant difference in social entrepreneurial intentions based on 
exposure to entrepreneurs, with those having entrepreneurial education reporting 

higher social entrepreneurial intentions.

Comparative Strength of Influence on Entrepreneurial Intentions

Understanding the most of effective and efficient way of fostering entrepreneurial 
intentions through experience, education, and exposure is important in catalyz-
ing economic growth through entrepreneurship. As noted earlier, entrepreneurial 
experience has been found to largely influence entrepreneurial intention, most 
notably through increased self–efficacy and increased awareness of opportunities, 
resources, and necessary skills for entrepreneurial success. One study reported that 
experience builds “venture specific skills” and greater access to resources result-
ing in higher intention (J.C., 2004). According to Kamau–Maina (2006), experience 
provides greater opportunity for mastery of skills compared to exposure through 
role models, although there were cases where subjects lacked self–efficacy if the 
experience was limited. 

Research on the influence of education on entrepreneurial intention found that 
education in the broad sense had significant influence on entrepreneurial inten-
tion (Mayhew et al, 2012), especially when it led to self–efficacy (Wilson et al, 
2007). Exposure has been found to be more potent than education and experience; 
however, its ubiquitous nature presents significant measurement and comparative 
issues (Boissin et al, 2009). The acceptance into social networks and resource envi-
ronments are key benefits of having entrepreneurial exposure, which are believed 
to be highly effective in facilitating entrepreneurial intention (Quan, 2012). Expo-
sure through education, nonetheless, can blur the lines between the two factors, 
making it challenging to disentangle whether the effects is from one or the other 
(Davidsson, 1995). Based on the foregoing we hypothesize that: 
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H4a: Entrepreneurial experience, entrepreneurial education, and exposure to 
entrepreneurs are significant predictors of business entrepreneurial intentions.

H4b: Entrepreneurial experience, entrepreneurial education and exposure to 
entrepreneurs are significant predictors of social entrepreneurial intentions.

Gender Differences on Entrepreneurial Intentions

There have been contrasting studies on the role of gender in entrepreneurial in-
tentions. According to the 2002 U.S. Census Bureau, female–owned businesses are 
outnumbered two to one by male–owned businesses. Some have reported female–
owned to account for only 25% of all businesses (Wilson et al, 2007; Quan, 2012). 
Men are two times more likely to start a new business and 75% more likely to be an 
“active entrepreneur” (Wilson et al, 2007). Men are often over-represented in the 
entrepreneurial community and have significantly higher entrepreneurial intention 
compared to women (Davidsson, 1995). 

Personality is often an explanatory variable for gender differences in entrepre-
neurship and entrepreneurial intention. Men were typically more optimistic in risk 
taking and entrepreneurship as well as more likely to acknowledge entrepreneurial 
intention, which significantly affect the entrepreneurial intention rates of men 
(Boissin et al, 2009; Mayhew et al, 2012; Quan, 2012). The potential to generate 
profit and the propensity to compete are often more masculine values which drive 
intention through assertiveness, material success, and lack of uncertainty avoid-
ance (Davidsson, 1995; Gokton and Gunay, 2011; Wilson et al, 2007).

When it comes to exposure, research shows that male role models tend to match 
with male mentee and female to female, which could explain the large gender 
gap in the entrepreneurial field (Davidsson, 1995; Karimi et al, 2013; Yaghmaei, 
2015). Moreover, the presence of an entrepreneurial father has been shown to be a 
significant contributor in the development of entrepreneurial intention (Davidsson, 
1995). This dynamic may be especially detrimental to the development of entre-
preneurial intention amongst women since women tend to be more influenced by 
communal values compared to men (Karimi et al, 2013).

Education is important for women because, compared to men, women are more 
inclined to rate themselves lower in self–efficacy, which can be increased through 
education (Wilson et al, 2007). While men and women were found to have the same 
technical abilities and education, variations in their self–efficacy may explain why 
their entrepreneurial intentions differ (J.C., 2004). Interestingly, men are more 
likely to be motivated to be entrepreneurs based on societal contribution than 
women who are more influenced by know–how (Davidsson, 1995). Given the interest 
on the role of gender on intentions (Yaghmaei, 2015), we hypothesize that:

H5: There will be a significant difference in business entrepreneurial intentions 
and social entrepreneurial intentions based on gender.
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Research Methodology

The population for this study consisted of full–time, degree–seeking, undergraduate 
students attending a university in the North West United States. We used a con-
venience sample which resulted in 210 received responses. Although a convenience 
sample was used, students sampled represented all four years of study. 

Data was collected via an online survey using the snowball technique. The survey 
was given to students in courses led by investigators in this study with responses 
encouraged by offerings of extra credit to students who solicited a response to the 
survey. Students were then encouraged to forward the survey on to friends. Data 
was analyzed using the Statistical Packages for Social Sciences (SPSS) software pro-
gram. Descriptors of demographic characteristics (e.g., gender and age), external 
factors (experience, education and exposure), and the variables ( business entre-
preneurial intentions and social entrepreneurial intentions), included frequencies, 
percentages, means, and standard deviations.

Independent t–tests and ANOVA were used to compare differences in entrepre-
neurial intentions and social entrepreneurial intentions of respondents based on 
entrepreneurial experience, exposure to entrepreneurial education, and exposure 
to entrepreneurs. OLS Regression was used to determine the influence of entre-
preneurial experience, exposure to entrepreneurial education, and exposure to 
entrepreneurs on entrepreneurial intentions and social entrepreneurial intentions 
by. 

Data was also collected on gender, age, and race demographics. The scales used 
were as follows: Prior entrepreneurial experience was measured with a categori-
cal question (yes/no response) asking respondents if they had “started or tried to 
start their own business.” Prior entrepreneurial education was measured with two 
categorical questions asking respondents if they had “taken a class in entrepreneur-
ship” and if they “have attended a workshop or seminar in entrepreneurship.” Prior 
exposure to entrepreneurs was measured with three categorical questions asking 
respondents whether their parent(s), other family members other than parents, 
and close friends “currently owned or had owned a business.”

Research Results

Age, gender, and race were measured and used to describe the participants 
sampled (See Table 1). Of the 210 respondents, 123 (58.6%) were females and 
87 (41.4%) were male. The age ranged from 18 to 51 years, with the mean being 
24.59. The categories of race were broken down into two categories due to low 
response rate from other races: European Descent (Caucasian) and Non-European. 
About 52% of the respondents were of European Descent s (n=116) and 44.8% were 
Non-European. 

In terms of exposure to entrepreneurs, at least 40% of the respondents reported 
having parents who currently owned or have owned a business before; 55% have 
other family members other than parents who owned or have owned a business; 
and about 59% reported having close friends who owned a business. With regards 
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to exposure to entrepreneurial education, 33% reported having taken a class in 
entrepreneurship and 22% a seminar or workshop in entrepreneurship. Only about 
20% of the respondents reported having some entrepreneurial experience.

Table 1. Descriptive Statistics of Responses 

Demographic and Variable Descriptive Statistics

Variable n % Variable n %

Employment Status Gender

Unemployed 44 21.0 Female 123 58.6

Employed Part-Time 86 41.0 Male 87 41.4

Employed Full-Time 80 38.1

Race Parent Own(ed) a Business

Non-European 51 46.4 Yes 84 40.0

European Descent 39 35.5 No 126 60.0

Family (not parent) Own(ed) a Business Close Friend Owns a Business

Yes 116 55.2 Yes 123 58.6

No 94 44.8 No 87 41.4

Taken Class in Entrepreneurship Taken Seminar in Entrepreneurship

Yes 70 33.3 Yes 47 22.4

No 140 66.7 No 163 77.6

I Have Started a Business

Yes 70 33.3

No 140 66.7

Variable n Mean SD Min Max

Age 209 24.59 6.59 18 51

BEI 210 2.77 1.09 1 5

SEI      210          3.29 0.95 1 5

n = number of respondents; SD = standard deviation; Min = minimum; Max = maximum; 
BEI = Business entrepreneurial intention; SEI = Social entrepreneurial intention

Overall business entrepreneurial intentions and social entrepreneurial intentions 
were measured, with scores in the highest quartile (>75th percentile of the Likert 
scale) considered high and those in the less than 25th percentile as low. Scores 
falling between the 26th and 75th percentile were considered moderate. On aver-
age, the students in this sample reported moderate business entrepreneurial inten-
tions (M=2.77, SD=1.09); and moderate social entrepreneurial intentions (M=3.29, 
SD=0.96).

Differences in BEI and SEI Scores by Entrepreneurial Experience

Independent t-tests were conducted to investigate whether there were differences 
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in entrepreneurial intentions and social entrepreneurial intentions based on wheth-
er they reported prior entrepreneurial experience. Those who had prior entrepre-
neurial experience reported significantly higher business entrepreneurial intentions 
(M=3.57, SD=1.0) than those who had no prior entrepreneurial experience (M=2.57, 
SD=1.0), t(208) = -5.78, p=0.00. The mean difference was 1.003 (See table 2).

Those who had prior entrepreneurial experience reported significantly higher 
social entrepreneurial intentions (M=3.75, SD=0.87) than those who had no prior 
entrepreneurial experience (M=3.17, SD=0.93), t(208) = -3.703, p=0.00. The mean 
difference was 0.583 (See Table 3).

Table 2. Differences in the Mean Scores of Entrepreneurial Intentions by Experi-
ence, Education, and Exposure 

Differences in Entrepreneurial Intentions Mean Score by Entrepreneurial Experience, Entrepreneurial 
Education, Exposure to Entrepreneurs and Selected Demographics

Entrepreneurship Experience

Yes No T df

Started/Tried to Start Business 3.57 (1.06; n=43) 2.57 (1.00; n=167) -5.78** 208

Exposure to Entrepreneurship Education

Yes No t df

Entrepreneurship Class 3.12 (1.06; n=70) 2.60 (1.07; n=140) -3.35** 208

Entrepreneurship Workshop 3.05 (1.16; n=47) 2.69 (1.06; n=163) -1.99* 208

Exposure to Entrepreneurs

Yes No t df

Parent Own(ed) Business 2.99 (1.09; n=84) 2.63 (1.07; n=126) -2.37* 208

Family (not parent) Own(ed) 
Business

2.95 (1.08; n=116) 2.56 (1.06; n=94) -2.63** 208

Close Friends Own(ed) Business 2.94 (1.13; n=123) 2.54 (0.99; n=87) -2.71** 208

Demographics

Gender Male 2.99 
(0.97; 
n=87)

Female 2.62 (1.15; n=123) 2.49* 201.3

*.r is significant at p < .05; ** p<.01. SD in parentheses

Differences in BEI and SEI Scores by Entrepreneurial Education

Independent t-tests were conducted to investigate whether there were differences 
in business entrepreneurial intentions and social entrepreneurial intentions based 
on whether they reported taking an entrepreneurship class, or seminar/workshop.  

There was no significant difference in social entrepreneurial intention scores based 
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on taking an entrepreneurship class. However, those who reported taking a class in 
entrepreneurship reported significantly higher business entrepreneurial intentions 
(M=3.12, SD=1.06) than those who had not taken an entrepreneurship class (M=2.6, 
SD=1.07), t(208) = -3.35, p=0.001. The mean difference was 0.523 (Table 2 & 3).

Those who reported having attended a seminar or workshop in entrepreneurship re-
ported significantly higher business entrepreneurial intentions (M=3.051, SD=1.16) 
than those who had not attended a seminar or workshop (M=2.69, SD=1.06), t(208) = 
-1.988, p=0.048. The mean difference was 0.357. Additionally, those who reported 
having attended a seminar or workshop in entrepreneurship reported significantly 
higher social entrepreneurial intentions (M=3.579, SD=0.88) than those who had not 
attended a seminar or workshop (M=3.20, SD=0.955), t(208) = -2.438, p=0.016. The 
mean difference was 0.379.

Table 3. Differences in the Mean Scores of Social Entrepreneurial Intentions by 
Experience, Education, and Exposure 

Differences in Entrepreneurial Intentions Mean Score by Entrepreneurial Experience, Entrepreneurial 
Education, Exposure to Entrepreneurs and Selected Demographics

Entrepreneurship Experience

Yes No T df

Started/Tried to Start Business 3.75 (0.87); n=43) 3.17 (0.93; n=167) -3.70** 208

Exposure to Entrepreneurship Education

Yes No t df

Entrepreneurship Class 3.27 (0.86; n=70) 3.29 (1.00; n=140) 0.14 208

Entrepreneurship Workshop 3.58 (0.88; n=47) 3.20 (0.95; n=163) -2.43* 208

Exposure to Entrepreneurs

Yes No t df

Parent Own(ed) Business 3.38 (0.96; n=84) 3.22 (0.94; n=126) -1.15 208

Family (not parent) Own(ed) 
Business

3.32 (0.87; n=116) 3.24 (1.04; n=94) -0.64 208

Close Friends Own(ed) Business 3.31 (0.95; n=123) 3.24 (0.96; n=87) -0.49 208

Demographics

Gender Male 3.24 
(1.03; 
n=87)

Female 3.32 (0.89; n=123) -0.53 208

*.r is significant at p < .05; ** p<.01. SD in parentheses

Differences in BEI and SEI Scores by Exposure to Entrepreneurs

Independent t-tests were conducted to investigate whether there were differences 
in business entrepreneurial intentions and social entrepreneurial intentions based 
on whether they reported exposure to entrepreneurs.   
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There was no significant difference in social entrepreneurial intention scores based 
on having parents who own or have started a business before. However, those who 
reported having parents who have started a business before had significantly higher 
business entrepreneurial intentions (M=2.99, SD=1.09) compared to those who did 
not (M=2.63, SD=1.07), t(208) = -2.37, p=0.019. The mean difference was 0.360 
(Table 2 &3).

There was no significant difference in social entrepreneurial intention scores based 
on having family members other than parent(s) owning or having owned a business 
before. However, those who reported having other family members owning a busi-
ness had significantly higher business entrepreneurial intentions (M=2.95, SD=1.08) 
compared to those who didn’t (M=2.56, SD=1.06), t(208) = -2.629, p=0.019. The 
mean difference was 0.393 (Table 2 &3)..

There was no significant difference in social entrepreneurial intention scores based 
on having close friends owning a business. However, those who reported having 
close friends owning a business had significantly higher business entrepreneurial 
intentions (M=2.94, SD=1.13) compared to those who didn’t (M=2.54, SD=0.99), 
t(208) = -2.706, p=0.019. The mean difference was 0.407 (Table 2 &3).

Experience, Education and Exposure as Predictors of BEI and SEI

It is necessary to investigate the differential contributions of these external var-
iables to entrepreneurial intentions. OLS regression was pursued to achieve this 
objective. The variables of gender and race, and all exposure variables were dum-
my coded, with zero representing males, European Descent, and no in response to 
exposure questions. Table 4 below presents the results of the two separate regres-
sion analyses to test the influence of Entrepreneurial Experience, Entrepreneurial 
Education and Exposure to Entrepreneurs as predictors of business entrepreneurial 
intentions and social entrepreneurial intentions.  

The first regression model predicting social entrepreneurial intentions was signif-
icant (F = 2.516, P= 0.009) and explained about 10.2 % of the variance in social 
entrepreneurial intentions. In the model, only entrepreneurial experience was a 
significant predictor of social entrepreneurial intentions. The experience of having 
started a business before predicts an increase in intentions to start a business for 
social good compared to not having experience. 

The second regression model predicting business entrepreneurial intentions was 
also significant (F = 6.427, P= 0.000) explaining about 22% of the variance in busi-
ness entrepreneurial intentions. In this model, gender, family other than parents 
owning a business, taking a class in entrepreneurship, and entrepreneurial expe-
rience were significant predictors of entrepreneurial intentions. Males reported 
significantly higher entrepreneurial intentions compared to females. Those having 
other family members other than parents owning a business reported higher entre-
preneurial intentions than those without such family members. Those who reported 
taking a class in entrepreneurship reported higher entrepreneurial intentions than 
those who had not taken a class.  Lastly, those who reported having started a 
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business before had higher business entrepreneurial intention scores than those 
who had no entrepreneurship experience. Of all the variables, entrepreneurial ex-
perience was the strongest predictor, followed by taking a class and having family 
members other than parents. 

Table 4. Regression Analysis for the Relationships between Experience, Education 
and Exposure, and BEI and SEI

Variables Business Entrepreneurial 
Intentions

Social Entrepreneurial 
Intentions

Intercept 1.916 (0.366) 3.304 (0.342)

Race (Non-European) 0.058 (0.065) 0.020 (0.060)

Gender (Female) -.284 (0.144) * 0.209 (0.134)

Age 0.011 (0.011) -0.016 (0.010)

Parent own business 0.017 (0.151) 0.069 (0.141)

Family member owns business 0.354 (0.145)* -0.004 (0.135)

Close friends own business 0.159 (0.147) 0.034 (0.137)

Taken entrepreneur class 0.354 (0.161)* -0.136 (0.150)

Attended Entre. Workshop -0.076 (0.182) 0.316 (0.170)

Started a business 0.818 (0.188)** 0.588 (0.176)**

Number of observations 210 210

F 6.247** 2.516**

R-square 0.22 0.102

Robust standard errors are in 
parentheses.  Statistical levels of 
significance are: * indicates p<0.05, 
** indicates p<0.01.   Reference 
categories: Gender (male) and race 
(European Descent).

Differences in scores based on gender

Independent t-tests were conducted to investigate whether there were differences 
in business entrepreneurial intentions and social entrepreneurial intentions based 
on gender.  There was no significant difference in social entrepreneurial intention 
scores based on gender. However, males had significantly higher entrepreneurial 
intentions (M=2.99, SD=0.97) compared to females (M=2.62, SD=1.15), t(208) = 
2.49, p=0.014. The mean difference was 0.366 (See Table 2 & 3).

Discussion

The aim of this study was to provide insight into the relationships between external 
factors (i.e., entrepreneurial experience, entrepreneurial education, and exposure 
to entrepreneurs) and business entrepreneurial intentions, and social entrepre-
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neurial intentions. Furthermore, we looked at the predictability of entrepreneurial 
intentions by these factors and the relationship between gender and entrepre-
neurial intentions. Existing research offers inconsistent results. This study shed 
light on the matter to further clarify the relationships between these factors and 
entrepreneurial intentions.

Prior experience starting a new venture was found to have a significant and positive 
relationship with both business entrepreneurial intentions and social entrepreneuri-
al intentions. This supports previous research, which indicates that prior experience 
positively influences entrepreneurial intentions (Davidsson, 1995; Quan, 2012). Our 
results show that those prior entrepreneurial experience reported significantly 
higher business entrepreneurial intention scores than those without experience.  
These results supports Hypothesis 1a(H1a). Likewise, those with entrepreneurial 
experience reported significantly higher social entrepreneurial intention scores 
than those without experience, supporting Hypothesis 1b (H1b). 

Previous research found a significant positive relationship between entrepreneurial 
intentions and entrepreneurial education in the form of courses and seminars was 
found (Davidsson, 1995; Fastre and Gils, 2007; Wilson et al, 2007; Yaghmaei, 2015). 
Interestingly, courses had a greater mean difference than seminars. Both Boissin 
et al. and Mayhew et al. stressed the importance of entrepreneurial courses on 
entrepreneurial intentions, however, specific analysis of the difference in rela-
tionship between courses and seminars with entrepreneurial intentions is limited. 
Quan (2012) found that seminars had a positive relationship with entrepreneurial 
intentions and urged greater implementation of seminars as education. Our results 
are synonymous with those of Quan (2012) with a significant, positive relationship 
between seminars and entrepreneurial intentions. 

It was surprising that taking entrepreneurial courses had an insignificant relation-
ship with social entrepreneurial intentions while resulting in significantly higher 
business entrepreneurial intention. Attending a seminar or workshop resulted in 
higher BEI and SEI than not attending. We had expected education to have an over-
all significant, positive relationship with both BEI and SEI. Therefore, Hypothesis 2a 
(H2a) was supported, whereas Hypothesis 2b was partially supported since there 
was no significant difference in social entrepreneurial intentions based on taking 
entrepreneurial courses. On the other hand, attending a seminar or workshop had 
resulted in significantly higher SEI One explanation for why taking entrepreneurial 
courses was not significant could be that taking the entrepreneurship in classroom 
environments reduces creativity and entrepreneurial thinking. 

Exposure to entrepreneurs was found to have a significant, positive relationship 
with business entrepreneurial intentions. We investigated exposure by surveying 
exposure to entrepreneurial parents, other entrepreneurial family members, and 
entrepreneurial friends. All three types of exposure were found to have this pos-
itive relationship with business entrepreneurial intentions. This is consistent with 
many studies where entrepreneurial family members, specifically father figures, 
had a positive influence on entrepreneurial intentions (Koe et al, 2012; Mayhew 
et al, 2012). However, we also found that the mean differences in scores with 
exposure was greatest for friend exposure, with family exposure having the second 
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greatest difference, and parent exposure having the smallest mean difference of 
the three forms of exposure. 

These results deviate from those of Davidsson (1995) where it was found that a 
father figure exposure had a stronger influence on intentions than other forms of 
exposure. Thus, Hypothesis 3a (H3a) was supported. Our results show no significant 
difference in SEI scores based on exposure to parents, family members, and friends 
who owned or had started a business. Therefore, Hypothesis 3b (H3b) was not 
supported.  

Hypothesis 4a (H4a) was supported since all three external factors predicted 
BEI. Specifically, experience owning or starting a business, taking a class in en-
trepreneurship, and exposure to family other than parents who own a business 
were significant predictors of BEI. However, the regression for SEI showed that 
prior experience among other external factors was found to be the only significant 
predictor. This means that H4b was partially supported. Hypothesis 5 (H5), which 
states that there is a significant difference in BEI and SEI based on gender was 
partially supported. 

Indeed, we found that men reported higher business entrepreneurial intentions 
than females consistent with other studies (Mayhew et al, 2012; Quan, 2012; Rae 
and Carswell, 2000; Wilson et al, 2007). However, no significant difference in SEI 
scores was found based on scores. This suggests that men and women have the 
same propensity to start a social venture. While men are more likely to start a 
business venture compared the women.

Limitations of Study.

This study has various limitations. The survey was conducted at only one university 
in the North West of the United States. Educational offerings in the form of both 
courses and seminars may be limited to those offered at the university. This could 
result in results specific to this university regarding the predictability of entrepre-
neurial education. In addition, the culture and geographical location, and social 
structure of this area could influence on education, opportunities for experience, 
as well as exposure to entrepreneurial role models. This is relevant especially 
considering that entrepreneurial intention among women is heavily influenced by 
cultural expectations and education (Wilson et al, 2007). 

Another limitation is that the experience represented in the responses could have 
been more of business venture and less of social ventures. It would be interesting 
to conduct a controlled-experiment that ensures equal number of people exposed 
to business ventures and social ventures. 

Conclusion

Though we offer an explanation, it would be beneficial to determine why an entre-
preneurial course may influence entrepreneurial intentions differently than an en-
trepreneurial seminar. Distinguishing the difference in formats and impacts could 
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lead to a great tailoring of material or format of education to best foster business 
entrepreneurial intentions and social entrepreneurial intentions.

Entrepreneurial exposure unsurprisingly led to increased entrepreneurial inten-
tions; however, the discrepancies with other studies regarding which type of 
exposure (parents, other family, or close friends) has the strongest relationship 
opens the door for additional research. Understanding why some types of exposure 
are more impactful could create insight into why entrepreneurial exposure has a 
positive relationship with business entrepreneurial intentions, and why there was 
not = a significant relationship between exposure to entrepreneurs and social en-
trepreneurial intentions.

While the results found in this study are enlightening, more questions were raised. 
Perhaps further research could be done to investigate the combinations of external 
and internal factors are the most effective and efficient in to encouraging entre-
preneurship. 
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Abstract

Africa Continental Free Trade Area is meant to enhance interdependence, con-
nectivity, and integration on a global level and leads to increased economic pros-
perities and opportunities in emerging economies. However, its benefits are not 
without faults. The shortcomings include human trafficking and drug trafficking. 
Based on desktop research, this paper examines the relationship between the 
opening of borders in Africa and human trafficking. Meanwhile, Africa is heading 
for a continental free trade area, the world’s most shameful crimes of trade in 
humans persist. The inhumane trade in human robs vulnerable and jobless Africans 
of their dignity while they strive to make ends meet. The opening of borders and 
the porousness of the frontiers complicates mechanism for combatting crimes re-
lated to human trafficking. As well, lack of political will compounds the problem of 
regulating the crimes. This paper offers recommendations to combat the problems 
of human trafficking while maintaining the Africa Continental Free Trade Area.

Keywords: Human Trafficking, Opening up of Borders, Africa Continental Free 
Trade Area

Background

Historically, Africa before becoming into contact with the western world was bor-
derless, people were freely moving from one area to another with few or no cases 
of human trafficking. Largely because the majority of the African countries lived 
under the concept of ‘Ubuntu’, a belief that ‘I am because you are’ and vice versa. 
This general belief created Africa to some extent a safe place to live and do the 
butter system freely. With the concept of globalization where the world must live 
without borders, Africa at large is moving towards a united continent in trade in 
many capacities through the Africa Continental Free Trade Area (AFCTA).

The world has been moving in a direction of borderless and to a point at which no 
one is restricted in carrying out any form of trade in any country. Nevertheless, 
this has come with a lot of inhuman trading systems which then affects the masses 
especially the vulnerable members of the community. The vulnerable members 
in many communities are prone to issues of trafficking and find themselves being 
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sold. Human trafficking involves not only the national movement of persons from 
one region to another but also the transnational movement of persons, and such 
movement of people has brought about one important related area of debate in 
the migration policies globally, making the issue of human trafficking a major inter-
national discussion and concern. Using the desktop research, the author describes 
the complex interrelationship between the opening up of borders and trafficking 
in persons, smuggling of migrants, and migration flows. Due to border control in 
most countries, it has shown an increase in the number of people entering states 
without legal documents. An unintended consequence of efforts directed principal-
ly at illegal migration can be the non-identification and victimization of trafficked 
persons (UN, 2008).

Focusing on Sub-Saharan Africa, the issues of human trafficking have been 
deep-rooted primarily in the deteriorating economic situations of many countries. 
Largely, the continuous increasing rural poverty forces poor families to offer their 
children to traffickers, under the pretext of providing them with the chance to 
secure good jobs and better lives (Dottridge, 2002). Furthermore, challenges of 
increasing unemployment, family breakups as a result of death or divorce, failed 
African households/societies/communities as they try to westernize and abandoned 
AIDS-orphaned children, make young people at risk of traffickers (ILO, 2003; Moore, 
1994).

Also, the underlying causes of human trafficking in Africa are complex and often 
interrelated. These could include but not limited to poverty, weak governance, 
armed conflict or lack of effective protection against discrimination and exploita-
tion are some examples (IOM, 2011). Generally, the causes highlight the “push fac-
tors” – on the so-called “supply-side” – and tend to neglect the demand dimension 
of the problem. However, “pull factors” on the demand side are of equal salience 
for effective counteractive measures against trafficking in women and children 
(UNICEF Innocenti Research Centre, 2005). 

Methodology

This write up was based entirely on secondary sources of information. These in-
cluded published materials such as books, articles and seminar papers, and unpub-
lished documents (reports). This paper aimed at reviewing human trafficking and 
its implications on the opening up of borders in Africa, with firstly, reviewing the 
literature on conceptual understanding of human trafficking, secondly, a review on 
Africa Continental Free Trade Area, Governance systems around Human trafficking, 
human trafficking on opening up of the borders, and finally, a review was done on 
implications of opening up of the borders on human trafficking.

A Review of the Human Trafficking and the Opening Up of Borders in Africa

Understanding Human Trafficking

Martin and Miller (2000) opine that human trafficking is modern-day slavery because 
trafficked victims are subjected to fraud, force, or coercion to sexually exploit 
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them or forced labour. In expressing their views on the definition of trafficking 
in persons, Martin and Miller argued that trafficking is smuggling plus coercion or 
exploitation, for example, when a woman agrees to be taken unlawfully across the 
border to be hostesses and end up being a prostitute, or migrant worker in slave or 
indentured conditions to repay smuggling fess.  This is the most common process 
of human trafficking in the current era of globalization. Less developed countries 
are facing this problem differently and impacts are destructive because even when 
the victims are brought back to their societies, the copying up strategies are not 
conducive to some extent.

Human trafficking is profoundly defined as the recruitment, transportation, har-
bouring, or receipt of persons either by use of abduction, force, fraud, deception 
or coercion, by the giving or receiving of unlawful payments or benefits to achieve 
the consent of a person having control over another person for exploitation. Human 
trafficking largely is not only associated with acts of a threat and other forms of 
coercion but also issues of fraud, and abduction (UNODC, 2006) the abuse of power 
or position as well as the exploitation of prostitutes (Martin and Miller, 2000). 
Furthermore, the US Department of Health and Human Services, in this regard 
defined human trafficking as the fastest-growing criminal industry in the world and 
indicated that the practice of human trafficking is amongst the illegal enterprises 
known in the world today as it is the second only to drug dealing (USSD, 2004). 
Scholars have, however, argued that the openness of the world into a global village 
without strict measures that can help ensure effective implementation of human 
trafficking regulations is a big cause of this act. The writer sees nothing wrong with 
globalization and the world moving being regarded as one but lack of political will 
in most countries.

Furthermore, the concept of human trafficking inflows in a country refers to the 
extent of abuse and exploitation that a country tolerates against the citizens who 
have illegal standing in the country. Human trafficking is also considered and defined 
as abysmal abuse and violence against the vulnerable members of societies, with 
whom the majority are foreign women (Dutch National Rapporteur 2010; German 
Federal Criminal Police Office 2008; UNODC, 2006). Human trafficking is defined as 
the extreme form of human exploitation for forced labour, slavery, prostitution, 
debt bondage, or want of human organs, the means used in trafficking are abduc-
tion, coercion, deception, and threats. Trafficking of people as a crime includes all 
phases of trafficking for example; recruitment, shipping, allocation, and harbouring 
of persons (United Nations Office on Drugs and Crime, 2006). For instance, showing 
how profitable this crime is, the UNODC in 2006 argued that trafficking in humans 
generates billions of dollars as people are sent to work in prostitution, pornograph-
ic industry, sweatshops, construction, housekeeping, agriculture, and restaurants 
around the world.  This research attention to decision-makers seeking to make 
global migration more humane to know about the dynamics and processes of human 
trafficking and how to combat it.

Scholars have further argued that human traffickers generally prey on members 
of society who may not only be poor but also isolated and weak. The following 
challenges are the most implicating issues especially that the members of the so-
ciety are victims of these issues; disempowerment, social exclusion, and economic 
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vulnerability and these are the results of policies and practices that marginalize 
entire groups of such people and make them particularly vulnerable to being traf-
ficked. Natural disasters, conflict, and political turmoil weaken already tenuous 
social protection measures. Women, youths, children and disadvantaged people are 
vulnerable to trafficking not only due to conditions in their countries or societies 
of origin, however, but also because of the pulling factors in the destination states 
and or societies. The fruits of globalization like the continental free trade area 
in Africa create the allure of opportunity, the relentless demand for inexpensive 
goods and services and the expectation of reliable income drive people into poten-
tially dangerous situations where they are at risk of being exploited (UN, 2008).

Human trafficking in persons is an issue that is both domestic and global. For in-
stance, human trafficking is the world’s fastest-growing criminal enterprise, val-
ued to be an estimated $32 billion-a-year global industry. Largely, literature has 
indicated that human trafficking is the second most profitable criminal enterprise 
to drug trafficking, a status it shares with illegal arms trafficking (DOJ, 2016). Traf-
ficking is known to be the primary source of labour supply for prostitution, domestic 
work, construction, sweatshop labour, and street begging. But coming out with an 
accurate number of people traffic is a daunting task, making the UN Office on drugs 
concluding that coming out with a statistical goal will forever remain a mirage 
(UNODC, 2006). It estimated that around 94% of the women trafficked to Europe for 
sexual exploitation, house workers, cleaners to mention but a few are from the Edo 
State of Nigeria while the remaining are from Delta, Kano, and the Borno States. 
It is also worth noting that the majority of the women trafficked from Nigeria are 
sent to different destinations in Europe including but not limited to (Italy, Spain, 
France); West Africa (Benin, Côte-d’Ivoire); Central Africa (Gabon, Cameroon), and 
the Middle East (Saudi Arabia) (UNODC, 2006).

International trafficking in persons refers in general terms to all criminal activities 
having to do with the apparently legal or illegal transfer of persons from one state 
to another. It involves two distinct dimensions, trafficking as defined above and 
the aiding and abetting of clandestine immigration (Luda, 2003). The international 
community has become conscious of the need to act multilaterally to combat traf-
ficking. Thus, in December 2000, the United Nations Convention on Transnational 
Organized Crime and its supplementary protocols were drawn up for signing at 
Palermo, Italy (Luda, 2003).

The United Nations (2007) rather took a broader view and argued that human traf-
ficking affects us all, whether one lives in countries of origin, transit, or destination. 
Preventing and combating it requires a comprehensive approach. The world must 
act together to stop a crime in our midst that deprives countless victims of their 
liberty, dignity, and human rights. Human trafficking is a crime against individuals 
and its consequences are most directly felt by those who are its victims. Generally, 
despite human trafficking being a global phenomenon with no international borders, 
the far-reaching and pervasive consequences are felt within individual countries 
and societies. More than 130 countries are affected by human trafficking. Some 
of the most notable social, political, and economic impacts of human trafficking 
are identified, as also important policy considerations in each of those areas (UN, 
2008). Nevertheless, the challenge persists despite the sound and robust policies 
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aimed at eliminating the act, and this leads us to a question of whether countries 
are rightfully implementing these policies or they simply lack political will. 

Africa Continental Free Trade Area

Generally, AfCTA aims at enhancing integration in Africa, a continent rich in 
natural resources. The Africa Development Bank (2019) argued that to generate 
growth and prosperity, African countries must fling open their markets beyond their 
national boundaries to stimulate and increase regional, continental, and global 
trade. The relationship between integration and growth encourages connectivity, 
trade, industrialization, and the free movement of people, among others, as key 
economic factors. For instance, cross-border infrastructure connectivity enables 
economic growth and is a catalyst for integration. Furthermore, effective and 
efficient infrastructural connectivity has the potential of not only boosting trade 
and investments, permitting the free movement of people, goods, and services 
but also reduces cross-border costs by increasing access to internet services such 
as mobile phone technology. African countries in this regard, especially small or 
landlocked countries, have much to gain from effective and efficient infrastructure 
connectivity as it boosts economic growth. This paper, rather argues that despite 
the benefits of integration in the continent, Africa still lacks effective measures 
in combating challenges that come with the opening up of borders. The actors of 
human trafficking equally have been benefiting from integration as they gain access 
to countries that were once closed up and exploit the vulnerable people who are 
in dire need of opportunities for survival. In as much as integration is good, it is 
leading to an increase in the cases of human trafficking. 

Furthermore, ADB (2019) argued that Africa is one of the fastest-growing consumer 
markets in the world. In the same line, Africa’s consumer expenditure has been 
growing at a compound annual rate of 3.9% since 2010. This market is expected 
to reach $2.1 trillion by 2025 and $2.5 trillion by 2030. This, however, is a clear 
indication of the many opportunities that are opening up in Africa especially for 
foreign direct investors. This comes with the aspects of the bourgeoisie and pro-
letariat, where the bourgeoisie find themselves funding activities of trafficking as 
they have the financial power. The proletariats as the earners in this context are 
mostly used as traffickers. The Africa Development Bank (ADB) is of the view that 
the implementation of the AfCFTA will help to create a single continental market 
for goods and services and an estimated potential market of 1.7 billion people. The 
vast majority of consumer spending on the African continent currently takes place 
in informal, roadside markets, even in those countries with well-developed retail 
and distribution markets. By 2030, the largest consumer markets will include Ni-
geria, Egypt, and South Africa while lucrative opportunities will prevail in Algeria, 
Angola, Ethiopia, Ghana, Kenya, Morocco, Sudan, Tunisia, and Tanzania, among 
other African countries. These countries currently have the highest numbers of 
human trafficking cases (Signe, 2018).

ADB (2016) argued and aged countries across the African continent to consider 
a free visa policy to enhance integration in Africa. Visa openness in the views of 
the ADB and the African Union Commission is about facilitating free movement of 
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people. It is about getting more people mobile, to carry out their business easily, 
spontaneously, quickly, with minimum cost. That applies whether you are a busi-
nessman or woman, a student or researcher, a cross-border trader or entrepreneur, 
reuniting with friends and family, or just travelling to visit the sights (ADB, 2016). 
On the other hand, the African Union does not have a body or effective policies 
to combat the human trafficking cases, and even regional economic blocks and 
countries themselves, might have policies but lacking the political will ineffective 
implementation. Some scholars have largely, argued that law enforcers like gov-
ernment officials are the trafficking actors and benefiting from the inhuman acts. It 
is, therefore, necessary that African countries and regional blocks in implementing 
the AU’s development visions should also protect the rights of the most vulnerable 
individuals who fall prey to human trafficking. This requires having a political will in 
eliminating human trafficking by not only creating opportunities for employment, 
business, trade but also coming up with effective and efficient protective rights. 

Governance Systems Around Human Trafficking

Human trafficking midst the opening up of borders globally has been recognized 
as one of the criminal acts that are so inhuman and involves a complex of actors. 
The complexity of actors, challenges of finances in some regions, and lack of po-
litical will are the major stumbling blocks to the successful elimination of human 
trafficking globally. The international community, in its effort to eradicate human 
trafficking, UN came out with the Palermo Protocol where about 117 countries sup-
ported the protocol (United Nations Office on Drugs and Crime (UNODC), 2009). The 
Palermo Protocol became the game-changer in the incidences of trafficking across 
the globe as it indicated that perpetrators of trafficking in persons be punished, and 
also called for states to offer the highest protection to victims (Hepburn and Simon, 
2012). Rather, the challenge is not about the lack of directive policies to this effect 
but on the implementation of these policies by all the involved key stakeholders 
especially the government who are the sole protector of the victims. The United 
States also followed the UN example, and in 2001, it came out with a law that 
established an office that was solely dedicated to fighting human trafficking.

Most importantly, in this era every country in the world today is contending with 
the issue of human trafficking due to the world shrinking or condensing and evolving 
towards a global villager/community where the problems of one country direct-
ly or indirectly affect the other. The condensing of the world highly attributed 
to globalization has made human trafficking become a lucrative business and a 
fast-growing criminal activity as persons can now be trafficked from one country to 
other or worse off from one region to another. Literature has argued that countries 
like Ethiopia and Nigeria in Africa have to some extent been the primary suppliers 
of child labour across the continent. For example, Okojie (2003), argued that over 
100 girls with ages ranging from 10 to 15 years are smuggled from Nigeria through 
Togo to Europe and other parts of the world every year. s many as 1888 to 2500 
minors are working as street prostitutes in Italy.

The principal responses by Governments to trafficking in persons since the adoption 
in November 2000 of the Protocol to Prevent, Suppress and Punish Trafficking in 
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Persons, Especially Women and Children have largely been focused on and ending 
on policies and less implementation. The main focus of states has been on detect-
ing and prosecuting traffickers, identifying, protecting, and assisting people who 
have already been trafficked and initiating action to prevent people from being 
trafficked in the first place. However, this paper argues that Africa still lacks a lot 
as far as eliminating human trafficking is concerned.

Human Trafficking on Opening of Borders

Africa Continental Free Trade Area is meant to create and expand trade opportuni-
ties in Africa mainly by opening up borders to allow the free movement of persons, 
goods, services, and products across the continent. This, however, does not only 
bring positives to the continents as perpetuated. In this regard, it is important to 
understand who benefits from this AFCTA? Literature indicates that opening up of 
borders will strongly support the productive sectors in the continent and it will also 
bring challenges to the most vulnerable individuals as they strongly stand a chance 
of being victims of trafficking in search of opportunities.

The literature on human trafficking shows several factors leading to this act 
amongst which are: corruption and socio-economic deprivation as the most im-
portant factors that contribute positively to increasing human trafficking. In this 
regard, economic globalization which argues for the world being a global village 
facilitates human traffickers to transfer the victim from one country to another 
(Jones et al., 2007). The traffickers bribe public officers who assist them in crossing 
borders and conducting illegal activities. The integration of countries has also the 
integrated networking of human traffickers and socio-economic problems of peo-
ple. As a result, the integration of countries globally has made poor countries more 
vulnerable to this evil act due to the enormous pulling factors like employment 
opportunities (Hoque, 2010).

Nevertheless, it is important to note that migration, whether regulated or illicit, 
voluntary, or involuntary, has become a global phenomenon and labour motivated 
migration from developing countries to developed countries is a growing trend. 
Whilst migration is often needed and desirable, both for those who seek workers 
and for those who seek work, opening up of borders without regulative frameworks 
has not only generated but also expand the business of human trafficking. Illicit 
and unsupervised migration nevertheless, shas become a serious global challenge, 
and this has exposed workers (job seekers) or opportunity seekers to more vulner-
able and allowing criminal groups to exploit such peoples’ vulnerabilities. Labour 
exploitation during the recruitment process and work placement are often made 
possible because businesses close their eyes to abuses that happen within their 
supply chains (ILO, 2018).

One of the avenues of combating human trafficking and forced labour is to compel 
companies to adhere to standards ensuring human rights in their activities. The 
supply chains of labour and products globally or continentally are essential to the 
production of products, but also may facilitate human trafficking and forced labour 
if transparency is lacking (ILO, 2018). 
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The process of globalization and economic reform in developing countries has 
created job losses through the disappearance of public sector employment, the de-
cline of traditional industries, and the loss of agricultural competitiveness (Patrick 
et al., 2003). Besides, natural disasters, political turmoil, religious persecution, 
and war have led to increased pressure (Taran & Chammartin, 2004). Thus, harsh 
living conditions within the countries of origin compound traditional migration 
factors such as changing demographics and technological advances that allow for 
easier communication and travel (Lori & Nessel, 2001). As long as great economic 
disparities continue to exist between developed and developing countries, people 
from the developing world will continue to be “pushed” into migration for various 
known factors. Largely, these disparities in the two worlds play a key role in pulling 
the vulnerable members of society in the developing world in search of opportu-
nities. The demand for cheap, low-skilled labour draws people to jobs within the 
agriculture, food processing, construction, semi-skilled or unskilled manufacturing 
jobs, and low-wage services like domestic work, home health care, and the sex 
sector (Taran & Chammartin, 2004).

The free trade area an aspect of globalization has been argued to be one of the av-
enues for human trafficking as it provides the free movements of the perpetrators 
and abuse of the vulnerable individuals in developing communities. Globalization 
has largely, brought about access to technology and abuse of technology by the 
traffickers. As a result of the underground nature of traffickers trade across the 
globe, they often manage to stay one step ahead of law enforcement due to tech-
nological advancement and most scholars have argued that this is a result of abuse 
of the ICTs (Strom, 2017). In this regard, the benefits of globalization as much as 
they have brought development across the globe, globalization has also facilitated 
human trafficking while accordingly serving to impede counter-trafficking efforts. 
State-centred approaches to combat trafficking are proving obsolete and futile 
since human trafficking knows no state boundaries.

The continuous worrying developments in human trafficking in Africa has fallen on 
the continents regional organization, the AU. Though the AU by practice has dedi-
cated more resources to economic prosperity and transnational issues like conflicts 
and terrorism than to issues of human security and human right, the organization 
has increasingly been involved in a discourse that includes human trafficking (Men-
sah et al., 2017).

The increase in human trafficking in Africa is blamed on several reasons amidst 
the adoption of the AFCTA by countries. The AFCTA is an avenue for expanding 
intra-trade amongst African countries, however, with the porous nature of African 
borders and the lack of proper security and identity systems, human traffickers 
are chancing on the existent lacuna, to pervade continuous actions of human traf-
ficking (Mensah et al., 2017). For example, Nigeria a hot spot of human trafficking 
activities is a place where traffickers are taking advantage of a lack of effective 
documentation, security, and identity systems. In most African countries, visas are 
acquired through illegal means or falsification of documents often in collaboration 
with immigration officials (Carling, 2006; Salihu and Ajio 2009) and other coun-
tries within Africa, visas are acquired by road via the Sahara Desert for onward 
smuggling by ships to European destinations. In other words, these scholars place 
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the blame on high corruption levels. One most worrying reasons for corruption are 
the fact that it is being perpetrated by government officials like police officers. 
Some might argue that this is because most African countries rather deploy political 
carders into the police force, a group of hungry, dull, unreasoning people into the 
most sensitive wing of the government meant to protect the rights of the civilians.

The opening up of borders in Africa if not well protected and governed will lead 
to high trafficking cases not only within the continent but globally. For example, 
lapses in border security and ineffective identification systems in Ghana and Nigeria 
have availed traffickers, many hidden recruitment points for trafficking activities. 
In rural areas where there are poverty and lack of education, children are often 
recruited from rural zones to urban areas. Adesina (2014) reports that most inci-
dences of trafficking within a country are done from rural to urban. For instance, 
from Akwa Ibom and Osun to Lagos and Abeokuta. The central zones remain Kaduna 
Kano and Abuja. Also included are Edo from the Niger Delta region and Lagos in the 
South West of Nigeria.

Generally, for African countries to prevent and eliminate this inhuman business 
they must fully understand the involved actors and formulate policies that strictly 
address such avenues. This implies having a competent human resource that can 
help to deal with such cases. The most important thing that must be noted is 
the fact that the world is a global village which has brought about sophisticated 
technologies which the traffickers are using. Adesina (2014), argued that actors 
in the African trafficking industry are a group of people who in certain cases, are 
supported by prominent national figures within a government or outside of it. This 
to some extent makes the act difficult to deal with or even eradicate because the 
law enforcers are in some instances the perpetrators. Actors and players include; 
recruiters, those who sell, and individuals responsible for the transportation and 
receiving of individuals. Also included are immigration workers who aid this group 
of people making up the trafficking industry with paperwork, as well as pimps and 
brothel owners. Equally elemental in this trading mechanism are health practition-
ers who provide some protections and specialized services to victims (Makinde et 
al., (2015).

Implications of opening up of the borders on human trafficking

The social implications of human trafficking, in particular, goes beyond just mental 
disorders to include; the physical abuse and torture of victims to the psychological 
and emotional trauma. Furthermore, the implications of trafficking in persons have 
the economic and political challenges of unabated crime, the impact on individuals 
and society is destructive and unacceptable (Bales, 1999). Nevertheless, this section 
focuses on reviewing the impacts of opening up of borders on human trafficking and 
vice versa. Unlike most other violent crime, trafficking usually involves prolonged 
and repeated trauma. Human trafficking has an impact on the individuals it vic-
timizes in all areas of their lives. Every stage of the trafficking process can involve 
physical, sexual and psychological abuse and violence, deprivation and torture, the 
forced use of substances, manipulation, economic exploitation and abusive working 
and living conditions (Zimmerman, 2006). 
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The implications of trafficking in persons go beyond social aspects to include eco-
nomic, and in this regards the crime of trafficking in persons economically incorpo-
rates many elements including but not limited to these; the value of all resources 
devoted to its prevention, the treatment and support of victims, but also the 
apprehension and prosecution of offenders. On the contrary, the above-associated 
costs can be offset in part by the recovery of criminal proceeds and assets of the 
traffickers. Trafficking in persons also results in the loss of human resources and 
reductions in tax revenue. Furthermore, human trafficking redirects the financial 
benefits of migration to traffickers and their associates not only from migrants, 
their families, community and government but also from other potential legitimate 
employers. Largely, such costs in individual countries greatly affect the productive 
capacities of these countries and in the long run, it negatively implicates the trad-
ing muscles. Generally, when the levels of human trafficking are increasing as they 
are in Africa, the public lives than in fear and it is this fear that hinders successful 
import-export systems (UN, 2008).

According to CQ Global Research, 21 million people are suffering because of this 
inhuman trade (Maybee et al., 2016). In the fiscal year 2016, Homeland Security 
Investigations (HSI) initiated 1,029 investigations into human trafficking cases and 
recorded 1,952 arrests, 1,176 indictments, and 631 convictions. 435 victims were 
identified and assisted (ICE, 2017). While, barely a few years cases increased, in the 
fiscal year 2019, HSI initiated 1,024 investigations with a nexus to human trafficking 
and recorded 2,197 arrests, 1,113 indictments, and 691 convictions; 428 victims 
were identified and assisted. HSI continues to make human trafficking cases a top 
investigative priority by connecting victims to resources to help restore their lives 
and bringing traffickers to justice (ICE, 2019). Despite how alarming the rate and 
dangerous trafficking in persons might be, the information on the scale of traffick-
ing, how traffickers operate and the most effective means to stop it remains very 
minimal. Globalization has further led to the realization of the need for the AFC-
TA which will allow the flee movement of persons, goods, services, and products 
across Africa. But one question that remains is to what extent the AfCTA is going 
to be an avenue of human trafficking and consequently affect trade in Africa. This 
paper, therefore, hypothesizes that there is a definite relationship between the 
AFCTA and human trafficking and that AFCTA to some extent shall be the catalyst 
for the increase in human trafficking making it the fastest growing criminal industry 
after the drug trade. 

Conclusion

Africa like many other parts of the world is not left behind in terms of regional 
integration, to live as one across the continent and support the movement of goods, 
services, products, and persons from one country to the other without any chal-
lenges. The opening up of borders in the world has not come without challenges, 
it has led to the generation of human trafficking. Nevertheless, the worldwide 
epidemic of trafficking in persons continues to be a global problem each year, 
despite the creation and ratification in 2000 of the United Nations Protocol to Pre-
vent, Suppress and Punish Trafficking in Persons, Especially Women and Children, 
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Supplementing the United Nations Convention Against Transnational Organized 
Crime (Protocol  or U.N. Protocol). However, human trafficking problems go beyond 
legislation in Africa to mostly issues of implementation which has to do with lacking 
the political will. Africa has robust and sound policies yet the implementation is 
bad. Africa has acknowledged the persistence of the problem of human trafficking 
in their societies but they have not extensively formulated institutions directly 
dealing with the problem. In most cases, what is seen is the adoption of foreign 
policies that are not in collaboration with their norms and values. Africa like many 
others, parts of the world have their own unique cultures that can strongly be used 
in the formulation and implementation of foreign ideas as they comply with their 
ethics rather than pasting policies. 

Recommendations

Human trafficking is a global criminal and inhuman act that is terrorizing vulnerable 
households. However, countries and societies must remember that there is no one 
size fits all in dealing with human trafficking. Societies must firstly take into consid-
eration the cultural norms and values that guide the societal behaviours and build 
their security around that as it could be one that people might be familiar with. For 
example, in Africa most countries have rural security men and women called the 
vigilantes who do not have any pieces of training at all but are fully aware of what 
their communities are going through. These are the people who in most cases walk 
around their communities voluntarily and ensuring the communities are at peace at 
all costs.  This paper, therefore, recommends that following the norms and values 
that guide communities these people can be used in watching over human traffick-
ing cases rather than entirely depending on the police officers who in most cases 
work for the benefits. When a police officer doesn’t receive the expected benefits 
they then engage themselves into corrupt habits as actors of human trafficking. 
Another advantage of using traditional community vigilantes compared to modern 
security lies in the fact that they are known and part of the community and to some 
extent this can help eliminate human trafficking. These traditional community se-
curity vigilantes can still be used in sensitizing the communities on trafficking.

Secondly, societies must be able to ensure a minimal level of knowledge security 
for individuals, families, and communities to resist human trafficking without fear 
and anxiety about the consequences of their choices, be they socio-economic, cul-
tural, or political. It is, therefore, recommended that governments make informed 
decisions and carry out community sensitization of all the members of their socie-
ties. This could be done through village headmen and women, schools, churches, 
and or any other public gatherings. This will enhance the capacities of individuals 
in being watchful of the traffickers in all capacity.

Largely, less developed countries without good technological development could 
rather use these recommended traditional means in dealing with human traffick-
ing together with the modern means at their disposal.  Developing countries have 
not reached the point when all the members of the communities are literate, in 
other words, levels of ignorance are still quite high, and nevertheless, this doesn’t 
mean they are not affected by the trafficking. The world is global and has come 
to one where one problem in one part of the world affects other parts. However, 
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countries still have some level of security uniqueness that can freely be accepted 
by community members and easy to be implemented. Developing countries will 
not achieve their desired security levels if they continue copying and pasting the 
policies of the developed countries. It is high time that less developed countries use 
the community-based approach in dealing with human trafficking.
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Abstract     

Feminism and gender discourse have over the years made significant inroads 
towards challenging structural obstacles to the emancipation of women within 
societies. Furthermore, universities have been conceived to play decisive role in 
the enhancement of feminist scholarship and opportunities open to women.  But in-
sufficient attentions have been made to interrogate the extent  that universities in 
most African countries particularly Nigeria have fostered fundamental progressive 
changes in the lives of women with higher degrees .The study therefore examined 
how universities have impacted on women with higher educational degrees in Nige-
ria and its attendant influence on opportunities for their career advancement . Data 
were obtained through questionnaire and semi structured interview administered 
to 180 purposively sampled female staff in six universities in Southwest Nigeria.  
In addition, six case studies were conducted on three categories of women who 
have acquired higher degrees in the banking sector, in the universities and in the 
political sphere. Results showed that universities have played positive significant 
roles in the emancipation of women by opening varied opportunities for women to 
be gainfully employed. The acquisition of higher degrees has positively enhanced 
career advancement for women in the banking industry as well as the political 
sphere. However, structural obstacles and inherent problems of discrimination, po-
litical intrigues, and cultural prejudices still negatively affect women opportunities 
to top political leadership position unlike the banking sector that thrives on the 
acquisition of higher degrees, performance and hard work.

Key words: Universities, Higher Degrees, Banking and Polity, Gender, Women 
Career Advancement, 

Introduction

In the last two decades, the numbers of universities in Africa have grown providing 
increased opportunities for both male and female to acquire higher degrees in var-
ied fields of human endeavors. With increased access to the acquisition of higher 
degrees, more and more women continue to join the labor force. In spite of their 
increasing number in formal employment as a result of the acquisition of higher 
degrees, women are still confronted with structural challenges and obstacles in 
their aspiration to top leadership positions in many organizations as well as the 
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political sphere. Hence, women in Nigeria as well as other parts of the world still 
face considerable challenges as they seek to enter into the senior and executive 
management level in their chosen fields of endeavor when compared to their male 
counterparts (International Labor Management Review, Britain 2011 & Brychan et 
al, 2013). It is assumed that knowledge acquired through higher degrees from the 
universities will impact positively on the women in such a way that they should be 
able to surmount any obstacles or old notion on the role of women that can stand 
in the way of their progress.

In many societies, as is the case in Nigeria, top management activities have been 
seen as the prerogative of men (Brychan et al, 2013,Aina, 2012,&Hannagan, 2005). 
In these economies – more specifically patriarchal societies, such as Nigeria, there 
are structures regulating the roles of women. A numbers of these structures have 
aided the collective programming of the societal mind, making the under-rep-
resentation of women in management positions and other key position of authority 
acceptable (Tai et al, 2005). Despite a general commitment to the principle of 
non-discrimination as enshrined in section 2 of the 1999 constitution of the Federal 
Republic of Nigeria, Nigeria still falls short of the desired result of giving males 
and females equal opportunities to advance socially, physically, educationally, 
politically and economically. Evidence abound that several negative aspects of 
gender-based division of labor, disparities between male and female access to 
power and resources, gender biases in rights and entitlements remain pervasive 
in Nigeria (Aina, 2012).  Feminism and gender discourse have over the years made 
significant inroads towards challenging the above highlighted structural obstacles 
to the emancipation of women within societies in order to alter old notion of the 
role of women in societies. It is assumed that feminist scholarship and discourse 
will foster in a desirable social transformation that will lead to positive steps for 
social, political and economic actions that will protect women against negative 
consequences of the old notion of women‘s place in the society.  It is also as-
sumed that universities of higher learning should work in a way that will trigger the 
desired fundamental transformation in people and institutions through knowledge 
dissemination and research frontiers that project women as vital to sustainable and 
inclusive development. This is because universities have since their establishment 
been conceived to play decisive role in the enhancement of feminist scholarship. 
The query is: has acquisition of university education enhanced female inclusive 
development? How have both the theoretical and empirical findings answered this 
question?

There is a general consensus in literature that feminism emanate from a variety of 
different post- structuralism position and has continued to grow from the nineteenth 
century in the west, championed by the reformists and later known and addressed 
as the first wave feminist, extending to the 1970‘s with the second wave feminist 
and more recently, the third wave feminist also springing up. Feminist thought, 
orientation and positions have therefore continued to grow although with various 
diverse schools incorporating a broad range of theoretical positions, they neverthe-
less generally assumed that females are universally disadvantaged or oppressed due 
to their sex. Hence, all feminists are of the opinion that the situation under which 
women are oppressed due to their sex must be challenged and reversed (Mccann et 
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al (2010), Kendell, (2007). Feminist theory has therefore continued to map out and 
tease out new ways of appreciating the roles, duties, and importance of women in 
societies as well as the challenges that they still face in spite of progress that has 
been made so far.  Furthermore, Mccann et al (2010) observed that the feminist 
movement of the nineteenth, twentieth and the twenty- first century were driven 
by a feeling of injustice at gender discrimination.

Beginning from the nineteenth century, there has been numerous manifestations 
of feminist activities in different forms. This was what gave birth to the different 
schools of thought and diverse strands within the fold of feminism.  Sebestyen 
(1978) charted over ten political tendencies within feminism, ranging from a liberal 
equal right position to a female supremacist strand. Palmer (1989) in the same 
vein listed the following strands within feminism:  Academic feminism, Cultural 
feminism, Lesbian feminism, Radical feminism, Liberal feminism, Psychoanalytic 
feminism, Political feminism, Socialist feminism and Black feminism. However, 
Case (1998) in his submission distinguishes between just two major theoretical 
divisions within feminism, namely, Radical feminism and Socialist feminism. It is 
therefore evident that the feminist scholarship has over the years made significant 
impact in its activities targeted at emancipating and improving the status and 
position of women all over the world. Unfortunately, in spite of their progress, 
women are still confronted with challenges even when they acquire higher degrees 
and are supposed to readily get access to top decision making portfolios.  Whereas 
education especially higher degree acquisition has been viewed as passport for 
women to enter the labor force and also help women to have a voice, the extent of 
success deserves further probe.

The importance of the acquisition of knowledge through higher degrees from univer-
sities and other institutions of learning cannot be over emphasized. This probably 
explains why education is the Goal 4 of the sustainable development, and more im-
portantly because of its role in empowering people, also probably explains why the 
achievement of gender equality and empowerment of all women and girls all over 
the world is the Goal 5 of the sustainable development.  Arigbabu, Oladipo, Adenu-
bi et al ( 2018) noted that when society becomes more accepting of women’s work, 
women with higher education are in a stronger position of getting better paid jobs.  
They disclosed further that in Mexico while 39% of women with primary education 
are employed, the proportion rises to 48% of those with secondary education. These 
Authors also noted that in India, young women with at least secondary education 
are 30 percentage points more likely to have a say over their choices of spouse 
than women with no education, highlighting further that women’s education also 
helps to avert child marriage which have so many negative health implications. 
In the same vein, Oduaran (2017) while highlighting the importance of education 
as a veritable tool for the promotion of women ‘s rights and placement quoted 
Ted Turner , Founder and Chairman, of the United Nations Foundation, as having 
remarked that: “ Education is a foundation for sustainable development. Not only 
that quality education, especially for girls, help to improve health and livelihood 
outcomes, it also contributes to active and informed global citizens.’’  Similarly 
Nobel laureate MalalaYousafzai in an interview to mark the 2018 International 
Women’s day celebration disclosed that to eradicate extremism and end poverty, 
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world leaders must prioritize education. She explained further that government 
need to invest in girls and their education. She stressed further that education has 
an important role in changing negative ideology on the role and place of women.  
From the foregoing, it is therefore expected that higher educational acquisition 
through higher degrees from universities ought to strengthen women capabilities 
potential towards changing the old and negative notion of the role of women in 
present time. What are the structural obstacles and challenges confronting women 
in the Nigerian private and public spheres from attaining this goal?

  Women integration into the formal sector is still constrained by several challenges 
which include limited access to credit, property, education, technology and tech-
nical skills. They are still more constrained by their primary responsibilities for 
home and family matters.  Ibru (2008) had earlier observed that although women 
entrepreneurs are playing an increasing role in diversifying production and servic-
es in Africa economies, they, however, operate in more difficult conditions than 
the men entrepreneurs. Women career and entrepreneurial development is also 
impeded by other specific constraints such as limited access to key resources, the 
legal and regulatory framework and the social cultural environment. Furthermore, 
the combined impact of globalization, changing pattern of trade and “evolving” 
technologies call for skills that women on the continent of Africa do not for a large 
part possess; as the majority of women lack more than men the requisite level of 
education and training (Ibru, 2008).

According to the United Nation Millennium Development Goals Report (2015) 
women’s access to paid employment is lower than men in most developing world 
including Nigeria. Women are less likely than men to hold paid employment and 
regular jobs and they more often work in the informal economy, which provides lit-
tle financial security. The few women in formal employment such as banks remain 
concentrated in the lower cadre of their career instead of the management level. 
Mabogunje (2017) observes much later that many African women are engaged in the 
informal sector. He noted that it cannot be denied that women within contemporary 
capitalist economic arrangements would appear to be greatly under-privileged and 
under-achieving. He observed further that ideological, structural and legal con-
straints prevents women from participating in modern production activities in the 
formal sector, while a number of practices also prevents women from effectively 
participating  in business ventures. Mabogunje further highlighted that the socially 
defined gender roles of women confines them to reproduction and the domestic 
domain. For him, structural mechanism include the cultural barriers that limit their 
access to resources especially land, capital and labor. In a similar vein, Byko (2008) 
had earlier disclosed that there have been several reported quantifiable roadblocks 
to success for women in banking as well as in academic, especially in science and 
engineering. The road-blocks include lower salaries, fewer promotions and fewer 
leadership appointments. It was also reported that unmarried women endured many 
forms of discriminations. Women have also been seen to suffer disproportionately 
from low income, inadequate compensation and maternity leave, low job satis-
faction and malnutrition. Onyeonoru (2008) notes that the roles and opportunities 
ascribed to males and females in societies determine their choices for progress in 
modern society, stressing further that while women are burdened with domestic 
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and reproductive activities, which do not count economically, men engage in mar-
ket-oriented activities that relate with society’s definition of advancement. Hence, 
while men are advancing steadily, the same cannot be said to be the case for their 
female counterparts that are burdened by domestic labor that are unaccounted for 
both nationally and at international macroeconomic framework.

  Three theoretical principles are relevant and supportive to this study. They are 
the Human capital theory, the Patriarchy theory and the Glass ceiling theory. Hu-
man capital theory can be associated with the resource based view of the firm as 
developed by Barney (1991). This proposes that sustainable competitive advantage 
is attained when the firms has a human resource pool that cannot be imitated or 
substituted by its rivals. Boxal (1996) refers to this situation as one that confers 
`human capital advantage`. But he also notes that a distinction should be made 
between `human capital advantage` and human process advantage`.  The added 
value that people can contribute to their potential is emphasised by human capital 
theory. It regards people as assets and stressed that investment in people through 
education and training will generate worthwhile returns. The theory therefore un-
derpins the philosophy of human resource management which, as developed in the 
1980`s stated that employees should be treated as assets rather than costs.

Generally people’s effectiveness depends upon making good use of their knowl-
edge and skills, which needs to be developed, captured and exchanged (knowledge 
management) in order to bring about the best potentials in them. From a financial 
reward point of view, the implication of human capital theory is that investment 
people make on themselves goes a long way to improve their potentials. Human 
capital theory encourages the use of skill or competence based pay as a method 
of reward. It also underpins the concept of individual market worth. This indicates 
that individuals have their own value in the marketplace which they acquire and 
increased through investments in themselves either in vocational training or formal 
educational development and experience. The market worth of individuals may be 
considerably higher than the market rate of their jobs, and if they are not rewarded 
accordingly, they may market their talents elsewhere.  The above theory explains 
the importance of human capital development as it provides a framework for self – 
development through the acquisition of higher degrees, training programmes which 
can foster in increased opportunities for career development for women staff in the 
universities, the banking industry, political leadership position or wherever they 
find themselves working. With further higher degree acquisition, more enduring 
and sustainable access to top position is assured which can lead to wealth creation 
as well as important leadership placements for women.

Patriarchy theory is a system of society in which men hold the power and women 
are largely excluded from the exercise of power or leadership process. It is hence 
a practice in which men dominate, oppress and exploit women. This is why the 
concept of patriarchy is central to any analysis of gender inequality. Understand-
ing inequalities require a deeper understanding of the origin of patriarchy within 
societies and the social relations that sustains it. Kendell (2007) sees patriarchy 
and capitalism as distinct systems which interact in different ways, sometimes 
harmoniously and sometimes in tension. She however argues that capitalism has 
benefited immensely from patriarchy through the sexual division of labor. She fo-
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cuses more on the depth and the interconnectivity of gender inequality and sees 
patriarchy as comprising structures which are interdependent but interact with one 
another nonetheless. 

In the light of the patriarchy theory, understanding the origin of inequalities aids 
a deeper understanding of the challenges women face in workplaces in patriarchal 
societies like Nigeria. Patriarchy affects the entry of women into some sector in 
the Nigerian labor force. This is because patriarchy sustains and perpetuates sexual 
division of labor which does not favor women belonging to or being part of some key 
sector or industry. The control and ownership of resources, finance and properties 
remain that of men in any patriarchal society hence, women fitting in and getting 
to top management positions in some sectors in Nigeria with its strong patriarchal 
ties will be an exception rather than the rule except when policies such as the 
National Gender Policy are implemented. Roy (2014) stressed the need to address 
the problem of patriarchy or else the doors of opportunities will continue to close 
for many brilliant women.

Glass ceiling theory is a new concept in feminism which seeks equal right for wom-
en in the workplace. It is an idea in liberal feminism which highlights the nature of 
transition in the feminist theory, targeted at meeting the challenges of a society in 
transition. It refers to situations where the advancement of a qualified person (usu-
ally a woman) within an organization is stopped at a lower level because of some 
form of discrimination. It is normally an unwritten and un-official policy which lies 
beneath the surface.  Glass ceiling is an invisible barrier that has continued to exist 
as obstacle preventing minorities and women from acquiring top positions. The 
glass ceiling/glass wall theory provides a probable reason for why fewer women are 
in the top hierarchy of so many key sectors in Nigeria. As more women enter the 
labor force/market, it becomes increasingly necessary for a variant of the liberal 
feminist theory which will focus on the challenges facing women at the workplace 
to be included in the feminist scholarship. This is because the impenetrable wall 
and barriers between women and the executive suite at work became reaffirmed 
after a fact finding report issued by the glass ceiling commission in 1995 in US (John, 
2013).  At that time, the commission noted that only three to five percent of senior 
management position in fortune 500 companies held by women. The commission 
also found that where women held senior position, their compensation was lower 
than that of their male counterparts. Furthermore, the commission also found that 
for women who are in senior positions, the type of position they held were in areas 
such as human resources or research which are not part of the usual pipeline or 
career pathway to executive positions. 

In their explanation of the challenges confronting women at the work place, glass 
ceiling/ glass wall theorists stress that recruitment and outreach barriers are sig-
nificant for women and minorities in reaching senior management levels. Hence, 
business organizations that are not actively recruiting and adding more women into 
their rank will have a smaller pool of women from which to draw for promotion into 
upper management positions. They also note that a whole lot of other pipelines 
barriers impede the progression of women to the top at work. Among such factors 
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is lack of mentoring, initial placement in dead-end jobs, different standard for per-
formance evaluation for women and men as well as little or no access to informal 
networks of communication. They therefore advocated for the breaking of these 
walls that serve as challenges to women advancement at work or other sphere of 
women endeavor.  John (2013) stresses that breaking the glass ceiling is complex 
and requires actions on several fronts such as the federal and state government, 
employers, academic institutions such as universities, and women themselves. This 
is because women themselves are essential to breaking down barriers that hold 
them back.

Research Problem and Justification

Women are still burden by structural challenges and obstacles. Despite progres-
sive and aggressive organizational policies aimed at integrating women into senior 
management structures, little progress has been made. Although women are visibly 
represented at the lower level of most organizations, the political sector etc. but as 
one moves to upper management and other top leadership positions, they become 
increasingly invisible. The picture remains the same in virtually almost all sectors 
of the Nigerian societies as well as other African countries where women still face 
considerable challenge as they seek the top and management level of their career, 
within the home setting and the political sphere compared to their male coun-
terparts in spite of their education.  To what extent have Universities in Nigerian 
been able to positively impact on women who had acquired higher education and 
how has these affected opportunities for women career advancement? The above 
questions remain the thrust of this study because women still hold a relatively small 
percentage of influential positions in most sectors of the Nigerian society (Ibru, 
2008; Lewis-Enright, Crafford & Crous, 2009). Brychan et al, (2013) also disclosed 
that the glass ceiling is invisible and it has obstructed many women from ascending 
the corporate hierarchy in banks and other sectors. These anomalies have contin-
ued to impact negatively on the full utilization of women potentials as well as their 
rights despite all attempts at policies designed to advance the course of women 
especially in the workplace (Ajede,2017, Aina, 2012 and Folorunsho, 2011). 

The justification for this study lies on the fact that the structural challenges, 
obstacles and other unseen barriers which have continued to undermine the full 
utilization of women potential within the African societies have to be fully under-
stood, situated and fixed. These problems have been seen to impinge negatively on 
women career advancement, women opportunities for wealth creation and poverty 
reduction.  Hence there is the need for the study on the contribution   of Nigerian 
Universities in the advancement of the career of women with higher degrees in 
their various callings as a veritable panacea to the problem. The scarcity of empir-
ical studies addressing the impact of universities role in ameliorating gender gaps 
within and among core institutions within Nigeria  particularly among women  who 
had acquired higher degrees  to determine differentials in core institutional activ-
ities or actions as it affects opportunities for women career advancement makes 
it necessary to examine how the knowledge consumed through the acquisition of 
higher degrees by women impact on their life chances particularly as it relates to 
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opportunities available for their placement in senior leadership position, access to 
wealth and eradication of poverty. This is because presently opportunities for wom-
en to get access to top leadership position and placements in position of authority 
in either in employment and other spheres still remain low in spite of some progress 
recorded. This is one of the reasons why they bear a disproportionate burden of 
the world’s poverty. 

Study Objectives 

The general objective of the study is to examine the role Nigerian Universities have 
played towards attaining progressive advancement in the career of women who 
have acquired higher degrees. Specifically, the study:

1. Determined how Universities in Nigeria have impacted on women through 
knowledge dissemination to press for improved access to top leadership posi-
tions and placements in various sectors

2. Discovered inherent structural obstacles and challenges to an inclusive place-
ment of women in key leadership positions 

3. Examined if there are gender barriers in entry, promotion, trainings; remuner-
ation and turn-over    rates between university female senior staff and their 
male counterparts 

Research Methods and Procedure

The study areas are Abeokuta and Ijebu-Ode in Ogun State; Ibadan and Oyo town 
in Oyo State, in Southwestern Nigeria. The choice of Ogun and Oyo States is based 
on the fact that the two states consisted of major towns that are part of Nigerian 
communities with early exposure to western capitalism including the establishment 
of higher institutions of learning such as the University of Ibadan (first university in 
Nigeria).  Abeokuta is the capital of Ogun State while Ibadan is the capital of Oyo 
State.

The study employed a survey design in order to capture the broad and specific 
objectives of the study. The quantitative and qualitative techniques as well as 
review of published and unpublished records as well as relevant journal articles 
were utilized to achieve the desired objectives of the study. The study sample, who 
responded to a questionnaire, consisted of 180 senior female staff of the six select-
ed universities stratified on the bases of Federal, State and Private Universities in 
Ogun and Oyo States.  Twelve women were purposely selected for the conduct of 
in-depth interviews at the universities. In addition, six case studies were conducted 
on three categories of women who had acquired higher degrees in the financial 
sector, the universities and in the political sphere.

Simple random sampling technique was used to select 30 female senior academic 
and non- academic staff (15 academic and 15 non –academic staff) of the six uni-
versities that were selected for the study. In-depth interviews were conducted on 
two female senate members from each of the six universities that were purposively 
selected for the study. In addition to the above, 18 case studies  were conducted 
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on three categories of women (six women bankers, six women lecturers and six 
women politicians) who have acquired higher degrees in the financial service sector 
(namely the Nigerian banking sector) and in the political sphere (women holding 
political position).

The demographic characteristics of the respondents show that 36.7%, 50%, 9.0% 
and 4.3% of the respondents were within the age bracket of 20 - 35 years, 36 - 50 
years, 51 - 65 years and above 65 years respectively, which indicate that majority 
fell between the age brackets of 30-49 years. Furthermore, report shows that ma-
jority of the respondents had higher degrees, specifically, 69.4% had higher degrees 
from/universities and 27.7% have PhD while 2.7% are professors. It can therefore 
be deduced that greater number of the respondents has higher degrees and should 
be in positions of authorities and be able to contribute positively to the growth and 
development of their sectors as well as their careers.

Analysis and Presentation of Data 

1. How the acquisition of higher degrees has impacted on women career advance-
ment, 

There was a general consensus that opportunities for career advancement as well 
as decision making portfolios have considerably improved for them as shown in 
table 1.

Table 1.0 Career Pathway of women in Top Management Positions in Banks

Cases Factors of Influence

Continued 
Investment 
in  Formal 
Education 

Zeal, 
Ambition, 
Confidence 
and Drive

Perfor-
mance. 
This can 
be in the 
form of 
attracting 
big 
customers,  
meeting 
targets 
etc.

Hard-work Element 
of 
Politics

Self- 
Devel-
opment 
through 
banking 
courses

Case  1-G T Bank

Case  2-Zenith Bank

Case  3-First Bank

Case  4-Main Street 
Bank

Case  5-Union Bank

Case  6- Wema Bank

A comparative look at the career pathway of the six women in table1 showed that 
continued investment in education is a major factor responsible for their progres-
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sion in the banks and same goes for performance which is also a major factor of 
influence for the progression of the women, followed by hard work. Zeal/ ambition, 
element of politics and self –development are also factors of influence but not 
as strong as the first three factors as can be observed above. This discovery has 
further confirmed that the acquisition of higher degrees have positively played a 
role in their career advancement.

To support the above, a top management staff in one of the banks who took part 
in the case studies had this to say “Higher degree acquisition is the number one 
prerequisite for career advancement here However, you have to also distinguished 
yourself as thorough breed banker through hard work, zeal, performance and 
commitment.” Similarly, another female top management staff in her own words 
explained that “We have a good appraisal system that is very objective. You have 
to earn it.  Career advancement is secured as a result of higher educational qual‐
ification, performance and hard work.”

It was observed that in all the six cases studied, performance, higher formal edu-
cational degree and hard work remained major pathways to career advancements 
in the banks.  Similarly, reports also from the quantitative studies across the six 
universities also confirms that higher educational degrees are the sole determi-
nant for career advancement in the universities followed by performance through 
required numbers of publications for academic staff and exemplary hard work for 
non-academic officials. It was also confirmed that appraisal systems in the univer-
sities are strictly objective with hardly any room for discriminations and backslide 
on the bases of sex, age or creed.  This explains why a large number of women are 
now in top leadership positions of banks, although the number of women in the 
universities is also slightly increasing but more women are in the administrative 
arm of the universities than the academic arm. 

2. Inherent structural obstacles and challenges to an inclusive placement of women 
in key leadership positions.

Results from the study revealed that there are unique and different sets of chal-
lenges confronting the three different categories of participants, namely, women 
bankers, women university staff and women politicians that took part in the study. 
The challenges intersect across their ages, the nature and demand of their work 
and of course their gender. However, a common challenge that is similar for all the 
three groups remain the domestic requirements and care giving role attached to 
women. This is profound especially for women bankers who are mostly required to 
close late. Details of the results are presented separately below according to each 
group of participants. 
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(i) Challenges to women aspiration to leadership positions in the banks are pre-
sented in fig. 1.

 

Fig. 1 Challenges to women aspiration to leadership positions in the banks

Figure 1 shows the challenges to women aspirations in the banks. The figure shows 
that for the entire banks, domestic/ family responsibilities remain the greatest 
challenge to women aspiration with 46.3%, followed by unseen barriers/glass ceil-
ing with 25.3%, then 8. 4% for gender discrimination as a challenge to women while 
all other factors that act as challenges to women aspiration were 14.5%. Specif-
ically in First Bank, majority of the aspiring women are facing the challenge of 
family responsibilities (44.4%), gender discrimination (30.6%), and unseen barriers 
(18.1%). In Union Bank, the challenges faced by aspiring women include family re-
sponsibilities (38%), unseen barriers (28%), and lack of opportunities for career ad-
vancement (18%). In Wema Bank, the aspiring women are faced with the challenge 
of unseen barriers (32.6%), and family responsibilities (25.6%). In Guarantee Trust 
Bank (GTB), the challenges faced by aspiring women include family responsibilities 
(39.4%), and unseen barriers (19.7%). Also, in Zenith Bank and Main street Bank, the 
major challenges faced by the aspiring women are family responsibilities (Zenith 
Bank 76.6% and Main street Bank 53.8%), and unseen barriers (Zenith Bank 21.3% 
and Main street Bank 12.8%). 

It was generally disclosed by female management staff interviewed that the home 
front and the work requirements are great challenges to women bankers. Others 
also expressed that some women felt threatened by the sheer number of men in 
the bank. It was also generally discussed that the issue of meeting targets set by 
the bank can also be a major challenge to women aspiration. A female management 
staff in Main street bank explained that:  “Yes, family responsibilities are a major 
challenge, but it can be overcome, especially with the cooperation of the husband 
for domestic requirements.” Similarly, another female management staff from GT 
Bank noted that:

Most of my colleagues at the top do not have good homes, because of the challenge 
and target meeting demands. Target meeting is attached to your level and rise, 
especially due to domestic demands at home; more so for married women. (MAN-
AGEMENT STAFF/GT BANK/FEMALE/IDI/2018)

(ii) Challenges to female politicians.
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With regard to the female politicians who participated in the study, structural ob-
stacles and challenges ranged from intrigues, to back biting, discriminations on the 
basis of gender, problem of finance, late night meetings, labeling as prostitutes, 
God fathers’ manipulations and spousal distrusts’ as shown in Table II).

Table II:  Obstacles and Challenges to Female Politicians aspiration to Top Positions in 
Government                                         

Highest  Educa-
tional Qualification

Domestic 
and Family 
responsibil-
ities

Intrigues, 
Manipulation 
Back biting, 
labeling as 
Prostitutes, 
Gossips 

Challenge 
of 
Mentoring 
and God 
Father’s

Gender 
Discrim-
ination, 
Women’s 
Role and 
Place 
Syndrome

In adequate 
Financial 
Capabilities 

Case 1 BSC, First Degree

Case 2 BSC , First Degree

Case 3 Master’s Degree

Case 4 BSC, First Degree

Case 5 Master s Degree

Case 6 Higher National 
Degree

As shown above, the challenge of a lack of mentors as well as problem of God-fa-
ther’s manipulation, back-biting, name calling/labeling as prostitute are more 
serious. Problems of  discrimination, stereo-typing of a woman’s place syndrome 
as well as lack adequate financial muscle to withstand the financial demands of 
political leadership aspirations ranged higher than domestic challenge for women 
politicians unlike their counterparts in the banking sector where domestic and fam-
ily responsibilities top the list of their challenges.    

(iii) Challenges to Women in the Universities.

Results from the study shows that for women in the Universities, especially those 
in the academia, where the percentage of women are quite low compared to those 
in administration, challenges ranged from spousal distrusts to unconscious biases of 
decision-makers in appointment to leadership position, academic patriarchy, ten-
ured track problem, paucity of mentors, hostile institutional atmosphere, domestic 
responsibilities, work pressure and work load as shown in Table III.
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Table III: Obstacles and Challenges to Female Aspiration to Top Positions in Universities

CASES Academic 
Patriarchy 
Unconscious  
biases 
Hostile 
Institutional 
Atmosphere

Domestic 
and Family 
responsibili-
ties Spousal 
Distrusts

Work Load 
and Work 
Related 
Pressure

Lack  of 
Mentors

Gender 
Discrim-
ination, 
Women’s 
Role and 
Place 
Syndrome

Tenured Track 
Problem

Federal
University 1

Federal 
University  2

State University 
1

State 
University  2 

Private 
University 1

Private 
University 2

(4) Are there gender barriers in entry, promotion, trainings; remuneration and turn-
over     rates between university female senior staff and their male counterparts?

This section presents the results of the analysis on the examination of whether 
there are any gender barriers in the entry qualifications/requirements, promotion, 
training; remuneration and turn-over rates of female university staff compared to 
their male counterparts in the universities. Results shows that overall, 68.1% of 
the respondents indicated that there is no differential in the entry qualification/
requirements of female university staff compared to their male counterparts in 
their institutions.  Only 7.8% respondents indicated that there are such differen-
tials. Results further shows that it was only with regard to turnover rate that more 
women are said to opt out of the academic unit of university compared to their 
male counterparts. This probably explains why there are fewer women at the top 
leadership level in the university. This view was supported by results from the 
in-depth interview. A senior female staff in one of the Federal Universities during 
an interview session disclosed in her own words that “No discrimination, entry 
qualification is same for all sexes.”Similarly, another female senior staff in one 
of the State universities also disclosed during another interview session that “No 
discrimination here, we have same requirements, same tenure track”.

To support the above views another female senior staff in a private university had 
this to say:

There are no discriminations here. Management demands for same qualification 
and same standard.  Staff goes through the same process of submission of their 
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APA Forms whenever they are due for promotion. Once you have the desired 
numbers of publications regardless of sex, you are promoted on merit (FEMALE 

UNIVERSITY STAFF/IDI/2019)

Conclusions and Recommendations

There are no doubts the establishments of universities as higher institutions of 
learning have played positive significant roles in fostering fundamental progressive 
changes in the lives of women with higher degrees particularly with regard to ad-
vancing women careers at work. Opportunities for women to be gainfully employed 
and contribute to the development of their societies and nations at large have 
been seen to improve with higher degree acquisition. In the same vein, feminist 
scholarship within universities targeted at addressing the problem of gender gaps 
and gender disparities in Nigerian society particularly at work have been seen to be 
yielding positive results. Issues emerging from the results from the study show that 
higher educational degrees play a very major determining and significant role for 
career progression. Without higher degrees, women cannot move to management 
positions in banks. However, to maintain career progression and sustainability, 
women bankers need to excel in performance.   The above was confirmed by almost 
all the female respondents that participated in the quantitative survey as well as 
during the IDIs. Unfortunately, a major obstacle and challenge to women bankers 
is the pressure of family responsibilities because of the very tasking nature of bank 
work, hence some female bankers at the top are not making their homes. It is 
therefore important, that banks address the nature of their operations to make 
it more flexible for women to be able to progress in their careers as well as make 
their homes. The importance of training and further training through renewed 
investment in education for career progression also emerged. Unfortunately only 
21% of people who want education are getting it in Nigeria. Tertiary education for 
women remains slightly over 32% while for men it is over 67%. It was also further es-
tablished that family responsibilities still remain the greatest challenge to women 
aspiration and career progression.  With regard to female politicians, the greatest 
challenges to their aspiration are not tied to domestic responsibilities as the results 
from the study have shown. 

Based on the findings of this study, the following actions are recommended.  Al-
though women bankers are highly educated and more and more female bankers and 
female university staffs are acquiring higher degrees in order to be able to progress 
steadily, more effort must be made by government to improve the education gaps 
between men and women in the Nigerian society in general so that more women 
can have opportunities for gainful employment and career advancement. 

Although the level of aspiration of women politicians has increased, this ought to 
have positively increased their numbers in top leadership political positions like 
the banking and the universities where educational degrees, performance and hard 
work are the main determinants for career advancement.  It is therefore recom-
mended that political leaders encourage and support women politicians who have 
the educational background and the zeal to perform instead of showing preference 
for men in such top positions. More women should be encouraged to have a voice in 
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decision making especially in government. Results also show that so many women 
with higher educational degrees are not interested in vying for top political leader-
ship positions because they see the terrain as dirty and non-welcoming to women.

Bank management should address the nature of activities of banks to suit female 
banker’s family commitment in order to reduce the challenge of family responsibil-
ities. For example, management should address the problem/culture of closing late 
particularly for women bankers. It is also recommended that management address-
es the challenge of discriminations and unseen barriers against women bankers that 
is still slightly pronounced for the older generation banks. 
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Abstract

Soybeans have been cultivated in Asian civilizations for thousands of years, and 
are one of the most important food crops today. Globally, largest producers of 
soybeans are the United States of America, Argentina, Brazil, and China, whereas 
in Sub-Saharan Africa-South Africa, Nigeria, Zambia, and Uganda are leading. The 
main aim of this paper was to review literature on the production of soybeans in 
Africa, climate change effects on  production and factors behind soybeans produc-
tion, using Southern African countries as case studies. Soybeans cultivation area, 
production in Sub-Saharan Africa has increased exponentially, from 20,000 ha and 
13,000t in the early 1970s to 1,500,000 ha and 2,300,000t in 2016. Factors behind 
this exponential as a legume are due to its multiplicity effects including: oil-seeds, 
vegetables,  fuel sources and cheap source of proteins. Soybeans provides full array 
of amino acids in their protein compositions to be considered “complete” proteins, 
on par with meat, milk products and eggs.

Keywords: Climate change, Food Security, Production, Soybeans, Sub‐Sahran Af‐
rica, Southern Africa

Introduction

There is a sharp increase in food prices occurring in global and national markets in 
recent and current years, resulting in increases in the number of hungry and mal-
nourished people, which eventually has sharpened the awareness of policy-makers 
and of the general public to the fragility of the global food system. The global 
increase in the demand for food has been aggravated by many factors including; 
climate change, poor adaptation strategies, lack of political will and the current 
global coronavirus pandemic which is complicating the global food systems. Also, 
FOA (2008) indicated that climate change has been and will continue to affect all 
four dimensions of food security: food availability, food accessibility, food utiliza-
tion and food systems stability and directly such impacts will lead to destructions in 
human health, livelihood assets, food production and distribution channels, as well 
as changing purchasing power and market flows.

As if that is not enough, in the first half of this century, global demand for food, 
feed and fibre is strongly expected to grow by 70% and amidst climate change 
this demand shall exacerbate food insecurities especially in the developing world 
(OECD-FAO, 2019). OECD-FOA (2019) argues that a growing global population will 
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continue to use increasing amounts of agricultural products as food, feed, and 
industrial purposes.

OECD-FAO further pointed out that much of the additional food demand over the 
coming decades will originate in regions with high population growth, in particular 
Sub-Saharan Africa, India, and the Middle East and North Africa. The OECD-FAO 
Agricultural Outlook 2019-2028 foresees that the demand for agricultural products 
will grow by 15% over the coming decade. How this demand is met will determine 
the sector’s impact on the natural resource base, notably land, water, and biodi-
versity. It is also scientifically, proven that the rising of food production also comes 
with higher greenhouse gas emissions, with nearly one-quarter of all emissions 
coming from agriculture, forestry and land-use change (OECD/FAO, 2019). With cli-
mate change impacts in agriculture, the world at large is looking for ways in which 
to feed the world’s population while preserving the environment. This, however, 
has seen many countries to grow crops that do not only enhance food security, 
livelihoods but also enhance the fertility of the soil for sustainable agricultural 
performance.

Methodology

This article is a review of literature on climate change, soybeans production and the 
driving factors. The paper used literatures from books, published and unpublished 
documents, reports and articles. The paper responded to the questions surrounding 
the global production of soybeans, how climate change has affected soybeans pro-
duction, its adoption levels by the farmers, and lastly, the paper evaluated factors 
that either play a push or pull factor in the production of soybeans. Conceptually, 
the article reviewed literature around climate change, soybeans production and 
the various factors driving the adoption or lack of adoption of soybeans by farmers.

Conceptual framework on the production of soybeans

The global soybeans area has increased rapidly in recent decades, with a global 
area doubling over the last 20 years (United Soybean Board Report, 2020). This 
expansion has been driven by several factors including, the growing population that 
has increased demand for vegetable oil, for food and biofuels, and soya bean meal 
as feed for meat production. Nevertheless, the expansion globally is expected to 
continue with increasing demand and the development of new varieties and farming 
techniques that develop new areas where the crop can be grown. This exponential 
increase in the production of soya beans globally has not left Africa behind. While 
agriculture is a key sector in Africa, analysis of the potential future development 
of the African agricultural sector is limited, by contrast to other forward-looking 
agricultural sector outlooks at the global level (OECD-FAO), for Europe [European 
Commission, including the JRC] or the USA [USDA, FAPRI] (Meyer et al., 2018).

Drawing from the experiences of the developed world before being developed, this 
paper also stresses the necessity of the agriculture sector in the early stages of de-
velopment, because the sector employs majority and  it enhances the achievement 
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of development objectives (Diao et al., 2010). With the current growing population 
that is increasing, pressure on food and vegetable production, agriculture is the 
clearest avenue for poverty reduction in developing countries. As argued by Diao 
and Hazell et al., (2010) cited in Siamabele (2019), growth in the agricultural sec-
tor is the clearest avenue through which sustainable economic growth and poverty 
reduction can be achieved in most developing countries. It is widely accepted 
that broad-based growth in agriculture incomes is essential to stimulate economic 
growth in primarily agrarian societies. It is within these lines that agriculture is 
argued to be a pro-poor sector.

Despite, the importance of the agriculture sector, climate change has negatively 
impacted it and directly affecting the productivity levels and livelihoods of the 
farmers. Concerning the environmental aspect implicated by climate change, most 
governments have adopted crops that can enhance the fertility of the soil such as 
soybeans production. Soybeans can be referred to as one of the miracle crops which 
provide oil and vegetable protein more than many other plants and are classified 
as legumes or another type of beans (Siamabele, 2019). They are classified under 
the oilseed category of edible oil which is produced in large quantities. This crop 
is versatile because it embraces diverse climatic conditions and different types of 
soil, something not done by many crops (Siamabele, 2019). It is worth noting that 
soybeans are one of the widely produced oilseed products not only in Africa but in 
the whole world.

Conceptually, climate change can refer to: (i) long-term changes in average weath-
er conditions (WMO usage); (ii) all changes in the climate system, including the 
drivers of change, the changes themselves and their effects (GCOS usage); or (iii) 
only human-induced changes in the climate system (UNFCCC usage) (WMO, 1992).

Nevertheless, the uncertainties of climate change that increase the risks of extreme 
weather conditions, traditional cropping patterns, and disease pressures present 
not only potential constraints but also opportunities for the successful expansion 
of some crops like soybeans production across Africa (Lopez, 2012; Siddique et 
al., 2012). This is because the potential agronomic and economic gains from the 
intensification of soybeans production by smallholder farmers, therefore, hinge on 
the resilience of new soybeans cultivars and their stabilities of yield in the face of 
biotic and abiotic challenges.

Despite the impacts of climate change, the holistic crop simulation models provide 
important tools for the assessment of system-level impacts of climate change on 
soybeans cultivation in Africa through the representative concetration pathways. 
The Representative Concentration Pathways (RCPs) are the four green house gas 
(GHG) concentration trajectories (Intergovernmental Panel on Climate Change, 
2013), which are plausible depending on how much GHG is emitted in the future. 
Such projections suggest only marginal yield losses (−2%) for RCP 8.5 with yield 
gains (11% and 13%) for RCP 2.6 and RCP 4.5, respectively (Bhattarai, Secchi, & 
Schoof, 2017).

For example, drawing from the above, climate simulations indicate that a 10% 
decrease in rainfall and a 3°C increase in temperature will result in a median 
yield reduction of 9% and 35%, respectively, for groundnut in Bulawayo, Zimbabwe 
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(Cooper et al., 2009). If climate change mitigation policies can secure a future CO2 
concentration pathway below RCP4.5, then any future potential climatic problems 
for soybeans production in Africa and countries with similar climates will be re-
solved. Therefore, finding a solution to the future CO2 concentration will directly 
translate into an increase in the production of soybeans which will directly enhance 
the livelihoods of the farmers due to its multiplicity effects. Moreover, if appro-
priate measures are taken, the potential negative effect of increased atmospheric 
CO2 on micronutrients  may also be avoided (Meyers et al., 2014).

Nevertheless, with the prevailing impacts of climate change on agriculture globally, 
it is with no argument that Africa is one of the few continents with great poten-
tial for soybeans production as it has substantial arable land for crop production; 
and with mechanization, the land area under cultivation could grow significantly. 
Globally, land that is suitable for soya beans production has shown a northward 
shift in recent years (Lant, Stoebner, Schoof, & Crabb, 2016). The projected yield 
and sowing area gains suggest a large expansion in global soybean production, even 
though such shifts in production areas will depend largely upon GHG emissions and 
the success of mitigation strategies (Tai et al., 2014; Tai & Martin, 2017). But there 
remains still unanswered questions with regards to Africa ranging from policy levels 
to the adoption rates by small scale farmers in rural areas with whom negative 
impacts of climate change directly push them into poverty, due to lack of fall back 
strategies like access and utilization of the irrigation systems.

Moreover, the current increase in demand for soybeans globally is no doubt that 
major changes in policy, agricultural practice, and diet indicates direct major 
changes in the land areas dedicated to soybeans production (Fodor et al., 2017). 
For example, in most African countries the demand for soybeans products has led 
to an increase in the productive capacity of soy through foreign direct investment. 
Africa in this regard, is redirecting agricultural policies to investments in the cli-
mate adaptive capacities as they strive to enhance the livelihoods of the majority 
of households that entirely depend on the agricultural sector. Currently, among oil 
crops, soybean covers a leading role at the global scale: today, soybeans account 
for about 35% of the total harvested area devoted to annual and perennial oil crops. 
The crop’s share in global oilseed output is estimated at over 50%. 

This study like many other studies regards soybeans as a high value and profitable 
crop with lots of potential especially for the vulnerable and poor households in rural 
areas. This paper argues and believes that the economic viability of soy production 
is determined by the commercial utilization of both its sub-products, meal, and 
oil, which, respectively, account for about two thirds and one-third of the crop’s 
economic value. Soy oil and meal are consumed worldwide as food and animal 
feedstuff respectively. Soy meal accounts for over 60 % of world meal production 
(vegetable and animal meal) and occupies a prominent position among protein 
feedstuffs used for the production of feed concentrates (FAO, 2004). Soybean oil 
is the second most important vegetable oil (after palm oil); it accounts for 25 % of 
global vegetable/animal oils and fats consumption (World Bank, 2019).

It is worth noting that the widespread use of soybean oil in particular as edible oil 
is due to its plentiful and dependable supplies, its competitive price, and its neu-
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tral flavor and stability in both unhydrogenated and partially hydrogenated form. 
Moreover, the rapid rise in the demand for compound feed - und thus soya meal 
- has contributed considerably to the rise in soy oil production (Geraldo Sant’Ana 
de Camargo Barros et al., 2007). Palm oil is a major competitor with soybean oil. 
Although the palm produces far more oil per unit area than soybean, the latter’s 
role is expected to be secure because soya meal is in huge demand and oil is a very 
lucrative by-product. It is also true to some extent that palm oil is generally grown 
in different ecologies than soybean, so there is a certain amount of geographical 
complementarity (FAO, 2004).

Following the increasing demand for soybeans globally, there is an increased desire 
for investment in the production of soybeans. However, in the major producing 
countries and particularly in Brazil, Argentina, Paraguay, and the USA soybean con-
tributes significantly to the total value added by the agricultural sector. In these 
countries, soybeans and their sub-products also occupy an important position in 
total export earnings. Among smaller producers, only India and Bolivia earn signif-
icant income from the exportation of soybean and derived products (FAO, 2017).

Equally, the demand for soybeans and its products has made most African countries 
to invest a lot in its production among small scale farmers in the quest to adapt 
to climate change and enhancing food security levels. In most African countries, 
agriculture is populated by the small scale farmers with little or no access to 
technology, hence, any adaptation mechanisms with such farmers has the poten-
tial of enhancing their productivity levels. Although effective adaptation actions 
have been taken and are now required to mitigate the harmful impacts of climate 
change across Europe and other continents, Africa is at the other end of the spec-
trum. Climate change has the potential to allow a significant increase in soya beans 
production in Africa, irrespective of which production scenario becomes a reality 
in the future (Fodor et al., 2017). This finding should come as no surprise because 
soybeans have already been called Africa’s Cinderella crop (Kolapo, 2011).

Moreover, a meta-analysis of projected changes in the production areas depicts a 
promising future for soybeans (Lant et al., 2016). Based on this knowledge, Foyers 
et al. (2018) undertook a systematic modeling analysis of future trends based on 
all the available data for soya beans and other major legume crops in Africa. The 
analysis of all-source data showed similar trends to those predicted by available 
FAO data. Drawing from Foyer et al. (2018) results, it can be argued that the future 
of soybean production in Africa is bright and has great potential for alleviating 
poverty among the less developed countries. 

A review on global landscape of soybeans production

Globally, soy demand has grown sharply in the Middle East, North Africa, Southeast 
Asia, and Latin America. People around the world are increasingly capable of af-
fording more animal protein and vegetable oil in their diets. The global population 
also is growing. This all has been good for soy demand (United SoyBean Board 
Report, 2020).
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Soy is fast growing due to its highly nutritious levels as it produces more protein 
per hectare than any other major crop. The crop is capable of being grown in 
many environmental conditions, therefore, it has the potential to play a key role 
in addressing the challenge of global food security. As the largest source of animal 
feed in the world, soy is a valuable commodity, which has forged powerful trade 
links across continents while making major contributions to the economies of the 
countries that grow, export and trade it (World Wide Fund, [WWF], 2014).

Most importantly, the global soybean area has expanded rapidly over the last dec-
ades, from 26.5 million hectares in 1966 to 61.1 million hectares in 1996, and 121.5 
million hectares in 2016 (FAO, 2017). Most of this expansion in area has come from 
the USA, Brazil, and Argentina in response to the growing demand for feed from 
the livestock industry. During this period China has rapidly expanded meat produc-
tion and increased its imports of soybeans meal. Vegetable oil consumption over 
that period has also increased, both for food for the growing population and as a 
feedstock for biofuels. In the USA soya beans, oil has been the major feedstock for 
the expansion of biodiesel production to meet the requirements of the Renewable 
Fuel Standard (RFS). Soya beans area has grown outside of the big three exporters 
as well. New varieties, improved genetics, and new land opening have enabled 
soybeans to be grown over a larger area. In the EU, a Protein Plan was expected 
to be published by the Commission by the end of 2018 and this expectation about 
the increase in the demands for proteins in EU member countries. Soybeans appear 
here as a critical commodity with about 5% of EU soybeans and soya beans meal 
needs produced domestically (Meyer et al., 2018).

Globally, soybeans are attractive as a crop from several economic, social and 
environmental considerations. Generally, soy complements the predominately 
carbohydrate-rich diets, and diversify household income for many poor farmers. 
From an environmental perspective, and it improves soil fertility when rotated 
with traditional crops such as maize which then enhances the productivity levels of 
the farmers generally. For example, when rotated with maize, soya beans improve 
maize yields by 10%-20% by fixing nitrogen in the soil (TechnoServe, 2011).

Elsewhere, Masuda and Goldsmith (2009), stated that the world soybeans pro-
duction increased by 4.6% annually from 1961 to 2007 and reached an average 
annual production of 217.6 million tons in 2005-07. They also predicted that the 
world production of soybeans is to increase by 2.2% annually to 371.3 million tons 
by 2030 using an exponential smoothing model with a damped trend. Masuda and 
Goldsmith’s prediction, however, shows a reduction in the production of soya beans 
compared to the world production of soybeans from 1961 to 2007 which had in-
creased by 4.6%. It has, therefore, been argued that climate change has negatively 
impacted the production of soya beans even though the crop is argued to improve 
the fertility of the soil. Nevertheless, in this exponential increase in the production 
of soybeans globally, most of this expansion in the area has come from the USA, 
Brazil, and Argentina (Goldsmith, 2008b). This trend is rather changing with Africa 
also increasing the area planted for soya beans production with Nigeria as first, 
South Africa second and Zambia being third continentally. This is because of an 
increase in the growing demand for the livestock industry, vegetable oils, proteins 
from soya beans and its multiplicity effect in enhancing farmers’ livelihoods.
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Climate Change and Soybeans production

More than 60 per cent of the world‘s food comes from rainfed farms that cover 80 
per cent of the lands The climate change is affecting almost all sectors and systems. 
However, agriculture sector is most vulnerable to it and the impact is likely to be a 
great threat to the food and livelihood security of the world, in general, and that of 
India, in particular as rainfed farming is mainstay of the large number of farmers. 
Climate change has been reported to have a significant and generally negative 
impact on agriculture and growth prospects in the lower latitudes (Vermeulen et 
al., 2012; Field et al., 2012; Stocker et al., 2013). 

The uncertainties of climate change, which increase the risks of extreme weather 
conditions, traditional cropping patterns and disease pressures not only present 
potential constraints but also opportunities for the successful expansion of soybean 
production across Africa (Lopez, 2012; Siddiqueet al., 2012). The potential agro-
nomic and economic gains from intensification of soybean production by smallhold-
er farmers, therefore, hinge on the resilience of new soybean cultivars and their 
stabilities of yield in the face of biotic and abiotic challenges.

Climate change implications on the production of soybeans in SSA can be under-
stood through the wholistic crop simulation models which provides tools for the 
assessment of a system level impacts on soybeans cultivation in Africa. The repre-
sentative concentration pathways (RCPs) are the four greenhouse gas (GHG) con-
centration trajectories (IPCC 2013), which are plausible depending on how much 
GHG is emitted in the future. Such projections suggest only marginal yield losses 
(-2%) for RCP8.5 with yield gains (11 and 13%) for RCP2.6 and RCP4.5, respectively 
(Bhattarai et al., 2017).

Africa is one of the few continents where substantial arable land is available for 
crop production; and with mechanisation, the land area under cultivation could 
grow significantly. Globally, land that is suitable for soybean production has shown 
a northward shift in recent years (Lant et al., 2016). The projected yield and 
sowing area gains suggest a large expansion in global soybean production, even 
though such shifts in production areas will depend largely upon GHG emissions and 
the success of mitigation strategies (Tai et al., 2014; Tai & Martin, 2017). Major 
changes in policy, agricultural practice and diet indicate that there will be major-
changes in the land areas dedicated to soybean production-(Fodoret al., 2017). 
While effective adaptation actions are required to mitigate the harmful impacts of 
climate change across Europe and other continents, Africa is at the other end of 
the spectrum. Climate change has the potential to allow a significant increase in 
soybean production in Africa, irrespective of which production scenario becomes 
reality in the future (Fodoret al., 2017).

Overall, the expected effects of climate change on agricultural production across 
Africa depend on the size of the ‘yield gap’ of the underlying production system 
(Andersonet al., 2016). Climate change is likely to have a larger negative effect on 
intensive farming systems where crops perform near their genetic potential. In such 
intensive cropping systems, the prevalence of abiotic and/or biotic stress condi-
tions is substantial and accents the positive effects of adopting new and improved 
cultivars with sustainable yield traits that are able to compensate for any yield-re-
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duction effects of climate change. Expanding the adoption and dissemination of 
high-yielding soybean cultivars that are adapted to the agro-climatic conditions 
across Africa, and that address existing crop yield constraints while meeting market 
demands, should be the focus of intensive research. Ongoing genetic improvements 
in plant physiology, sustainability of yields and biotic and abiotic stress tolerance 
are therefore essential to increase the resilience of soybeans to changing environ-
mental conditions (Bishop et al., 2015).

Farmers in most SSA countries depend on rainfed agriculture and the inadequate 
early season rainfall and day length requirements for flowering may limit expansion 
of existing soybean varieties in Africa. However, varieties with increased tolerance 
for early-season water deficits provide opportunities to increase yield sustainability 
in marginal regions by >10% (Maxwell, 1996). Genetic variation in flowering time, 
as for example exists in the germplasm resources of the USA, offers opportunities 
to extend the latitude range. Moreover, a vast amount of precise information on 
soybean responses to high CO2 in the absence or presence of other stresseshas been 
gained from Free Air Carbon Dioxide Enrichment (FACE) studies in the USA. Com-
pelling evidence shows that drought stress will constrain CO2 fertilisation effectsin 
forecast climate scenarios (Bishop et al., 2015).

Soybean production is primed to expand rapidly to meet the rising demand for 
protein to feed animals and supply the increased meat demand across Africa. Local 
production could meet this demand either alone or in harmony with the production 
of other legumes such as cowpea and peanut that also produce protein that could 
supply the demand for animalfeed. Much of Africacurrently lacks the capital and 
equipment to mechanize the planting, weed control and harvesting of soybean.

Soya beans production in Africa

On the other hand, Sub Saharan Africa has seen exponential growth in the produc-
tion of soybeans from the 1970s to 2000s ranging from 13,000 tons to 2,300 000 tons 
(Khojely et al., 2018; Woomer et al., 2012). This exponential in the production is 
driven by many factors and some of which includes, the increase in the population 
has generally increased the demand for vegetable oils and food security and this has 
been one of the primary factors in raising soybeans production in SSA as argued by 
Siamabele (2019), and OGAFAS statistically showed that the production of soybeans 
has increased by 177-fold, from 13,000t in the early 1970s to 2,300,000 tons in 2016 
(OGAFAS, 2017). Furthermore, small scale farmers have adopted the production 
of soybeans as it is supposedly the cheapest source of protein for majority poor 
households. In terms of the ranking in soy beans production as of the year 2016, 
South Africa is the largest followed by Nigeria, Zambia and Uganda in SSA (OGAFAS, 
2017). This, therefore, shows that soya beans production globally and Africa, in 
particular, has a huge potential and more so with its capacity for nitrogen fixation 
compared to other crops.

Generally, soybean production is expected to dominate in the future in Africa for 
various reasons including; its cash-crop value from oil extraction and as animal 
feed. Africa is seeing a growth in the poetry industry, an industry that has increased 
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the demand for soybeans production as it used as a feed. African has seen a shift in 
the willingness to grow legumes by many governments to increase protein provision 
and also enhance the livelihoods of the small scale farmers in rural areas. With 
intensive support from both governments and non-governmental agencies and re-
search organisations, the typical African farmer’s production efficiency can also be 
improved to address the current situation of lower than average yields and higher 
than average production costs. Nevertheless, the continent has experienced the 
problem of the current ‘yield gap’ which is attributed to the production inefficiency 
in farming as it is not insurmountable, particularly if basic and social scientists 
can come together to jointly better identify and eliminate current bottlenecks to 
the potential for production improvements, especially from an African smallholder 
farmer’s perspective (Foyer et al., 2018).

Currently, soya beans are one of the five most important crops worldwide. The 
global import and export values of soya beans have outstripped all of the other ma-
jor crops such as wheat, rice andmaize, even without the inclusion of soya beans oil 
or other processed forms (Foyer et al., 2018). Africa has the capacity of becoming 
a major player in global soya beans production as it has the land, the motivating 
and conducive climate. Land dedicated to soya beans cultivation in Africa in 2016 
exceeded 1.5 million hectares. Development of new rust-resistant varieties and 
high yielding lines that are adapted to production in African climates now face a 
sellers’ market, particularly for soya beans oil for cooking and high---protein meal 
cake, which is a much sought-=after ingredient in poultry and other animal feeds 
(Ncube, Roberts, & Zengeni, 2016).

As if that is not enough, Africa has a bright future for soybeans production and 
this to some extent is because the crop is poised to fill Africa’s widening gap in 
the demand for protein, oil, and animal feed legumes that have already uniquely 
elevated the profile of soybeans across Africa. However, Africa continues to rely 
on the investment of largely resource-poor smallholders for the majority of crop 
production. Such huge reliance on smallholder farmers constrains Africa’s capacity 
to reach its potential in the production as such producers are inherently limited 
in their overall ability to adopt the latest soya beans technologies and overcome 
barriers stemming from market access and investment needs (Ray, Mueller, West, 
& Foley, 2013; Wilson, 2015). However, it is important to note that soya beans 
have the lowest producer price in developing countries (Akibode & Maredia, 2012). 
For example, the producer price for soya beans in West Africa is significantly lower 
than the average global producer price for pulse crops (Akibode & Maredia, 2012).

Despite the potential of soya beans production in Africa which can spar the live-
lihoods of the people if harnessed well, exports are constrained by high transport 
costs and international subsidies. On the other hand, domestic soya beans produc-
tion if harnessed properly can offer significant value through regional trade and 
by reducing dependence on imports (Keyser, 2007). Africa at large in this modern 
world needs high exportations than imports and this can only be realized with 
high mechanized productivity which requires extensive investments in agriculture. 
South Africa and Nigeria currently dominate soya beans production in Africa, com-
prising 70% of the total in 2014 (Akibode & Maredia, 2012). Demand for soya beans 
cake for animal feed is increasing rapidly, as a consequence of the growth in the 
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middle-class population in South Africa (Bureau for Food and Agricultural Policy, 
2017). In South Africa alone, current production is only 30% of crushing capacity to 
about approximately 2 mMillion mMetric tTon (MMT) with total demand at 3.5 MMT. 
Recent rapid growth in Malawi and Zambia illustrates the geographic expansion and 
diversification of farming systems since the turn of the century (2003–2014; Akibode 
& Maredia, 2012).

Largely, the soya beans industry is expanding exponentially in Eastern and Southern 
Africa. These regions have one advantage in common that although population 
growth globally is slowing, populations in these regions are growing rapidly and 
will be a major driver of the economy in these countries. This means that domes-
tic demand for vegetable oil and soybean meal for feed is going to grow rapidly. 
This, therefore, implies that soybeans will be more attractive for the countries in 
these regions as they provide an alternative for producers and raise rural incomes. 
Sub-Saharan Africa (SSA) broadly, is one of the regions where the human population 
increases faster than food production yet the majority depends on agriculture and 
live in rural areas (Van Ittersum et al., 2016). Nevertheless, soybeans expansion 
in SSA has been more successful with the implementation of soybean-maize crop 
rotations, supervised by multi-national projects such as Support to Agricultural 
Research for Development of Strategic Crops in Africa (SARD-SC) has improved on-
farm productivityand sustainability. While opportunities still have to be realized in 
other African countries such as Tanzania (Wilson 2015), activities such as the Tan-
zania Soybean Development Strategy will lead to exponentialincreases insoybean 
production, from ca 6,000 tonnes in 2014 to 2 MMT by 2020 (FAOSTAT; Akibode & 
Maredia 2012).

African perspective (case studies from Southern Africa)

Sub Saharan Africa (SSA) is one of the regions where the human population increas-
es faster than food production (Van Ittersum, 2016). Food insecurity is a major 
concern in SSA. Protein deficiency exacts a greater toll from infants, children, and 
pregnant and lactating women in SSA than anywhere else in the world, partially be-
cause starchy foods are widely consumed and animal protein often is too expensive 
and out of reach for low-income families. Increases in protein production are need-
ed in SSA countries to address the challenges of food security by increasing income 
and improving human nutrition at the household level. To fill the gap between the 
demand and supply of food, especially protein, growing soybean as a tropical crop 
in SSA is an ideal solution (Kolapo, 2011; Masunda & Goldsmith, 2009; Hartman et 
al., 2011; Sinclair et al., 2014). In addition, soybean can fix nitrogen even with 
native Bradyrhizobium strains and fits well into current crop rotations (Mapfumo et 
al., 2005; Nezomba et al., 2010).

With a specific focus to the Southern Africa where South Africa is leading seconded 
by Zambia and followed by Malawi and Zimbabwe in the production of soya beans, 
there is a lot of potential for this crop with its multiplicity effect. Soya beans (Gly-
cine max) are a small but important and growing component of Southern Africa’s 
agricultural economy (de Beer & Prinsloo, 2013). The budding importance of soya 
beans in South Africa, for example, is demonstrated by the area that has been set 
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aside for or brought into the production of the crop in recent years. Additionally, 
rising yields supported by a favorable agricultural policy environment backing the 
commercialization and use of agricultural biotechnologies has facilitated a smooth 
transition of commercial farmers from the production of traditional grains to soya 
beans production and to be able to rotate soya beans with other grain crops to 
maximize profits.

The government of South Africa, for example, recognizes the importance of soya 
beans in the economy. In this regard the government’s Industrial Policy and Action 
Plan (IPAP) 2012/13 – 2014/15 distinguished soya beans as having the potential 
for creating opportunities for new investments and job creation (Dti, 2010). To 
that extent, the Department of Trade and Industry immediately initiated elaborate 
processes that would culminate in investments to lead into the development of new 
soya beans processing plants and improvements in existing processing facilities dur-
ing the 2012/13 to 2014/15 financial years (Dti, 2010). These policy directives have 
elevated soya beans as both a cash and food crop. In the process, multinational 
seed companies have been enticed to develop improved soya beans seed varieties 
that can perform in a wide spectrum of localities or that are locality specific, year 
after year (de Beer, 2012).

As if that is not enough, according to Opperman and Varia (2011), the demand for 
soybeans is well established in South Africa and throughout the Southern Africa 
Development Community (SADC). Demand is mainly for soybean oil which was at 
1.3 million tons in 2010 for South Africa. Other countries in the region such as 
Malawi, Mozambique, Zimbabwe, and Zambia follow South Africa had a demand of 
about 0.2 million tons of soybean oil each, in 2010. With regards to South Africa, 
Opperman and Varia (2011) however, attributed this to the dominance of the South 
African economy in the region as the main factor behind South Africa having a 
higher demand, than her neighbors. Interestingly, soybean oil is perceived as an 
inexpensive alternative to sunflower oil in South Africa (Opperman & Varia, 2011) 
and this makes it more preferred compared to other legumes in the country and 
region at large. Generally, South Africa has a higher demand for soy cake meal than 
any of the SADC countries, which stood at 0.3 million tons higher than other SADC 
countries, namely Zimbabwe, Malawi, and Zambia.

The variations in terms of production and demand for soybeans products in the 
region is mainly driven by several factors. Interestingly, the nature of the soybean 
industry is different in each of the countries in SADC, varying from the most com-
mercial sector in South Africa to mostly smallholder farmers in Malawi. 

It is worth noting that, within the region, there are many driving factors in the 
production of soybeans which brings the variations in the concentration of either 
commercial or small scale farmers, and one of them being the expanding livestock 
sector for the industry, through the demand for feed. This demand is growing 
throughout the region, reinforcing trade opportunities, market and employment 
opportunities in the region. Secondly, the rapidly growing populations in the region 
with its wider effects on the economy that could influence the sector. As if that 
is not enough, the exchange rates for the countries have shown a high degree 
of volatility in recent years and this will continue to impact the sector which is 
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closely linked to world markets and where intra-regional trade is going to play an 
important role. Learning from the three giant producers of soya beans in Southern 
Africa, South Africa, Zambia, and Malawi shows an increase in the production area 
and productivity itself due to increased demands for soybeans in the region.

Another opportunity for South Africa, in particular, lies in their significant demo-
graphic change with significant numbers of consumers shifting into higher income 
groups, as indicated by the Living Standard Measure (LSM) segmentation of the pop-
ulation. Consequently, the demand for livestock products increased substantially, 
concomitantly increasing the demand for protein meal as feed input to the growing 
livestock sectors. This growth, however, encourages significant investment in the 
soybeans value chain and rapid growth in soybeans production. Further benefits to 
producers, such as its nitrogen fixation properties when produced in rotation to 
maize and the opportunity to diversify income and reduce risk also expanded in the 
country. The excess demand for soybeans and the resultant higher prices further 
supported the trend of expanding area, which more than doubled from 311 thou-
sand hectares in 2009/10 to 687 thousand in 2014/15 before the 2016 drought and 
an expected 720 thousand hectares in 2017/18 (Meyer et al., 2018). The expansion 
of more than 11% per year since 2016 has predominantly occurred at the expense 
of white maize area, as the demand for white maize consumed as a food staple has 
remained fairly stagnant in recent years (Shurtleff & Aoyagi, 2020).

On the other hand, Zambia which is the second in soybean production in SADC and 
third in Africa has also experienced an exponential increase in its productivity. Soy-
beans production has expanded rapidly over the past decades in Zambia, responding 
to rising demand for vegetable oil and livestock feed. The production of soybeans 
in Zambia has been attractive to both small scale and large scale producers due 
to its multiplicity nature which includes; its capacity to improve soil fertility when 
produced in rotation with maize and provides an opportunity to diversify income 
streams to reduce risk. The influence of government entities in the market is typi-
cally significantly less than in the maize market. Soy production in Zambia remains, 
however, dominated by commercial producers, who currently supply approximately 
80% of national production, but an increasing number of small scale producers have 
also adopted the crop in recent years (Chisanga & Sitko, 2013). Opperman and Varia 
(2011) indicated that most soybeans consumption is in the form of oil or meal as 
feed, with only very limited direct human consumption of soybeans. Zambia’s soy 
is highly demanded in the region as it produces soy-free of Genetically mModified 
Organism (GMO) technology, which sometimes allows it to command a premium 
in many export destinations (Meyer et al., 2018). Once processed, however, the 
premium is no longer attained for processed products, something that is common 
to other countries in the region growing non-GMO soybeans (Meyer et al., 2018).

Zambia among other SADC member countries has experienced significant invest-
ment in the oilseed sector in recent years, expanding the total crushing capacity 
to an estimated 375 thousand tonnes (Chisanga and Sitko, 2013) from merely 125 
thousand tonnes in 2010 (TechnoServe, 2011). Total oilseed crushing comprises 
soybeans, cottonseed, and sunflower and hence all capacity is not utilized for soy-
beans. Consequently, Zambia has exported significant quantities of raw soybeans in 
recent years, whilst remaining a net importer of vegetable oil. The bulk of edible 
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oil imports used to be sourced within the Southern African Development Communi-
ty (SADC), mainly South Africa, but Chisanga and Sitko (2013) noted that palm oil 
imports from Asia are growing rapidly and that Asian imports have surpassed that of 
SADC origin in recent years. This is because palm oil imports are extremely priced 
competitive compared to the local soya beans oil.

Similarly, like in the above two discussed countries, soybean production has in-
creased over the last decade in Malawi. This increase has been attributed to the 
growing demand for soybeans as a food and feed crop as well as current policy 
inclinations that promoted special crops such as soya beans to address declining 
soil fertility, malnutrition, and poverty. Contrary to the rest of the Eastern and 
Southern Africa region where commercial farmers dominate soybean production, 
smallholder farmers in Malawi account for 95% of the soya beans produced in the 
country (Opperman & Varia, 2011). These soybeans are non-GMO and can command 
a premium price in some export markets. Studies on Malawi’s soybeans production 
attribute this development to the various NGO supported efforts and the govern-
ment led Farm Input Subsidy Program (FISP) which provides farmers access to ferti-
lizers and credit (Opperman & Varia, 2011; Walker & Cunguara, 2016).

The soybeans sector like in Zambia and South Africa has seen significant devel-
opment in recent years with a rapid expansion of crushing capacity in Malawi. 
Although the capacity for the country as a whole was estimated at around 400 
thousand tonnes, only about 60 thousand tonnes were crushed in 2016 (Meyer et 
al., 2018). A time series of crushing volume data is not available, although industry 
estimates suggest there is a likelihood that the increased availability of soybeans 
from the post-drought harvest will correspond with higher crush levels soon. The 
area under soybean production has doubled over the last five years. Similarly, 
yields grew steadily until 2015 and 2016 where drought in the region reduced yields 
dramatically (for soya beans and other crops as well). As a result, higher area and 
yields production of soybeans in Malawi grew by 100 thousand tonnes or nearly 
300% between 2004 and 2014. Malawi has a good soya beans exportations as the 
surrounding countries’ demands for soybeans has been increasing. Soybean’s meal 
is exported to neighboring countries (such as Tanzania and Mozambique) for use in 
their poultry industry. It presents a critical potential for enhancing household food 
and nutrition security and raising rural incomes in Malawi (Zimbabwe Economic 
Policy Analysis and Research Unit [ZEPARU], 2017).

Other than Zambia, Malawi and South Africa, Zimbabwe equally has been perform-
ing well in the production of soybeans. As far as in the 1950s, soya beans became 
an important crop for large-scale farming in Zimbabwe. Soy production is of high 
socio-economic importance in Zimbabwe due to its multiple linkages and indus-
trial uses. It is also one of the country’s most lucrative cash crops; resultantly it 
has been given a high priority in Zimbabwe’s Agriculture Investment Plan (ZAIP). 
The crop is grown mainly on A2 farms during the rain-season as a rotational crop 
with wheat (SNV, 2016). From 1996, soy production rose with total harvest peaking 
at 140,763MMT in 2001. Since then, production has steadily declined to a low of 
47,755MT in 2016. This reduction in the production led to a lot of consultations 
with stakeholders which revealed that in 2017 the industry was expected to harvest 
around 25,000MT (ZEPARU, 2017). This compares poorly with regional neighbors 
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such as South Africa which harvested 741 500MT of soybeans in the 2015/16 growing 
season and it was expected to harvest more than 1 million tonnes in 2017. Neigh-
boring country-Zambia was similarly expected to witness increases in production 
from approximately 267 490MT in the 2015/2016 season to 351 416MT in 2017 
(ZEPARU, 2017).

About 97% of soybeans processing is done using solvent extraction in Zimbabwe. 
Whereas 600,000 MT of soybeans is required to meet the country’s soy oil needs, 
this is way higher than the quantities required by stockfeed manufacturers, with a 
current consumption of 110,000-140,000 MT of soybeans equivalent. Hence it will 
be technically plausible for Zimbabwe to produce 200,000 MT of soya beans to meet 
the local animal feed requirement while at the same time allowing oil expressers to 
continue importing crude oil to augment local production (Chigumira et al., 2017).

Comparative analysis of the above four countries

Unlike other countries in SADC, Zimbabwe’s production therefore not only ranks 
poorly within the region but also falls far short of the national demand of 600,000MT 
required annually by local industry and short of the ZAIP 2017 target of 186,000MT 
(Chigumira et al., 2017). South Africa, also still imports a lot of soybeans products 
due to an increase in the demand for soy products in the country. On the contrary, 
Zambia producing non GMOs is to some extent considered meeting the local de-
mands of soybeans production and still able to enjoy the exportations. However, 
in all these countries, there is a gap, as such an exponential increase in soya beans 
production does not show how it enhances the livelihoods of the involved farmers. 
Besides, soybeans are considered to be more advantageous and more preferred in 
this climatic change due to its multiplicity effect.

It is, however, important to indicate that this exponential production of soya beans 
in SADC is led by the large scale investments. Commercial producers continue to 
constitute the bulk of soybeans production in Southern African countries except in 
Malawi where small scale farmers constitute 95%, although the past three years re-
flect a growing appeal to small-scale producers as well. An increase in the number 
of large scale farmers in Zambia, for example, is allegedly argued to have brought 
about surpluses in soybeans production. Despite the recent expansion in crushing 
facilities, Zambia continues to export surplus soybeans while importing significant 
quantities of soybeans oil. Further expansion of crushing is, therefore, a possibility, 
but although the livestock industry has expanded rapidly as well there is still surplus 
soybeans meal. Presently, the bulk of soybeans meal exports are destined for South 
Africa. Furthermore, poultry production is expanding and intensifying, with poten-
tial implications in the coming years. Another contributing factor borders around 
the large-scale land acquisitions for commercial farming and corporate investments 
in agricultural value chains have led to rapid changes in land-use patterns, and 
the rise of ‘flex crops’, particularly soybeans. These are crops and commodities 
with multiple uses (food, feed, fuel, industrial materials, etc.) that can be sold in 
multiple markets (Borras et al., 2016).

Largely, the promotion of soybean production across Southern Africa in recent years 
can be linked to a broader international soy complex, consisting of soybeans, soy-
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bean oil (a key fat ingredient in industrial food manufacturing) and soybean meal 
(used for food and animal feeds). As one of the most heavily- traded commodities 
in the world, global soybeans production has expanded at an average rate of 4.8% 
since 1990, with 71% of the growth attributed to additional harvested hectares in 
the land area while the other 29% has come from higher yields. 

Despite the potential for the production of soybeans in Southern Africa, there exist 
threats especially to large scale farmers who in most cases are driven by the cap-
italist motives in their productions. Also, there exist some threats to the develop-
ment of the soybeans sector which mostly include high-interest rates, an unstable 
macroeconomic environment (in terms of exchange rates and inflation), climate 
change challenges, and competition from large overseas producers. Imports may 
also have a negative effect on local value-added processing, and currently, there is 
little real government support.

On the other hand, there exist, several opportunities including empowering the 
sector by organizing segments (or indeed the whole) of the value chain into groups 
or associations. There are other opportunities including rising internal demand for 
soybeans as human food (a result of a growing awareness of its health benefits, 
increased individual consumption and an expanding population). As of 2010, for 
example, global soybeans exports (83.4 million tonnes) were valued at US$ 39.7 
billion (or the equivalent of US$ 425/tonne) thus occupying second place (in terms 
of value) in world trade (FAO, 2012). In addition to whole soybeans, 64.5 million 
tonnes of soy cake — valued at US$ 22.7 billion or US$ 353/tonne — was exported, 
with this product occupying the eighth place in terms of value in the world trade 
(FAO, 2012).

Driving factors in soya beans production in Africa

Africa as a continent has had high levels of malnutrition challenges as indicated 
by the USAID (2011). It is, however, believed that soy porridge can improve the 
health of malnourished children. This has been one of the driving factors behind 
the exponential increase in the adoption of soybeans production by most of the 
African countries. Soybeans production is primed to expand rapidly to meet the 
rising demand for proteins to feed animals and supply the increased meat demand 
across Africa. The local production in individual countries could meet this demand 
either alone or in harmony with the production of other legumes such as cowpeas 
and peanuts that also produce a protein that could supply the demand for animal 
feed. Much of Africa however, currently lacks the capital and equipment to mech-
anize the planting, weed control, and harvesting of soybeans (Foyer et al., 2018). 
Such limitations could be adequately addressed through the mobilization of gov-
ernmental programs with non-governmental organizations’ support. South Africa in 
particular for example is spearheading the intensification of soybeans production in 
Africa, built on government and industry advocacy in support of soybeans–maize ro-
tations (Foyer et al., 2018). The underlying reasoning behind this soy beans-maize 
rotations is over soybeans’ capacity to rejuvenate the soil fertility which in return 
enhances the growth and production of maize. 
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Secondly, another driver to soybeans production lies in the projected changes in 
soy yields in Africa in response to the 2000–2050 climate change predictions from 
the statistical model used in the present analysis. Across the two scenarios (RCP4.5 
and RCP8.5), the impacts of 2000–2050 climate change alone on soybeans yields in 
Africa are mostly within ±10% in the major producer regions. These relative chang-
es may when superimposed on the socio-economic projections further enhance or 
partly offset the projected increases in soybeans yield. This prediction is based on 
the historical relationships between yield and agro-climatic variables, despite the 
limitations caused by a lack of extensive data (Foyer et al., 2018).

However, future crop–climate relationships may be subject to altered conditions of 
simultaneous increases in atmospheric CO2 levels and nitrogen limitations unless 
nodule nitrogen fixation can improve to meet the increasing demand (Aranjuelo, 
Arrese-Igor, & Molero, 2014; Gray et al., 2016; Jensen et al., 2012). Most process-
based models that explicitly simulate carbon and nitrogen dynamics on crop growth 
would generally project a large increase in soybeans yields with future elevated 
CO2 levels, which offsets any possible negative impacts of climate change.

Another most critical point leading to the expansion of soybeans production in 
Africa lies in its multiplicity effect. This is a major economic driver of the inten-
sive expansion of soybean production. In its simplicity there exist an increasing 
level of household incomes and middle-class consumer preferences for meat and 
dairy products and the production of these preferences is strongly supported by 
the production of soybeans as a feed. This growing demand for meat protein has 
led to rising imports of soybean meal mainly from Argentina that over time, has 
accounted for up to 90% of domestic feed demand (Ncube et al., 2016).

Above all, increase in urbanization is another driving factor in the exponential in-
crease of soybeans production in Africa due to a growing population of middle-class 
consumers even though today roughly 90% of Africa’s soybeans production is based 
in South Africa, Nigeria, Zambia, Malawi, Benin, and Zimbabwe, countries across 
Africa have experienced this population increase (Melo et al., 2015). The increase 
in population has put more pressure on the demands for proteins. Furthermore, 
the associated shifts in consumption preferences combined with the emergence of 
a biofuel sector in most African countries are poised to incentivize growth in soy-
beans cropping areas and the adoption of soy beans-maize rotations where possible 
(Thoenes, 2016).

Furthermore, there exists a strong demand in domestic (e.g., South Africa and 
Nigeria) and international (e.g., China) markets for soybeans as an increasingly 
attractive cash crop. Despite, the increasingly expanding market for soya beans, 
much of Africa is still import-dependent, which under current favorable world 
market prices puts immense pressures on the soy beans-feed, animal protein, and 
processed foods prices (Thoenes, 2016). Even though Thoenes (2016) argued that 
most African countries are import-dependent, Siamabele (2019) on the contrary 
indicated that Zambia is largely self-sufficient in soybeans production. According to 
TBSP (2010), 85% of the supply of soy in Zambia comes from commercial farmers, 
characterized by high use of inputs, use of irrigation and relatively high yields 
of over 2.9 tons per hectare. It is further pointed out that only 2% of the soya 
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beans supply in 2010 came from imports (TBSP, 2010). The processing sector has 
an installed crushing capacity of approximately 125,000 tons, which is currently 
more than sufficient for domestic demand, making Zambia a net exporter regionally 
(TBSP, 2010). With Zambia as a case study showing the potential in the production 
of soybeans, then it means African countries at large if they extensively invest in 
the production of soybeans can be major exporters of the crop in all its forms.

Conclusion

Globally, soybean production has increased exponentially due to its multiplicity 
effect. In most developing countries, the majority of the people depend on ag-
riculture for their livelihoods as it is one of the main sources of income, food 
security and nutrition. Many countries have, however, been greatly affected by 
climate change which has increased the poverty levels. In this regard, soybeans as 
a legume are considered to have a multiplicity effect and therefore, argued to have 
the capacity of enhancing soil fertility through nitrogen fixation and also the crop 
has the capacity of reducing the CO2 in the atmosphere. Therefore, the superior 
agronomic and human nutritional properties of grain legumes (pulses) make them 
an ideal foundation for future sustainable agriculture. Legume-based farming is 
particularly important in Africa, where small-scale agricultural systems dominate 
the food production landscape, with around 80% of the small scale farmers involved 
in agriculture, producing around 70% of total food security. Legumes are argued to 
be the inexpensive source of proteins and nutrients to African households as well as 
natural fertilization for the soil. Although the consumption of traditionally grown 
legumes has started to decline, the production of soybeans (Glycine max Merr.) is 
spreading fast, especially across southern Africa. This is because the intensification 
of soybean production has the potential to reduce the dependence of Africa on 
soybean imports. There is, therefore, a need to examine the role of soybeans pro-
duction as an adaptive measure to climate change on the livelihoods of the small 
scale farmers and the community at large in less developed countries. 

Recommendations

For Africa to realize the full potential of soybeans production, there is a need to 
have the political will. The political will in this regard will enhance the capacity for 
market-oriented policy changes across the continent. Governments must be ready 
to formulate entirely people-centered policies. Foyer et al. (2018) also indicated 
that market-oriented policies will focus on generating private investments in mar-
keting and transportation infrastructure an area that is hindering the productive 
capacities of the majority small scale farmers engaged in soybeans production.

Market-oriented policies will also allow the privatization of state-owned grain el-
evators, port facilities, and railroads and the elimination of damaging agricultural 
policies (e.g., export taxes and import restrictions) are needed to allow investors 
to take place for an African soy beans industry to emerge.

Above all, the economic success of soybean across Africa relies heavily on realizing 
the potential of the Africa Continental Free Trade Area which supports the estab-
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lishment of regional trade relationships between a large number of producers and 
regional hubs of food and feed processing that may only build around major con-
sumer and livestock markets and this is an area Africa at large has not harnessed.
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Abstract

When every group in society realises that there are chances of winning elections in 
future, democracy becomes stable. However, in ethnically divided countries where 
voting is done alongside one’s ethnic group, it is obvious that minority groups are 
condemned never to govern. They are doomed to jumble through as subjects or 
underrepresented groups. Sadly, this is the case in many African countries today. 
Based on content analysis and secondary data, this article describes how political 
parties polarize society by encouraging citizens to vote alongside their ethnic groups 
in Africa. The article explains how minority groups are forever underrepresented 
in parliaments and excluded from significant portfolios of government. The authors 
describe how the exclusion brews conflict and destabilises democracy. The authors 
suggest that the status quo can be reversed through electoral and constitutional 
engineering to recognize existing differences and create a power-sharing structure 
that accommodates the minority ethnic groups. 

Keywords: Political parties, Ethnic groups, Representative Democracy, Pow‐
er‐sharing, Africa

Introduction

Since the advent of the ‘Third Wave’ of democratization in Africa in the 1990s, Afri-
can scholars have been reluctant to redefine democracy so that its competitiveness 
caters for the divisions in the continent (Huntington, 1991; Fombad, 2015). The 
competition of elections in Africa took a unique form with a destabilizing element. 
Not long after independence, some leaders started realizing the complexity of de-
mocracy in ethnically fragmented societies. To do away with multipartyism, they 
had just embraced, they erroneously resorted to authoritarianism and single-par-
ty systems (Schachter, 1961; Fombad, 2015). In Ghana, Ivory Coast and Nigeria 
problems were encountered when the populace realized that too many leaders 
come from the same region (Southern regions) of their countries (Chazan, 1982; 
Schachter, 1961). Others started banning the activities of political parties. Despite 
the obvious signs and omens showing that democracy is problematic for Africa if 
taken in the Western conception, African scholars did little to contextualize it to 
suit African realities.
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Scholars examined the roots of democracy in Africa while others suggested ways of 
improving it. Others who were sanguine of decentralization proposed it as though 
it is a panacea (Kali, 2020). Nonetheless, often than not, the root causes of the 
failures are omitted in the analysis (Fombad, 2015; Horowits, 2012). Thus the lit-
erature fails to effectively respond to the persistent problems of ethnic divisions. 
On one hand, it simply attempts to demonstrate how democracy articulated itself 
in the African context by showing that the practice is not new for Africans (Brooks, 
Ngwane & Runciman, 2020). On the other hand, Fombad (2015) insinuates that once 
a constitution has been modified to cater for political freedoms and multipartyism 
then the playing field will be levelled. Conversely, in Africa where there is a pleth-
ora of ethnic groups and political parties formed alongside the tribal lines, these 
suggestions are not plausible. 

Though there are many forms of democracy, as Schmitter and Karl (1991) perceived, 
African scholars hesitate to create an effective model of democracy for the nations 
that share a similar historical background. Hence, the failure of democracy in Afri-
ca is unlikely to cease in the political science discourse. Coincidentally, O’Donnell 
(1992) maintains that any degree of democratization achieved remains precarious 
and explosive and that most of the countries that democratized are condemned to 
muddle through as unconsolidated democracies. 

A voluminous literature points out that, in Africa, the composition of political par-
ties and electoral mobilization rely on ethnic identity (Chazan, 1982; Koter, 2013). 
The pattern shows that politicians seek votes and followership from their ethnic 
groups and the populace usually joins political parties that are led by their fellow 
ethnic leader and thus vote in this line. This pattern has well been documented in 
various case studies such as Zambia, Benin, Kenya, Zimbabwe, Ethiopia, Ghana, 
Malawi, Gambia and Nigeria (Chazan, 1982; Koter, 2013). Nonetheless, there are 
few cases where this pattern is not followed, such as Lesotho where the popula-
tion is almost homogeneous but the trend follows clientelism and patrimonialism 
(Rakolobe, 2019; Bratton & Van de Walle, 1994). 

The hallmark of democracy has been either missed or misunderstood in Africa 
hence the hesitation to meddle with its conception. The distinguishing feature of 
democracy is that the norms that condition how the rulers come to power and the 
practices that are used to hold leaders accountable should not be compromised 
(Schmitter & Karl, 1991). Once this central principle is understood, domesticating 
democracy would by no means tarnish its beauty. 

It is under this light that we attempt to show how democracy fails to be successful 
in Africa due to ethnic diversity and identity politics. Based on the literature and 
content analysis we explain the patterns of political party formation in African. We 
argue that leaders in Africa mobilize support from their ethnic groups, creating a 
polarized society which makes democracy precarious and democratic consolidation 
either sluggish or unlikely. We suggest an appropriate ethnic sensitive consociation-
al arrangement or design which can curb the effects of hegemonic ethnic groups 
and unrepresentativeness in ethnically divided African societies (Lijphart, 1969). 
The paper first explores the concept of democracy and proceeds to a description 
showing how political parties are formed. The authors then proffer explanations of 
the failure of democracy. Subsequently, conclusions and recommendations.
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Complexities of representative democracy

Democracy refers to a system of governance where elected representatives are 
held accountable by electorates through fair and honest competitive elections that 
instituted and legitimized their rule (Schmitter & Karl, 1991). Democracy implies 
a rule by the majority which would inevitably lead to a tyranny of the majority 
(where the majority ethnic groups would pursue their interests at the expense 
of the minority). Representative democracy attempts to counter this effect even 
though it annuls popular participation to replace it with representation (Judge, 
2014). Representation is done by allowing citizens in a democratic system to vote in 
national elections for political office-holders through whom they will exercise their 
popular sovereignty. These elected representatives, in modern societies, assemble 
in parliaments to deliberate and debate issues on behalf of the electorates. They 
can do this as delegates, trustees or politico (Warren, 2008). Delegates do not 
act in their capacity but represent and convey the desires of their voters. On the 
contrary, trustees are given room to use their wisdom, judgement, experience, 
knowledge and skills on behalf of the voters (Warren, 2008). A combination of the 
two models is what is referred to as a politico model (Dovi, 2018).

Representative democracy, in whichever form, confronts some challenges. In an 
ethnically divided society where the size of ethnic groups is significantly different, 
problems are bound to be there. This is the case where there exists a hegemonic 
ethnic group which tends to use the state and resources thereof as an instrument to 
perpetuate its dominance and exclusive control at the expense of relatively smaller 
ethnic groups (Guelke, 2005). The democratic challenge with ethnic hegemony is 
that powerful ethnic groups reinforce their superiority at the detriment of genuine 
democracy and disregard minority groups. The destruction of democracy through 
the majority-minority relationship affect the overall functioning of democracy in a 
country (Guelke, 2005).

There are different ways in which the majority-minority ethnic relationship mani-
fests itself. First, it can take the form of an assimilative integrative variant (Guel-
ke, 2005). This is where the majority ethnic group attempts to integrate or convert 
the other groups to be like it and takes their identity for granted. Secondly, it can 
assume a separatist variant form. In this sense, the hegemonic ethnic group sees 
itself as superior to others and seeks to distance itself from them (Guelke, 2005). 
This type is common in Africa. It is worth noting that ‘ethnic democracies’ or rather 
‘ethnic constitutional order’ where the laws or policies of a regime privilege one 
ethnic group over another can manifest in diverse ways (Guelke, 2005). It may 
not exist in the form of policies but exist in practice or the two may take place 
simultaneously. 

The challenge with representative democracy is to specify who represents who 
(Judge, 2014). Once the society is ethnically fragmented, it may mean that they 
have diverse cultures, history, traditions and opinions hence representation should 
cater for these issues. In other words, a Zulu can better represent a Zulu, a Mosotho 
another Mosotho, a Fulani another Fulani and so forth. Normally, political rep-
resentation assumes representation of diverse social interest and views that results 
from fair competitiveness and contestations and does not assume that a society is 
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homogeneous (Alonso, Keane & Merkel, 2011). According to Anderson, Blais, Bowl-
er, Donovan and Listhaug (2005), representative democracy tries to ensure that 
winners certify that losers are not too unhappy while losers extend their consent 
to winners in exchange.

Political party formation 

A political party refers to a group of people whose members have decided to act 
in concert to compete for political power through elections (Schumpeter, 1942). 
According to Schumpeter (1942), we should not think that a political party is a 
collection of people who have a desire to promote general welfare based on a 
certain ideology or principle to which they have all consented to. Political parties 
should be distinguished from other groupings by their intention to vie for political 
power through competitive elections (in the democratic systems) to pursue their 
agenda or ideology. 

Political parties are formed to play crucial roles in a democratic system. Studies 
value the roles of political parties in consolidating democracy more than in start-
ing democratic transitions (Biezen, 2003; Diamond, 1997). They are considered 
instruments for representing electorates and constituencies with diverse interests 
that they aggregate (Diamond, 1997). Political parties often recruit and social-
ize new candidates for political public office and contribute to the policy-making 
agenda. They also integrate individuals and groups into the democratic process. By 
and large, political parties lend legitimacy to governments and public institutions 
through their followership and supporters (Biezen, 2003).

There are different strategies that political parties can opt for to mobilize voters. 
They can choose to attract every voter to have as many votes as possible, just for 
a party to win elections. Another commonly used strategy is to opt for partisan mo-
bilization so that a political party engages in active recruitment of voters to make 
them its loyal members (Biezen, 2003). This strategy leads to an expansion of the 
party organization and increases the certainty or predictability of the party to win 
elections. Nonetheless, it is a costly endeavour and an arduous undertaking which 
takes a lot of time (Kalyvas, 1998). This strategy which promotes partisan attach-
ment is common in Africa but in most cases, electorates and recruited members are 
often mobilized alongside the ethnic lines of a party leader. The implication is that 
due to party and ethnic group attachment, it becomes difficult or highly unlikely for 
the electorate to vote for other parties despite their prowess and merits.  

Political parties are usually formed based on a distinct ideology which embodies 
diverse interests. Others have contradictory or opposing ideologies with extreme 
pluralism hence voters align with the ideology that best responds to their inter-
ests, values and mandate (Ornstein & Stevenson, 2003). Other political parties are 
formed from a moderate pluralism with small ideological distance. In Africa, most 
parties have a very insignificant ideological difference (Petričušić, 2008). Moreo-
ver, attachment is paid to both the ethnic group and party leader based on his/
her ethnicity.
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The support to a party by the ethnic group associates of a leader can take several 
dimensions. Some political parties can take the form of mono-ethnic parties or 
multi-ethnic parties and so forth (Bieber, 2008). The former transpires when a 
political party generally appeals to one community or ethnic group while the latter 
tries to be representative and inclusive by appealing to different communities and 
diverse ethnic groups. However, few parties manage to appeal to diverse ethnic 
groups, hence they rarely represent different ethnic groups (Bieber, 2008).

According to the literature, political parties are formed for a special role of rep-
resentation of interests (Alonso et al., 2011; Judge 2014). For example, Sartori 
(1988) argues that citizens of Western democracies are represented by and through 
political parties. Political parties are vital for the success of democracy since they 
participate, in most cases, in the election or nomination of candidates for public 
office (Gauja, 2010). Nevertheless, the competitiveness of elections inevitably 
creates the winners and losers and the “ins” and “outs” (Przeworski, 1999). Where 
citizens vote alongside ethnic lines, the minority groups are condemned to be the 
“outs” because their small political parties may not facilitate their fair representa-
tion in government.

Conversely, in Southern-eastern Europe, different mechanisms have been adopted 
to combat the problem of perpetual exclusion of minority ethnic groups. Some 
countries have decided to refrain from gerrymandering and reduced the registration 
threshold of required signatures from minority groups. For instance, in Macedonia, 
where 5071 people were Macedonians, 5000 signatures were required for a party 
to be registered (Bieber, 2008). Thus, Serbia and Poland decided to abolish the 
threshold for the minority political parties. Such regulations serve only to stifle the 
minority parties and perpetuate the dominance of majority ethnic groups. In this 
regard, Bosnia, Herzegovina, Romania, Croatia, Slovenia, Kosovo and Montenegro 
have opted to reserve minority seats in parliament to promote inclusiveness (Bie-
ber, 2008). Romania increased the number of reserved seats for minority groups. It 
ensured that a minority candidate gets to parliament if he or she secures at least 
5% of the average national votes necessary to secure one seat (Bieber, 2008). Sim-
ilarly, in Slovenia two smallest minorities (Hungarians and Italians) are accorded 
both parliamentary seats and exclusive veto (Bieber, 2008). These cases set a good 
example for Africans to learn from. 

Political parties, ethnicity and representation

Unfortunately, the African continent has not picked lessons from other continents 
that trod the same path to solve the issues surrounding ethnic politics elsewhere. 
There are perpetual grievances and pockets of instability in many countries in Africa 
which include Zimbabwe, Cameroon and the Democratic Republic of Congo (Okello, 
2018). There are various causes of unrest among African states and even within 
some states that have led to slow progress in their democratic consolidation and 
nation-building. The sluggishness in African states is attributable to the disunity of 
countries. Instead of harnessing the energies to organize activities together, events 
and efforts aimed at protecting and securing the existence of the ethnic diversity, 
shielding and fortifying the African continent, leaders allow internal elements to 
fragment their countries (Okogu & Umudjere, 2016). 
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Many African leaders fragment their communities through political party mobili-
zation. For parties to win elections in a democratic system, they have to garner 
as much support as they can. Like in every part of the world, political parties in 
Africa are a central feature of democracy (Hill & Leighely, 1993). They are vehicles 
by which citizens come together freely to campaign for public office and win par-
liamentary seats, to articulate their interests and wishes and shape the ambitions 
of their community. There is recognition that democracy can only exist and thrive 
where parties play critical roles in politics (National Democratic Institute, 2008).

A political party amalgamates electorates with mutual political ideas. They mo-
bilize the people from all sects of life to increase their chances of winning and 
securing as many seats as possible for their members. They aim to get as many 
members as they can to represent them in parliament, ministries and wherever 
possible (Shale, 2007). They strive for several positions in the public administration 
and provincial portfolios. Citizens who join political parties believe that they may 
influence and shape their manifestos and programmes (Okogu & Umudjere, 2016). 

According to Norris (2004), parties play different roles which can be summed up as 
follows: (a) the aggregation of the interests of the electorate; (b) the mobilization 
of voters to pursue shared goals; (c) the accomplishment of the party objectives 
despite being part of a government or opposition. Norris (2004) further sustains 
that parties can realise these objectives through a series of ‘mechanical’ steps 
which include: (a) the selection of candidates, leaders and officials through trans-
parent procedures; (b) campaigning through the mass media and other means to 
garner support for party goals; (c) to contest in free and honest elections, and (d) 
to ultimately get access to the parliament, government and the chief executive 
office. In Africa, parties play all these roles though in a unique way. 

For African societies, voting and the composition of political parties have largely 
been explained by factors such as ethnicity, personal ties and clientelism (Hyden 
et al., 1972). As such, the slow progress of democracy in the continent is due to 
the negative effects of tribalism. Some African states encourage their tribes, their 
family relations as well as friends and associates to access state resources, power, 
wealth and fame through them (Bratton & van de Walle, 1994). Thus African states 
with an urge to acquire wealth, power and fame embark on tribal discrimination as 
they give patronage to their family, allies and close associates. This exacerbates 
the challenge of nation-building in divided societies as it further denies qualified 
African personnel to staff public offices and complicates the prospects of na-
tion-building (Okogu & Umudjere, 2016).

How political parties polarize the society in Africa can be described through a 
typology. Gunther and Diamond (2003) proffer a two-pronged classification of polit-
ical parties polarizing the society. The first one is where a party is based mainly on 
one ethnic group. The party do not seek support from other tribes. Its main target is 
the ethnic group from which the leader comes from together with other hard-core 
members of the party. It is fair to call such a party an ethnic party. The second 
trend is called “ethnic congress.” It is where a party attempts to build a successful 
coalition of various ethnic groups and enrols electorates from a different ethnic 
background. The diversity in the party does not mean that leaders do not swear 
allegiance to ethnicity. They still do but are ethnically split into different groups.
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Hence, ethnicity is a major attribute characterizing African politics in countries 
with diverse ethnic groups. The voting results and presence of different ethnic 
groups in legislative bodies are important factors for understanding voting patterns 
(Norris & Mattes, 2003). Legislative bodies’ ethnic composition, in most cases, 
indicate that the majority of electorates from a specific region, constituency or 
district generally cast their votes for candidates coming mainly from their ethnic 
groups. Following this pattern and criterion, from a micro-perspective, one may 
infer that a specific party in parliament can be identified with a particular ethnic 
group (McGraw et al., 2004).

Taking Kenya as a case study, this point can be made more evident. Anyone based 
in Kenya knows that no one needs to be asked which candidate they would be 
voting for as it is a foregone conclusion. If one is considered a Kikuyu, they would 
be aligned to a Kikuyu political party and vote for a Kikuyu candidate. This was 
evident in the recent election of 2017 where Kikuyus were voting for President 
Uhuru Kenyatta- a candidate for the Jubilee party. In the end, Kenyatta was indeed 
re-elected, winning almost the entire Kikuyu vote (Leithead, 2017). His counterpart 
did the same with the Kalenjin votes, the two men garnering over 95% in counties 
where their ethnic groups are the overwhelming majority. Their main challenger, 
Raila Odinga, got over 90% in counties where the Luo dominate (Muiga, 2017).

The same tendency revolving around ethnic voting emerges in different parts of 
the African continent. According to Muiga (2017), from Kenya to Malawi and Sierra 
Leone many votes are split across ethnic lines. Hence, ethnic politics in Africa is 
commonplace. This occurrence is largely affecting ethnically divided societies. It 
owes its origins to the ancient plight of Africa when the colonial powers partitioned 
the continent with disregard to tribal differences and historical legacies. Now the 
modern political institutions are haunted by the old legacies of colonialism (Muiga, 
2017; Southall, 1974). This narrative implies that modern life needs to reform Afri-
can communities to the full while taking into consideration the historical legacies. 
Unfortunately, when political candidates contest for office, they do whatever is in 
their power to convince voters to remember the old tribal solidarities rather than 
encourage them to decide based on ideology or policy (Muiga, 2017). 

The sociological model of voting behaviour posits that there are three ways to 
explain voting patterns in any election and those are: The people’s choice, vot-
ing and personal influence (Lazersfeld, et al., 1968). In a study conducted by 
Lazarsfeld et al. (1968) out of 600 subjects, only 54 voted based on the changing 
patterns of voting while the rest cast votes based on their political predisposition. 
Although the study identifies socio-psychological factors like perceptions, in-group 
preference and social identity as explanatory factors, we assert that it is the latter 
that explains best the relationship between political parties and ethnicity in Africa 
(Lazarsfeld, et al., 1968). Ultimately, the social cleavages determine the majority 
and minority group and winners and the losers in a democratic system (Dalton & 
Wattenberg, 2000). While it may be considered a rational choice to vote for a 
candidate based on ethnicity because one may hope that the candidate may best 
serve his or her interests, this poses challenges to representative democracy in 
ethnically divided democracies.
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The ethnic patterns of voting and party affiliation over the years in Africa have im-
mensely affected representative democracy, especially in countries with a plethora 
of ethnic groups. For instance, Mutua (2001) noted that after independence in 1963 
the leading political parties, namely the Kenya African National Union (KANU) and 
the Kenya African Democratic Union (KADU), became amalgams of ethnic groups. 
Kenyatta used an ethnic clique in the office of the president to solidify power and 
marginalize his former liberation colleagues like Odinga (Throup & Hornsby, 1998). 
To stifle the opposition, both the Kenyatta and Moi’s regimes conveniently imposed 
a one-party government with the pretext that it was necessary for the promotion 
of national unity and nation-building (Mutua 2008). In cahoots with a clique of 
politicians with ethnic ties, Kenyatta interfered with the doctrine of separation of 
powers. He emasculated the judiciary and legislature by creating an imperial pres-
idency shortly after Kenya’s independence (Mutua, 2001). Most of the politicians 
who wielded political and economic power during Kenyatta’s regime ululated and 
hailed from the Kikuyu community to which he belonged (Mutua, 2001).

Similarly, a shift from Kenyatta to Daniel Arap Moi in 1978 saw KANU assuming 
a prominent place in Kenya’s politics and sidelining several ethnic groups (Mu-
tua, 2001). Moi, who had served as vice-president for 11 years, ascended to the 
presidency after Kenyatta’s death. Just like his predecessor, he made no slightest 
attempt to reform the public sector to accommodate the opposition and other 
ethnic groups. Kenyans continued to murmur and squawk because of the bruises 
inflicted by both Kenyatta and Moi through despotism, political assassination and 
marginalisation of certain ethnic communities, particularly the Luo (Mutua 2008). 
Political careers began and ended with KANU. Moi became a despot and the party 
became the axis of political conflict. Average citizens who managed to ignore his 
regime invariably did so at their own expense and perpetual anguish. A membership 
card for the KANU party became a key for opening civil service doors, accessing 
loans and advancing in a political career (Throup & Hornsby, 1998). 

Equally, Nigeria is synonymous with serious ethnic divisions that cause major po-
litical issues. The divisions are buried deep within ethnic, religious and regional 
differences. Issues that raise dust are those considered to be essential for the 
existence and validity of the state. Many parties tend to assume an exclusionary 
winner-take-it-all tactic (Nnabuihe, Aghemalo & Okebugwu, 2014). Resource allo-
cation, access to citizenship benefits and control of state power are managed in a 
manner that pays respect to one’s ethnic base. The most disadvantaged states are 
those with minority groups since they will hardly see development coming to them. 
Equally, states with divided societies or competing ethnic groups are further ripped 
apart by politics and harmony becomes a pipeline dream (Osaghae & Suberu, 2005). 

Historically, identities have played a significant role in the Nigerian political pro-
cess during the colonial period and in the post-colonial era (Nnabuihe, Aghemalo & 
Okebugwu, 2014; Otite, 1990). A survey conducted in Nigeria by Lewis and Bratton 
found that nearly half of Nigerians (48.2%) labelled themselves with an ethnic 
attribute compared to nearly 30% who prioritized their economic class and 21% 
who venerated their religion (Lewis & Bratton 2000; Osaghae & Suberu, 2005). Ac-
cordingly, over 66% of Nigerians are attached to their ethnic groups. Interestingly, 
religious and ethnic identities are more prominent than class identities (Lewis & 
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Bratton, 2000). However, this is not strange, especially when one considers that 
ethnoreligious formations are the foremost exigent behavioural units in Nigeria 
(Nsongola-Ntalaja, 2004).

Furthermore, Nigeria’s ethnic balkanization has remarkably affected the electoral 
politics and composition of various governments (Nnabuihe, Aghemalo & Okebug-
wu, 2014). Ethnicity has opened a vulnerable avenue for political mobilization in 
a society weakened by inequality, scarcity and disproportional access to economic 
and political resources (Melson & Wolpe, 1971). High-level politics and party for-
mation happen to be entangled with ethnicity. Since 1951, regional politics started 
showing that they are inextricably connected to each of the main ethnic groups: 
towards the North; the Hausa-Fulani exercised control over the Northern Peoples’ 
Congress, towards the East; the Igbo dominated National Council of Nigerian Citi-
zens and towards the West; the Yoruba were prominent in the Action Group. This 
pattern did not cease until the 1990s despite the efforts of the military junta to 
transform the state of affairs (Mustapha, 2005). When examining the patterns of 
ethnonational representation in several cabinets, parliaments, junta, parliaments 
and various levels of bureaucracy in the general public sector, it shows patterns of 
systematic correspondence between cleavages and horizontal inequalities in these 
institutions. In Table 1 below, we shall quantitatively perceive this pattern con-
cerning the ethnic composition of different Nigerian cabinets from 1960 to 2004.

Table 1: Ethnic composition of various Nigerian cabinets, 1960-2004, in percentages.

Regime Huasa-fulani Igbo Northern 
Minorities

Yoruba Southern 
Minorities

Balewa 1960 60 13 0 20 6.7

Gowon 1967 21 0 21 36 21

Murtala 1975 25 0 35 35 5

Shagari 1983 38 8.8 20.5 14.7 17.5

Obsanjo 2004 30 15 18 18 18

Sources: (Mustapha, 2005).

Based on Table 1 above, it can be perceived that while there have been periods 
of Hausa-Fulani pre-eminence in the cabinet, the Igbo have been, by and large, 
underrepresented. A positive development indicates that the minority groups who 
were discriminated against in the 1950s and early 1960s have subsequently found 
adequate representation since 1967. Likewise, the Yoruba have been adequately 
represented for most of the period under study. However, the hegemonic ethnic 
groups (Hausa and Fulani) have been prominent in Nigerian politics since independ-
ence from Britain in 1960 (Mustapha, 2005). The Hausa and Fulani are prominent 
and overly-represented in parliament and significant public portfolios meanwhile 
the minority groups muddle through the political domain as underrepresented and 
dominated factions. The two ethnic groups can only afford to be under-represented 
in less salient portfolios and give way for the minority groups to be over-represent-
ed in those less important positions. As a result, the Igbo, Yoruba and Southern 
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minorities who are the least represented in very important portfolios dominate the 
less important ones as illustrated by Table 2 below:

Table 2: Ethnic Distribution of very important & less important portfolios, 1960 – 
2004 

Source: (Mustapha, 2005).

Similarly, Ethiopia shows the same patterns of ethnic dominance. Unlike Nigeria, 
Ethiopia’s federal arrangement legitimizes self-determination by ethnic groups and 
their distinct political representation, both through practice and design (Volfort, 
2007). However, this has resulted in a skewed and lopsided representation of var-
ious ethnic groups. The Ethiopian government has architected a constitution that 
allows political parties to polarize the country with respect to ethnic groups. The 
design encourages the electorate to show loyalty to the ethnic groups and gives 
scholars like Volfort (2007) an impression that it stimulates ethnic grievances and 
prospects for civil war. However, if the Ethiopian government improves it and com-
plements it with some form of electoral engineering, it would put an end to ethnic 
problems in the country. We assert that the problem of Ethiopia is no longer mainly 
a problem of the constitution, like in other African countries. The main issue is the 
electoral model which is largely responsible for the exclusion of other ethnic groups 
in the parliament. 

Although coalitions and alliances manage to usher other ethnic groups into the 
parliament, the first-past-the-post (FPTP) model undermines the representation of 
several ethnic groups. The ruling political party, (Ethiopian People’s Revolutionary 
Democratic Front) was an ethnic federalist political coalition in a transitional gov-
ernment which was made up of the following parties: Tigray People’s Liberation 
Front, Amhara Democratic Party, Oromo Democratic Party and Southern Ethiopian 
People’s Democratic Movement after they spearheaded the downfall of the Com-
munist People’s Democratic Republic of Ethiopia (Dessalegn, 2018). The Ethiopian 
People’s Revolutionary Democratic Front (EPRDF) has dominated politics for close 
to three decades. The Federal Democratic Republic of Ethiopia’s constitution and 
the electoral law legalized a multiparty system. The plurality system of FPTP was 
chosen as the best available route for guaranteeing equitable political participation 
yet its exclusionary effect cannot be disputed (Dessalegn, 2018). 

The FPTP model has not yielded the expected fruits in Ethiopia because it is not a 
suitable electoral model for an ethnically divided country. At least five rounds of 
general elections have been witnessed since the country’s transitional government 
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of 1991 that toppled a communist party (Dessalegn, 2018). The incumbent EPRDF 
and its affiliates vehemently claim that multiparty democracy has been taking root 
and ethnic groups are being effectively empowered through elections (Ahadu & 
Dibu, 2019; Dessalegn, 2018). On the contrary, government detractors reject these 
claims. They charge the Ethiopian government of never intending to safeguard 
multipartyism and employing strategies that exclude other ethnic groups and dis-
courage empowerment of ethnic communities (Dessalegn, 2018). 

While there is an ethnic element concerning governance in Ethiopia, it is partial 
and somewhat diluted through measures that give a larger number of groups a 
stake in governance. However, it is not surprising that this situation has continued 
to generate disapproval as well as resistance from those who feel politically and 
economically excluded (Ahadu & Dibu, 2019). Given the country’s ethnic diversity, 
it is remarkable that the state has not just survived such centrifugal dynamics, but 
has also managed to enjoy relative stability since 2000 (International Crisis Group, 
2009). Nevertheless, recent developments involving the ethnic-anti regime mobili-
sation led to an increase in violence in 2018, making ethnicity more prominent as 
a future source of strife (Yusuf, 2019). Ethnic cleavages, if not carefully managed, 
pose serious challenges to electoral models and representative democracy in eth-
nically divided societies.

Problems of ethnic mobilisation and elections 

Many African countries embraced representative democracy together with its mul-
tipartyism. Commendable as this move may be, it poses a serious challenge. It 
widens the divisions in societies. In ethnically divided countries, political parties 
campaign alongside ethnic lines. By so doing, they polarize a divided society even 
further. Added to this challenge is the realization that competitive elections inev-
itably create losers and winners (Przeworski, 1999). This translates into the “ins” 
and out” in terms of access to state resources. This happens when winners develop 
a system of patronage, patrimonialism and clientelism. The winners in such a sys-
tem distribute rewards and allocate resources to their political party followers. As 
this happens, the losers who happen to be a small minority ethnic group, in the case 
of Africa, feel further excluded from the system. The effect of this is the creation 
of pockets of instability that destabilise democracy in a country.

However, where every group knows that there are chances of winning in future, de-
mocracy becomes relatively stable. To illustrate this point, lets us take an instance 
where two different ethnic groups are to toss a coin instead of voting. The “head” 
designates winners who have to take over the government and “tail” represents a 
loss of elections. In this instance, every group stands equal chances of becoming a 
government despite their size. When a minority loses, it has two choices, which is 
to revolt or accept the verdict. Since human beings are rational, they will compare 
the cost and benefits of tolerating the majority ethnic group that won and submit 
to it (Edlin, Gelman & Kaplan, 2007). Knowing that they may be the ones winning 
shortly may be an incentive to accept defeat (Przeworski, 1999). However, where 
the minority ethnic group realises that there is a positive correlation between 
the size of a group and its prospects of winning elections and the relationship is 
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positive, the chances are high that it will reject electoral outcomes and revolt, 
especially if its prospects of winning are virtually impossible. 

Voting alongside ethnic lines is precarious and detrimental to representative de-
mocracy. In ethnically divided societies where FPTP is used, the death of democ-
racy is inevitable. The repercussions of ethnic conflict are evident to the world, 
especially because of the Rwanda genocide, Burundi crisis and Cameroon conflict 
that are reminiscent of such issues (Human Rights Watch, 2020). Largely, the 
unfairness of the electoral system and competitiveness of elections exacerbate 
the exclusion of minority ethnic groups (Reynolds & Reilly, 1999). As the excluded 
groups find it harder and harder to secure government posts and join parliaments 
their disgruntlement soars. With time, disputes and conflict turn to a full-blown 
civil war. However, an electoral system founded on Proportional Representation 
(PR) can partially curb the repercussions of exclusion caused by FPTP (Reynolds 
& Reilly, 1999). In addition, creating a power-sharing structure which accommo-
dates best-losers ethnic groups can mitigate the effects of underrepresentation in 
decision-making and political portfolios as illustrated by Mauritius (Fessha & Nam, 
2015). It is in this regard that we assert that if Africans want to transform the na-
ture of their democracy, the electoral system is the most appropriate and effective 
instrument to accomplish that (Lijphart, 1995). We submit to democracies having 
divided societies to adopt the best-losers system to recognize the minority ethnic 
groups who find it difficult to win elections due to voting that is done alongside 
ethnic lines. For this to be done, the constitutions of African countries have to 
be reviewed. The revision has to cater for the smallest ethnic groups so that the 
criteria for them to secure political and government posts is relaxed. This will 
curb the prevailing ramifications of patrimonialism that have been perpetuated for 
decades, at the expense of small ethnic groups.

Conclusions and Recommendations

In a nutshell, representative democracy provides participation for certain groups 
in decision-making but the competition of elections in ethnically divided societies 
undermines this purpose. Electoral competition compels political parties to mobi-
lize support from society. As parties campaign in deeply divided ethnic societies, 
they invariably tap on their ethnic groups and buy political support based on ethnic 
differences. Over the fragmentation of losers and winners created by election out-
comes, politicians add the one based on ethnicity. The winners garner and maintain 
support through the distribution of state resources and exclude other ethnic groups 
to which they do not belong to. Persistent exclusion from public resources and posts 
aggravates the dissatisfaction of losers in the elections especially the ethnic minor-
ities, particularly under the FPTP system. Such a system brews conflict and once it 
explodes, the repercussions are dire. Otherwise, a country’s democracy will remain 
sluggish and unconsolidated. Likewise, the minority groups will be condemned to 
perpetually muddle through as either underrepresented in decision-making or ex-
cluded. Notwithstanding, the landscape can be transformed through the adoption 
of the PR, best-losers systems and constitutional amendments. 
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African governments with ethnic diversity should abandon the FPTP electoral 
model and adopt the PR system. The PR will ensure that many ethnic groups are 
represented in parliament. Hegemonic ethnic groups will no longer monopolise rep-
resentation in parliament. However, the smallest ethnic groups may still grapple 
with representation in government despite the adoption of PR. In that case, gov-
ernments should consider another electoral engineering that requires the adoption 
of the best-losers system whereby the smallest ethnic groups are reserved seats in 
parliament. African governments should reserve some parliamentary seats for eth-
nic groups that are deemed too small to mobilize a necessary threshold to win seats 
in parliament. In addition, the governments have to consider engineering a consti-
tution that recognises the national ethnic diversities and allow for the best-losers 
minority groups to be allocated seats in parliament. Lastly, the constitution has to 
reserve public jobs for the minority ethnic groups to curb the effects of decades of 
exclusion perpetuated through patrimonialism. Thus representative democracy will 
somewhat ensure greater participation in decision-making and curb elements that 
may preclude democratic consolidation.
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