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Higher institutions such as the 
universities play a key role in the 
development of societies; their 
professions, industries and cultures. 
Basically, universities exit to seek to 
preserve and to transmit knowledge. By 
so doing the objectives of education for 
all are realised. Their primary functions 
are to teach students and to undertake 
research. Hence, higher education serves 
a pivotal role in advancing the course of 
humanity in terms of producing 
resourceful manpower for social  

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

transformation and economic uplifting. 
However, the needs and aspirations for 
higher education have continued to 
increase so much that developing 
countries are challenged to meet with 
global competitiveness. Hence, the 
management of higher institutions has also 
become very-complex and its success 
depends on the ability to hold the 
institution together. Its' success depends 
largely on ensuring that teaching and 
research occur in the most conducive 
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Abstract 

University management and performance are interdependent. 
University management in African universities as well as in 
Nigeria are extremely male dominated, which negates equity in 
management and impacts on the quality of management for 
competiveness. The paper x-rays gender related barriers inhibiting 
proper gender mix in university governance, which include 
among others, misconceptions on gendered roles and 
expectations. The paper maintains that societal norms and 
constraints, policy priorities, and contradictions between the 
officially stated pursuit of development agendas and denying 
women the possibility to participate fully in these agendas are 
responsible for relative exclusion of women in university 
governance. It advocates maintaining gender equity in 
appointments as a tool not only for closing gender gap but also 
increasing and strengthening administrative quality in 
governance. It suggests that building a congenial academic 
environment where the talents of men and women are equally 
harnessed are imperative for desired social and economic 
transformation and ensuring education for all. 
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environment without causing undue stress 
to students and staff. 
 

Like any environment, the 
context in which higher education was 
formed originally particularly in Africa 
has been challenged because of 
emerging realities that have emerged 
that have continued to exert pressure on 
university management. Sequel to this, 
the management of higher institutions in 
contemporary time requires an 
understanding of the inherent dynamism 
of the existing system vis-a-vis 
accountability, morale, increasing rise in 
demand, issues regarding gender mix 
among others. More so, as Africa 
advances into the 21st century, she is 
under pressure to keep abreast with 
technological, scientific and economic 
advancements. Even the impact on 
globalisation and migration are 
transforming the continent's university 
environment, making it more dynamic 
and complex than ever before. Hence, 
gender-balanced human resource 
development is essential to ensuring that 
higher education at national and 
continental levels meet these imminent 
transformation. 

  
Under the new social order, 

universities in Africa are therefore 
compelled to develop, sustain and nurture 
both men and women who are capable 
of generating the type of knowledge and 
competencies that will lead Africa into a 
new era. This supports universal 
agreements on equal access to 
educational opportunities and outcomes, 

such as the African Union's Protocol to 
the African Charter on Human and 
Peoples' Rights, on the Rights of Women 
in Africa (2003) and the Convention on 
the Elimination of All Forms of 
Discrimination Against Women 
(CEDAW), as well as Millennium 
Development Goal 3 (MDG 3), which 
relates to women's empowerment and 
gender equality at all levels of the 
educational system by 2015. 
Nevertheless, the Beijing Platform for 
Action listed priority action areas vital to 
ensuring that women are empowered to 
contribute fully to social and economic 
development processes. 

 
This discourse therefore posits 

that generally, management of African 
universities is still male dominated: a 
consequence of both institutional and 
structural factors. It argues that male 
dominance in leadership generally can 
produce stability in relationships, 
network and structures that impede the 
possibilities for progress and change. It 
maintains that by including more women 
in administrative cadres in the 
management of universities in Nigeria 
for instance, the management in 
universities would be strengthened. 
Hence, the paper addresses this topic 
under the following headings: an 
overview of management patterns across 
African universities. Nigerian 
universities administration compositions 
and gender disparity, factors responsible 
for low representation of women in the 
university management cadre. 
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An Overview of Management Patterns 
across African Universities 

It has been acknowledged that the 
management of universities in African 
universities is largely male dominated 
with the females in the minority. U is also 
a fact that higher education in Africa faces 
crises which demand reforms and 
transformation. To achieve gender equity 
in African institutions demands creating 
more space for women to climb the 
ladder in management positions. Poole 
(2005) maintained that globally men are 
seen to be outnumbering women in 
research and publication and that female 
Deans and Professors are a minority 
group, while female Vice-Chancellors 
are rare. The picture generally displayed 
in the management of universities in 
Africa continues to be male-dominated 
and women, especially those from 
socially and economically disadvantaged 
backgrounds, have a very low presence in 
these institutions. For instance, a study on 
gender compositions at administrative 
cadre in African universities in 2005 
showed gender imbalances in gender 
compositions at management cadre. In 
90 per cent of African universities, the 
majority of members of senior 
management in 2005 were men, even in 
institutions where 50 per cent of the 
staff were women, such as in the case 
of Lesotho (UNESCO, 2005). Similarly, 
out of 17 Commonwealth African 
countries sampled in 2002, only seven 
had over 20 per cent women academic 
staff at senior lecturer level and above 
in their universities (Singh, 2002). And 
the University of London's Institute of 

Education (2005) found that in four 
Commonwealth universities (Cape 
Town, Dar es Salaam, Ibadan and 
Makerere) the percentage of women at 
professor, associate professor and senior 
lecturer level was decidedly lower than 
the percentage of men. For instance, in 
Dar es Salaam University in 2003, only 
5.2 per cent of the professors were 
female: while in Makerere University in 
2004, only 6.1 per cent were. The same 
disparities were noted at the lower levels 
of academic appointments. Though the 
statistics may have improved over time, 
it is evident from the statistics shown 
that African universities lack gender-
responsive policies at macro and micro 
levels in such a way to bring an 
accelerated growth to women 
administrative advancement. Husu (2000) 
observed that women are ghettoised in 
the lowest ebbs on the administrative 
ladder, often occupying mainly clerical 
positions. Apparently in academic 
tracks they tend to occupy junior, un-
tenured positions, publish less and are 
only marginally present in 
administrative positions. It has been 
observed over time that policies put little 
focus on gender equity and equality in 
recruitment of staff and staff 
development programmes in most 
African higher institutions. Many 
universities have little or no 
programmes in the way of plans and 
policies for equal opportunity in 
employment, or against sexual 
harassment, racial, ethnic and sexual 
discrimination. Assie-Lumumba (2006) 
saw the persistence of structural gender 
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inequality as one of the most counter-
productive and self-destructive 
traditions in African higher education. 
She points to societal norms and 
constraints, policy priorities, and 
contradictions between the officially 
stated pursuit of development agenda and 
denying women the possibility to 
participate fully in these agendas. As a 
consequence of the low number of 
women in policy decision-making bodies 
at universities in Africa, the capacity of 
women academics and administrators to 
influence change in a less-than friendly 
environment is absent or weak. It 
appears that poor representations of 
women in managerial positions may 
reflect the unwillingness of top 
management to appoint more women to 
these positions. Okeke (2005) argued that 
female academics in African universities 
are often afraid to speak out and to 
demand a transformation of university 
management. The situation is further 
compounded by the fact that many 
women academics at managerial level 
lack strong networks to encourage 
mentorship and to create a unified voice. 
Where changes are happening, they are 
slow to yield the desired out-comes for 
women in academia. 
 

These scenarios of 
marginalization of women in African 
universities leadership and 
administration have not been left 
unchallenged. Encouragingly, male-
dominated leadership and management at 
African universities have not gone 
entirely unchallenged. Since 2000, many 

of the African countries have opened 
new universities, thereby increasing the 
chances of more women joining 
universities as students and as staff. The 
number of women chancellors and vice-
chancellors of African universities among 
FAWE's members is testament to this 
change. With regional organisations, such 
as the Southern African Development 
Community (SADC), taking up strong 
positions on gender policies and 
benchmarking participation of women in 
positions of leadership, further positive 
change is expected to take place.  
 
Nigerian Universities Administration 
and Gender Disparity in Management  

In spite of the advances which 
women have made in many areas of 
public life in the past two decades, they 
are still a long way from participating on 
the same fooling in academia as men. 
Not considering the fact that the Nigerian 
university system is over sixty years old, 
there are still evidences of low female 
participation as academic staff. Women 
in Nigerian universities for example, 
hold less than 35 percent of academic 
posts (Ogbogu, 2006).  

 
They are mainly represented in 

the lower and middle level academic 
positions and their participation relative 
to men decreases at successive levels. 
For instance, in 2006 University of 
Ibadan had academic staff strength of 
3,081, out of which 2,574 were males and 
507 females, Obafemi Awolowo 
University had 1,207 academic staff 
members out of which 210 were females 
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and University of Lagos's academic staff 
strength was 813 out of which 250 were 
females. Engineering, medicine and the 
science disciplines remain strongly 
dominated by men, while the highest 
concentrations of women are found in the 
humanities and social sciences (Ogbogu, 
2006). The picture presented above shows 
abysmal low representation of females in 
managerial cadre in the university system 
in Nigeria. Arguably though, there have 
been some efforts towards strengthening 
the overall quality of Nigerian universities 
and in management. For instance, on July 
21", 2002, there was government policy 
promulgation on autonomy for university 
whose framework gave university 
councils full responsibilities for 
institutional governance including 
appointment of senior staff, the 
restoration of block grant funding to 
university circumscribing the power of 
National University Commission 
(NUC): vesting university senates with 
the authority to decide on curricula, 
returning to universities the right to set 
admissions criteria and select students. 
This autonomy equally included laying 
the ground work for new minimum 
academic standards (Federal Ministry of 
Education, 2002). This is in response to 
the challenges that confront university 
management, however, this reform failed 
to consider gender mainstreaming in 
constituting management strategics. 
Hence, continuing under representation 
of women in academic leadership 
structures. 
 

Factors Responsible for Low 
Representation of Women in 
University Management Cadre  

There are factors that challenge 
women inclusion in the management of 
universities in Nigeria. These barriers 
affect the ability to institutionalise 
strategies and polices that can reverse 
gender and socio-economic inequalities in 
universities. They are discussed below: 
 
Brain drain/brain circulation: Over 
the years, many African universities 
have gradually experienced substantial 
staff erosion.  Most are experiencing 
difficulties in retaining and replacing 
experienced staff in academic and 
specialised support positions. It is 
projected that, in the next 10 to 20 years, 
most African universities will have an 
enormous staff deficit, in some cases as 
large as 40--60 per cent (Assie-
Lumumba, 2006). This is due to staff 
attrition, retirement, slow replacement 
of staff, migration of the best educated 
(brain drain or brain circulation), 
difficulty in attracting and retaining the 
best and brightest undergraduates to 
acudcmiu. low remuneration and, not 
least, academic and bureaucratic 
environments that are unfriendly to 
women. If the staff attrition trend is not 
arrested, most African universities will 
continue to rely on experts from outside 
the continent. Moreover, and most 
importantly, Africa will continue to 
waste women's potential for 
contributing to knowledge creation and 
socio-cultural and economic 
advancement. It is thus imperative to 
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improve gender equity in higher 
education to ensure that women's 
presence in institutions of higher 
learning is more visible and their 
contribution to both academic 
development and administration is 
counted.  
 
Gendered division of labour: Lynch 
(2010) believes that because academia is 
constructed as a "carefree zone" which 
assumes that academics have no 
commitments other than to their 
profession. This suggests that in 
appointment of staff gender sensitivity 
in appointments is compromised. 
Grummell, Devine & Lynch (2009a) 
observe strongly that because leaders are 
constructed as "/ero-load" workers, 
devoid of care responsibilities, women 
are often excluded on the premise that 
women find it difficult to combine 
leadership responsibilities with domestic 
tasks. Similarly, the moral imperative on 
women to give care to children, the sick 
and elderly means that women have 
negative equity in the workplace 
(Guillaume and Pochie, 2009; Lynch. 
Baker & Lyons 2009; O'Brien, 2007). 
Runte and Mills (2004) claim that 
women's role as family care givers takes 
toll on their employee role. This 
suggests that their leadership role is 
often compromised. Invariably 
navigating between  parental  and 
employee roles creates bias in 
appointments of women into university 
management. Women academics are 
often caught between two greedy 

institutions - the extended family and the 
university tasks in trying to excel.  
 
Gender identity and gender relations: 
Gender identity and gender relations as 
concepts are more multifaceted, fluid 
and varied than they were a couple of 
decades ago (Billing, 2011). Gender 
bias and misrccognition represent the 
way in which wider society offers 
demeaning, confining or inaccurate 
readings of the value of particular groups 
or individuals. Kamau (2006) maintains 
that the incongruity between what it 
means to be female and what is seen to 
be managerial can produce at least two 
forms of prejudice: (1) less favourable 
evaluation of the potential for women to 
take on leadership roles compared to 
men and (2) less favourable evaluations 
of the actual behaviour of female leaders. 
Generally speaking, women's capabilities 
in governance are prejudiced. Some of 
the gender constructs present women as 
inferiors and affect the selection process 
in so far as particular qualities are 
normalised and prioritised.  
 
Gender bias: Women are still being 
perceived as "risky" in appointments to 
senior positions (Ibarra. Carter & Silva, 
2010). Apparently, bias can exist at 
different stages of academic life, with 
women's skills and competencies 
misrecognised.   Statistically, women 
account for only 29% of the world's 
researchers (UNESCO, 2010). Rees 
(2011) and Wenneras and Wold (1997) 
identified [hat gender bias exists in 
judgements of excellence - even by 
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peers. Approaches that focus on one 
area, such as fixing the women without 
addressing organisational cultures that 
reproduce inequality, can be 
fundamentally flawed. 
 
Management and masculinity: It has 
been hypothesised that leadership is 
defined according to normative 
masculinity (Binns and Kerfoot, 2011), 
with malcness seen as a resource, or form 
of career capital, and femaleness as a 
form of negative equity. Fitzgerald 
(2011) believed that the focus on 
productivity, competitiveness, hierarchy, 
strategy, and the inalienable logic of the 
market renders positions of senior 
leadership a masculine domain. 
Femaleness is often perceived as 
irreconcilable with intellectual and 
managerial authority - a theme explored 
in Pakistan by Shah (2001) and in South 
Africa by Smit (2006), and theorised by 
scholars in the global north including 
Valian (1999).  

 
These views suggest that 

women managers challenge a gender 
stereotype. The concept of social 
cognition suggests that we "think 
gender'' and that we have deeply 
embedded notions of gender-appropriate 
behaviour and roles. Odejide (2003) 
reported how, in Nigeria, male leaders 
were preferred as they were thought to be 
more suited to dealing with student 
unrest. The imperative for tough, 
detached and even ruthless decision-
making led Devine, Grumell & Lynch 
(2011) to argue that masculinity is not 

equated with caring in the way that 
femininity is, so men can practise "care-
less" masculinity without moral 
disapproval. This has implications for 
how women construct their leadership 
identities. In masculinised 
organisational cultures women leaders 
can sometimes find that they are the 
organisational "other" and must manage 
their otherness in order to succeed 
(Probert. 2005). This incongruence can 
involve minimising their gender 
difference in order to be treated equally 
to men (Bailyn, 2003). Managing identity, 
discrimination and other people's 
negativity can be an additional affective 
workload which deters women from 
applying for highly visible senior 
positions (Kram, McCollom & Hampton, 
2003; Morley, 1999). 
 

However, it would be misleading 
to portray women as victims of all-
powerful patriarchal organisations of 
knowledge production. Women are 
entering leadership positions and are 
being creative and innovative. There have 
been positive interventions for change in 
diverse national locations. Thinking about 
women in organisations has focused on 
three areas - fix the women, fix the 
organisation and fix the knowledge 
(Schiebinger, 1999). By fixing more 
women in leadership position such as in 
university governance, it would help in 
enhancing women's confidence and self-
esteem, empowerment, capacity-building, 
encouraging women to be more 
competitive, assertive and risk-taking. At 
the same time, fixing organisation 
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demands gender mainstreaming, 
institutional transformation such as in 
ensuring gender equality policies, 
processes and practices, challenging 
discriminatory structures, gender impact 
assessments, audits and reviews, 
introducing work/life balance schemes as 
mechanisms for university management 
reforms. 
 
Strategies for Strengthening University 
Management and Gender Growth and 
Development  

To achieve gender equality in 
academia and in the management of 
universities in Nigeria, it is imperative to 
have a mix of gender responsive policies 
and strategies, such as affirmative action 
and innovative women-focused 
recruitment and staff development. 
Deliberate efforts must be made, and 
targeted initiatives developed, so that 
Nigerian women can assume positions of 
responsibility in greater numbers within 
the academia. This would not only 
address issues of gender equity and 
fairness, it would also contribute to the 
survival and thriving of higher education 
institutions on the continent. The Forum 
for African Women Educationalists 
(FAWE) for example is thus advocating 
a number of gender-responsive measures 
that would enable women in higher 
education institutions to access equitable 
learning opportunities and outcomes as 
well as professional development and 
promotion. These include research, 
innovative advocacy strategies and 
leadership training. Women's 
development in universities and impact 

of innovative approaches to furthering 
gender equality and promoting women in 
higher education in Sub-Saharan Africa 
are areas that need a re-think. Innovative 
strategies for promoting gender equitable 
recruitment, promotion and retention, 
especially targeting women, must be 
well articulated and harnessed. Tracking 
systems must be developed and 
observatories established to document and 
monitor progress towards gender equality 
in African universities. These measures 
can only be achieved by bringing like-
minded organisations together - such as 
the Association for Strengthening Higher 
Education for Women in Africa 
(ASHEWA), the AAU, the African 
Gender Institute and the few gender-
based research institutions and women's 
studies programmes - in order to work on 
strategies, develop roadmaps, lobby 
university administrations and highlight 
what hampers, but also what promotes, 
gender equity and equality for women in 
academic, furthermore, alliances must be 
formed with university chancellors, vice-
chancellors, rectors and registrars, both 
female and male, for the purposes of 
moving key strategic issues and ensuring 
that they give serious consideration and 
make firm, long-term commitment to 
address the imbalances identified in 
recruitment and professional development 
of female academics and managers. The 
measures proposed above will certainly 
accelerate this trend so that, by the 
middle of the century, women will not 
only have more choices and chances in 
academia, but a greater number of women 
will be in leadership and senior 
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management positions at universities in 
Africa. This is not an ideal; it is a 
necessity if Africa is serious about 
putting all its resources to work for the 
betterment of the continent. 
 
Conclusion 

It is imperative that male 
dominance in the management cadre in 
university governance has negative 
influence rather on the effectiveness and 
in fairness to university development. 
Continuing male oriented leadership 
dominance generally can produce 
instability in relationships, networks and 
structures that impedes the possibilities 
for progress and change. Hence, 
mentorship, or the re-distribution of 
organisational and professional 
knowledge arc perceived as a winning 
formula for women's career development 
in universities in Nigeria.  
 

A rethink on ways of boosting 
women confidence in seizing educational 
opportunities is the right step in the right 
direction. It requires re-invigorated and 
focus on the leadership values and 
challenges that lie ahead for university 
management which include 
sustainability, social inclusion and 
creating knowledge for a rapidly changing 
world, one in which gender relations are 
also in flux. 

 
The Way Forward 
1. The federal and state governments 

should pursue rigorously policy mix 
in university institutions with regards 
to affirmative action, quotas and 

target timetables for their 
achievement. Affirmative action 
(AA) is a change intervention 
promoted in equity driven political 
agendas. 

 
2. The   university   management   

should   improve   on   programmes   
which   include organizational goals 
for increasing the representation of 
more women, and the introduction 
of strategies and practices to support 
targets. This is seen as necessary and 
suitable,  particularly  in  areas  
where  gender  segregation  is  
entrenched,  and  can compensate for 
and tackle gender bias in recruitment 
and selection. 
 

3. There should be a serious 
consideration in legislation in the 
form of implementation of quotas in 
terms of strengthening the current 
percentage of female professors in 
Nigerian universities. 
 

4. There should be provisions that 
offer extra financial incentives to 
increase both the absolute number 
and the overall proportion of female 
professors in the university system in 
Nigeria. 
 

5. There should be clarity in basic 
parameters for the appointment of 
vice-chancellors by establishing and 
gazetting appointment procedure 
rules and committees in the manner 
appointment procedures are laid 
down (with a clear, precise process 
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and candidate selection guidelines) 
which can help to promote 
transparency and objectivity and thus 
contribute to gender equality in the 
appointment process. 
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