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1. Introduction 

It is well recognized that the ownership of assets improves the lives of the 

women and men who own and control them (Deere and Doss, 2006). It is also 

noted that, just like inequalities with regard to income and consumption, there 

also exist inequalities in distribution of assets, not only between the rich and the 

poor, but also between men and women, across regions and communities. In 

addition to significant differences in ownership of assets, men and women also 

use their assets differently, which has implications on household well-being, 

especially in relation to food security, nutrition and education. There is wide 

support in literature for the idea that closing the gap between men’s and 

women’s ownership of assets is not only important for women’s empowerment 

and well-being but is also a necessary step towards achieving global development 

goals (Meinzen-Dick et al, 2011). As World Bank (2003) states, There is now a 

shared understanding within the development community that development 

policies and actions that fail to take gender inequality into account and fail to 

address disparities between males and females will have limited effectiveness 

and serious cost implications. Better development outcomes especially those 

related to food security, health, and nutrition, can be achieved through 

implementation of policies that are aimed at reducing the gender gap in assets. 

Thus, as noted by Deere and Doss (2006), an understanding of the gendered 

nature of asset distribution and its implications on individual and household 

livelihoods is fundamental to the design of effective development policies and 

interventions.  

 

                                                           
1 This paper was produced by Bernadette M. Wanjala, Kenya Institute for Public Policy Research 

and Analysis, Nairobi, Kenya. The report was prepared in preparation for presentation at the Pan 

African Conference on Tackling Inequalities in the Context of Structural Transformation held in 

Accra, Ghana from 28th – 30th April 2014. 



 

 

 

There are various reasons as to why a more equitable gendered distribution of assets is important. First, is 

the equity concern.  Achievement of gender equality and empowerment is a millennium development goal 

number three. Equity and Equality are quite interrelated. Gender equity refers to the process of being fair 

to women and men, mainly achieved by putting in place strategies and measures that are meant to 

compensate for constraints that prevent women and men from operating on a level playing field. Equity 

leads to equality. Gender equality, on the other hand, requires equal enjoyment by women and men of 

socially valued goods, opportunities, resources and rewards. Where gender inequality exists, it is generally 

women who are excluded or disadvantaged in relation to decision making and access to economic and 

social resources. Global statistics on asset ownership by gender suggest that women face greater 

constraints than men in accumulating and keeping assets. With regard to land, statistics have shown that 

women are disadvantaged compared with men with regard to reported land ownership, documentation of 

ownership, operation, management, and decision making (Doss, 2013). 

Secondly, ownership of assets is not only a measure of opportunities (through the ability to generate 

income or additional wealth) or outcomes (net wealth), ownership of assets is critically important to 

women’s bargaining power and hence their economic empowerment (Doss, Grown, and Deere, 2008). 

Increasing women’s access to assets and narrowing the gender-asset gap would directly improve women’s 

wellbeing by reducing their vulnerability. It will also have important positive effects on a number of 

important development outcomes of the household, including food security, child nutrition, and education, 

as well as for women’s own well-being and empowerment. Ownership and control over assets such as land 

and housing provide significant benefits to individuals and households, including a secure place to live, the 

means of a livelihood, protection during emergencies, and collateral for credit that can be used for 

investment or consumption (Doss et al 2008). They are also important for reducing poverty, and cushioning 

risk and vulnerability from natural disasters, illness, or financial crises. There exist a lot of empirical 

evidence that links women’s empowerment (such as through increased ownership of assets) to better 

development outcomes. For instance, Blackden et al. (2006) revealed that inequalities in access to land and 

productive inputs reduced agricultural productivity, investment and modernization, and inequalities in 

time burdens, alongside a high demographic burden, undermined women’s ability to participate effectively 

in, and benefit equally from, growth and poverty reduction in Africa. Further, as pointed out by Dillon and 

Quiñones (2011), it is expected that gender differences in asset holdings potentially affect women’s 

welfare, especially women in agricultural households, mainly because participation in agriculture is a 

defining feature of many poor households throughout the world and women are disadvantaged because 

they have less access to land and inputs, which leads to lower productivity on their plots relative to men 

because of this inefficient input allocation within their households. 

Third, men and women may use wealth in different ways. Evidence from literature suggests that the 

outcomes of household decisions depend on who has more bargaining power within the household (Deere 

and Doss, 2006). Given that bargaining power is often measured as access to income or ownership of 

wealth, then the gender patterns of wealth ownership are important, even within households. It is argued 

that the bargaining power of men and women instrumentally shapes the resource allocation decisions 



 

 

households make, and husbands and wives use their bargaining power to convey priorities in allocation 

(Schmidt, 2012). Doss (2005), while defining the percentage of assets (land, savings and business assets) 

held by women within the household as a measure of women’s bargaining power, showed that the share 

of assets owned by women in Ghana has a significant impact on household expenditure decisions, 

especially on food, education and housing. The study revealed that in 1991/92, women’s share of farmland 

significantly increased budget shares on food and education and decreased budget shares on alcohol and 

tobacco, household durables, and household non-durables. In 1998/99, women’s share of farmland 

significantly increased budget shares on food and decreased budget shares on household durables, 

household non-durables, clothing and the miscellaneous category. The evidence in literature suggests that 

policies targeted towards women can generate immediate consequences by either improving a women’s 

voice in the household or contributing to an improvement in human capital investments in children 

(Schmidt, 2012). Theory postulates that when mothers have stronger preference for child quality than 

fathers, an increase in mother’s bargaining power can benefit the child. Schmidt (2012) lends support to 

this theory by showing that women who enjoy decision-making power in the household, especially 

regarding large purchases, are associated with having children with better height-for-age ratios. There is 

strong evidence that resources controlled by women are more likely to yield greater improvements in child 

health and nutrition than resources placed in the hands of men. In addition, increasing control over 

resources increases women’s bargaining power within the family, which has been shown to have a positive 

effect on children’s (and particularly girls’) education and thus the livelihood of future generations 

(Behrman and Skoufias 2006). Quisumbing and Briere (2000) also examine how differences in the 

bargaining power of husband and wife affect the distribution of expenditures in Bangladesh, finding further 

support for on the positive and significant effect of women’s incomes on investments in children, where 

children are a woman’s most important investment given her ability to accumulate assets.  

Fourth, there is research evidence that shows that there exist significant gendered differences in asset 

dynamics. For instance, Dillon and Quiñones (2011), in their study of gender differentiated asset dynamics 

over a 20 year period (1988-2008) in Northern Nigeria, showed that women’s assets grew more slowly 

compared with men’s assets over a long time horizon. The difference in growth rates was mainly attributed 

to the differences in asset portfolios and their relative prices. Men’s assets, which were largely in terms of 

livestock, registered larger price increases in the value of their assets, in addition to the fact that the 

livestock were able to multiply.  Women’s assets on the other hand were primarily held as goods, both 

durables and jewellery, whose value increased marginally. These dynamics tended to reinforce gender 

asset inequality within the households. 

Constraints to women’s ownership of assets 

It is noted that constraints to ownership of assets by women are strikingly similar across regions and 

contexts. According to FAO (2011), constraints to ownership of assets mainly include: social norms, 

household/reproductive duties that create time constraints, and asset complementarities (for example 

having access to land helps with access to credit which helps with access to purchased inputs). 

Deere and Doss (2006) and Doss et al (2008) further argue that women’s ability to accumulate wealth is 

conditioned by the state, the family, the community, and the market. The state provides guidelines on 



 

 

accumulation, control, and transmission of property through civil codes and property and family law, which 

in turn defines women’s ability to own and control assets. Historically, such laws limited women’s 

ownership of assets, but reforms in such legislations have facilitated women’s accumulation of wealth. 

Family and community norms regarding the accumulation and transmission of wealth are also important in 

determining whether women own assets or not. These norms are particularly important in regions where 

customary marital and inheritance systems still prevail and carry legal recognition and where a large gap 

exists between formal, legal norms and actual practice. For instance, in some Kenyan communities, while it 

is constitutionally mandated that women should inherit property, some customary laws still prevail, which 

exclude women from inheriting any property. Markets, especially labour and credit markets, provide the 

financial means for acquisition of assets. Women’s lower wages and the gender division of labour within 

the labour market and between productive and reproductive labour affect women’s ability to accumulate 

assets. In addition, women’s lower access to finance limits their ability to acquire assets, especially 

productive assets which can be used to generate income. 

Limitations with regard to data on gendered asset ownership 

Data on the distribution of assets by gender is scanty. This is mainly because few surveys actually collect 

information on individual ownership of assets such as land, housing, livestock and other productive assets. 

In addition, most data on assets is collected at the household level, which gives a misleading picture of 

individual-level ownership patterns. Most surveys focus on variations in assets by comparing characteristics 

of the household head: age, education, occupation, and sometimes gender. As a result, it is not easy to get 

an understanding of the assets that women own, how they acquire them, and how they use them to 

influence decisions that affect their own and others’ well-being.  

  

Secondly, the unit of observation differs from case to case. Sometimes, the reference is to inequalities 

between males and females, other times to differences between male-headed and female-headed 

households, or even to plots or farms managed by females and males (Deere and Doss 2006). The diversity 

in unit of observation may have different reasons. In some cases, it is determined by the nature of the 

indicator, which can be measured at the level of the individual, household or the farm. For instance, wages 

and labour force participation are measured at the individual level; agricultural censuses take the farm (or 

more explicitly the agricultural holding) as the unit of observation and; ad hoc surveys where agricultural 

plots may be distinguished according to the gender of the manager. 

To gauge the severity of data limitations, Doss et al (2013), following a review of statistics and literature on 

gendered rights over land, confirmed a number of gaps in the availability of gender-land statistics. First, 

information was available on only 8 of the 53 African countries, pointing to large geographical gaps in data 

coverage. Second, only one of the 16 studies reviewed was published in a peer-reviewed source, which 

points to a gap in the peer-reviewed literature on gendered land statistics. 

Considering these data limitations, this study provides an insight into gender gaps in four main assets (land 

& natural resources; entrepreneurship and business ownership; financial inclusion and political capital). 

The study highlights the key drivers of the gender gaps and proposes ways of closing the gaps. 



 

 

 

 

2. Key Domains of Gender Asset Inequalities and their drivers 

2.1 Access to land and natural resources 

Land remains the key asset in rural areas where agriculture is the main source of livelihood in many African 

economies. Access to land is a basic requirement for farming and control over land is synonymous with 

wealth, status and power in many areas (FAO, 2011). Thus, raising women’s bargaining power, status and 

influence within households and communities would require strengthening of their access to and control 

over land. Further, improving women’s access to land and security of tenure has direct impacts on farm 

productivity.  

There is a lot of evidence illustrating gender inequalities in access to land. Across regions women are 

consistently less likely to be owners (or operators) of agricultural land, and when they own or operate 

agricultural land, they usually have smaller plots (FAO, 2011). The limited data does suggest that the 

gender gap in land ownership in Africa is substantial (Deere and Doss 2006). In Kenya, even though the 

ratio of women to men is 1:1 and the role played by women in agriculture (providing about 89 percent of 

subsistence farming labour force and 70 percent of labour in cash crop labour production), only 5 percent 

of land title deeds are held by women jointly with men, with only 1 percent of title deeds being held by 

women alone (FAO, 2011). Doss (2005) found that women held land in only 10 per cent of Ghanaian 

households while men held land in 16-23 per cent. The mean value of men’s land holdings was almost 

three times the mean value of women’s landholdings. 

Doss et al (2013), following a review of statistics and literature on gendered rights over land, highlighted 

key trends that emerge from all the studies:  

i. Regardless of indicator and country, in the majority of cases, women are disadvantaged compared with 

men in regards to reported landownership, documentation of ownership, operation, management, and 

decision making.  

ii. There is a wide range in the magnitude of the gender gap, depending on country, region, type of land, 

definition of landholding, and inclusion of joint ownership, even within the same country.  

iii. When included, joint ownership is a common occurrence across Africa, comprising a substantial 

percentage of landholding; however, joint ownership does not necessarily mean that men and women 

have equal rights over the land.  

iv. Few studies include sex-disaggregated information on area or value of landholdings; however, when it is 

reported, it points to the same pattern, whereby women have less land and of lower value as compared 

with men.  



 

 

Table 1 below shows statistics on land ownership by households for various African countries. The statistics 

reveal that among the countries reviewed, Cape Verde had the highest percentage of land owners, 

estimated at 50.5 percent. Botswana and Comoros had 34.7 percent and 32.6 percent respectively, while 

Mali and Gambia had the lowest proportions at 3.1 percent and 8.3 percent respectively. 

 

Table 2 shows statistics on proportion of land ownership by gender across countries. The statistics reveal 

that across all the countries that were reviewed, the proportion of land owned by women, which is 

documented in very low, with Ethiopia recording the highest at 6 percent. On the contrary, men’s 

documented ownership is much higher as compared to women. Men’s undocumented ownership is also 

higher than women’s undocumented ownership. 

  



 

 

Country (Year) 
Number of women 

landholders 

Number of total 

landholders 

Percentage of 

landholders who 

are women 

Botswana (2004)        17,576      50,690               34.7% 

Cape Verde 

(2004) 
       22,461  44,450  50.5% 

Comoros (2004)        17,094   52,464  32.6% 

Ethiopia (2001-

2002) 
  2,149,675  11,507,442  18.7% 

Gambia (2001-

2002) 
5,731      69,140  8.3% 

Madagascar 

(2004-2005) 
       371,158  2,428,492  15.3% 

Mali (2004-2005)         24,636     805,194  3.1% 

Tanzania (2007-

2008) 
    1,575,129   5,838,523  27.0% 

Table 1: Land ownership by households (men and women) 

Source: Doss et al 2013 

Table 2: Area of accessed or owned land (by gender) as a proportion of the total area of all household   

 

  Ethiopia Malawi Niger Nigeria Tanzania Uganda 

Women's 

ownership, 

documented 

6% 0.2% 0.4%   1% 3% 

Men's 

ownership, 

documented 

19% 0.4% 5%  5% 6% 

Joint 

ownership, 

documented 

17% 0.6% 2.9%  5% 10% 

Women's 

ownership, 

undocumented 

 31% 7% 0.1% 14% 13% 

Men's 

ownership, 

undocumented 

 32% 49% 9% 36% 24% 

Joint 

ownership, 

undocumented 

 13% 22%  31% 32% 

Owned, 

undocumented 
41%       

Accessed 16% 22% 15% 91% 8% 11% 

Source: Doss et al 20 



 

 

As earlier stated, several factors come into play to drive the trends in land ownership discussed above. 

Most importantly, in most African communities where communal property regimes are common, rights 

over land are mostly passed to male household members through inheritance while women gain access to 

land through their relationship with a male relative - father, husband, brother etc. Inheritance is an 

important public policy in most African countries largely because it has been seen as part of the larger 

problem of property rights regimes that are discriminatory against women. It raises some of the most 

sensitive political economy questions in many Sub-Saharan African societies, including the status of 

women, land ownership and control, and the social legitimacy and capacity of statutory and customary 

systems of governance. This has led to calls for changes to inheritance systems within a broader reform 

agenda by international and domestic campaigns to redress women’s unequal property rights. Inheritance 

has largely been characterized as a human rights issue as well as an economic concern, and has primarily 

focused on the content of so-called family laws as well as land rights (Cooper, 2012). 

The high degree of sensitivity around inheritance as a public policy issue was conspicuous in Kenya’s 2005 

national referendum campaign concerning a proposed new Constitution, which proposed the removal of a 

clause which stated that customary law (rather than statutory law) was to apply to cases of adoption, 

marriage, divorce, burial, devolution of property on death and other matters of personal law. Opposition to 

removal of the clause was mainly due to a perceived threat that this would allow daughters to inherit land, 

which could open the way for women to transfer land from their families, clans and tribes to the families, 

clans and tribes of their husbands, leading to the alienation of people from ancestral land (Cooper, 2012). 

The fear of alienation from land is prevalent and sensitive for many Kenyans, holding as it does both 

economic and cultural salience. Even though 2005 draft Constitution was defeated by a national 

referendum, the constitution (2010) provides for equal rights over land by men and women. Specifically, 

Section 60(1) of the constitution lists the principles of land policy, which include: 

o Equitable access to land 

o Security of land rights 

o Elimination of gender discrimination in law, customs and practices related to land and property, among 

other principles. 

 

Many states in Africa have carried out reforms in family and land laws that seek to strengthen women’s 

land rights. However, while the legal systems are changing to improve women’s legal access to land, the 

interaction of legal rights and social norms still limits women’s access to land. In Kenya, despite the change 

in the constitution that allowed women to inherit land, women’s right to land by inheritance, is still 

hampered by strong cultural beliefs that only provide for inheritance of land by sons. In addition, women’s 

rights to matrimonial property have been largely compromised by the patriarchal nature of the society 

which views men as sole owners of matrimonial property.  

 



 

 

Even in cases where women’s property rights have been legally guaranteed, there often remain difficulties 

in women acquiring land through purchasing. Women face many hurdles in accessing credit as a source of 

finance. Conventional lending institutions require proof of adequate and dependable income as well as 

property ownership, precluding many women from obtaining loans (Richardson, 2004). This will be 

discussed in more detail section 2.3. 

 

In terms of access to natural resources, the livelihood of families in rural areas often depends on women’s 

access to nearby forests and waterways for supplies of food, fuel wood, water for domestic consumption 

and agricultural production. As wives, females are almost always granted only limited rights to these 

resources, and their access is shrinking with the shift from common property to private entitlement. 

Women’s declining access and lack of rights to these resources may reduce their incentives to conserve 

these resources. Likewise, public irrigation systems are often considered an area of male control, and 

decisions about the use of irrigation water are made without reference to women’s needs for their own 

production and domestic purposes. With a lot of literature providing evidence of the different gendered 

roles in the management and use of agricultural biodiversity, there is need to ensure that needs of both 

men and women are put into consideration when dealing with conservation of natural resources. 

 

 

 

 

 

2.2 Entrepreneurship and business ownership 

It is acknowledged that women entrepreneurs around the world are making a difference through their 

contribution of numerous ideas and capital resources, generation of jobs as well as creation of additional 

work for suppliers and other business linkages. The growing importance of micro and small enterprises in 

growth, poverty reduction and livelihood strategies in developing economies where paid job opportunities 

are limited cannot be understated (Chirwa, 2008). Over time, women are increasingly venturing into 

ownership of micro and small enterprises either on their own or in partnership with male entrepreneurs. 



 

 

Sub-Saharan Africa boasts the highest share of women entrepreneurs, but they are disproportionately 

concentrated among the self-employed rather than employers (Hallward-Driemeier, 2013). Relative to 

men, women are pursuing lower opportunity activities, with their enterprises more likely to be smaller, 

informal, and in low value-added lines of business. The challenge in expanding opportunities is not helping 

more women become entrepreneurs but enabling them to shift to higher return activities. In Kenya, 

research has shown that women face a number of obstacles in venturing into businesses, which mostly 

condemn them to low income occupations (McCormick and Mitullah, 1995; ILO, 1995). Women’s 

businesses generally start small, grow slowly and end smaller than men-owned enterprises. Women locate 

more in the home, rely more on less skilled and unpaid workers, and are less likely to diversify into other 

activities. In addition, women’s activities tend to be less remunerative than men’s. The participation of 

women is also low in sectors that require high capital requirements (especially in manufacturing), where 

they have been found to earn only about 32 per cent of what their male counterparts earn (Githinji, 2000). 

According to the 1999 Kenyan National MSEs Baseline Survey, there were 612,848 women in MSEs in 

Kenya, accounting for 47.4 per cent of all those in MSEs (ILO, 2008). It was found that women tended to 

operate enterprises associated with traditional women's roles, such as hairstyling, restaurants, hotels, 

retail shops and wholesale outlets. They also tended to operate smaller enterprises than men, with the 

average number of employees in a women-owner/managed MSE being 1.54 versus 2.1 in men-

owner/managed MSEs. In addition, about 86 per cent of the workers in women-owner/managed MSEs 

were women owner/managers themselves, 4 per cent were hired workers, with the remainder made up of 

unpaid family members and/or apprentices. Whereas, in men-owner/managed MSEs, only 68 per cent of 

the workers were men owner/managers themselves, 17 per cent hired workers and the remainder made 

up of unpaid family members and/or apprentices. 

It was also revealed that women tended to operate smaller MSEs than men and made less income than 

them, with women making an average gross income of KES4,344 (about US$ 50) per month compared to 

KES7,627 (about US$ 88) for men. Also MSEs employ a higher percentage of women, which was estimated 

at 47.4 per cent as compared to the national average of only 30 per cent of the total workforce. This 

implies that despite the fact that women owned MSEs are smaller and earn less income as compared to 

men’s, the sector holds more promise for women in providing and accessing employment opportunities. 

 



 

 

Statistics for Malawi showed that 34 per cent of MSEs are owned by women, compared with 35 per cent 

which are owned by men and 31 per cent owned by both men and women (Chirwa, 2008). Research 

evidence showed that most female entrepreneurs lacked business skills training (informal and formal) and 

had less business experience than male entrepreneurs. Also, a higher proportion of female entrepreneurs 

(17.1 percent) owned more than one enterprise compared with only 8.4 percent of male entrepreneurs. In 

terms of location of business, female-owned MSEs were home-based than male owned MSEs that tended 

to locate in high demand environments. Female entrepreneurs also tended to operate more in food 

processing, beer brewing, retail of food and beverages and in bars and restaurants than their male 

counterparts. For instance, 13.6 percent of female entrepreneurs were in food processing industry 

compared with only 3.9 percent of male entrepreneurs; while 13.0 percent of male entrepreneurs 

operated in retail of garments and footwear compared to only 2.4 percent of female entrepreneurs. There 

were also gender differences in the nature of business problems experienced by MSEs, with a higher 

proportion of female entrepreneurs experiencing competition problems and input/supplies problems than 

male entrepreneurs. The concentration of women in highly competitive low-growth industries explained 

their relative lack of success in MSEs.  

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Barriers and constraints to women's entrepreneurship 

Women entrepreneurs face many barriers and constraints. First, financial availability and accessibility is 

cited in many studies as being one of the major barriers and constraints to growth of business entities 

especially those owned by women. The factors that inhibit credit availability to women include: lack of 

start-up (seed) capital; lack of awareness of existing credit schemes; high interest rates; lengthy and 

vigorous procedures for loan applications; and, lack of collateral security for finance.  

Secondly, women face legal and regulatory barriers. These include: registration of business names; 

obtaining licenses; adhering to statutory requirements and contracting. Contracts involve long legal 

processes such as leasing, drawing up business contracts, legal representation and other aspects which 

place the woman entrepreneur in a disadvantaged position. Most MSEs find these processes lengthy and 

time consuming, thus they cannot grow or expand their enterprises. 



 

 

Third, there is a general lack of an entrepreneurial culture especially among women owner/managers of 

MSEs. This lack of entrepreneurial culture has been attributed to: lack of confidence and self belief; lack of 

a variety of strong and relevant networks; passive learning methods; and, starting up enterprises without 

adequate prior preparation (ILO, 2008). To develop an entrepreneurial culture, there is a need for 

entrepreneurial training to socially condition the youth, and particularly girls, to develop a desire for 

achievement, which can be achieved through profiling and/or imitating successful women entrepreneurs.  

Fourthly, women have heavier household financial and time burdens. Many women are income-poor, yet 

they have competing financial needs of supporting their families and also investing in their enterprises. 

Women are also time poor due to their dual roles in the household economy and the labour market, as 

mothers, housekeepers, wives and owners/managers. In addition, due to the time poverty, most women 

do have adequate time to plan and manage their businesses well, thus leading to dismal performance or 

even closure of women owner/managed MSEs. 

 

Inequalities in asset distribution have also been shown to hinder growth of women owned MSEs. As 

discussed above, family and marital status dictate the ownership of assets and property, especially land, in 

favour of men. Access to and ownership of assets by women is important especially for provision of 

collateral for loans and other financial needs, which are key for promotion of entrepreneurship. 

 

There are also supply side constraints to women owned MSEs, which are largely due to the fact that 

women are less educated than men and also women form a small percentage of wage employment. In 

Kenya, the gender disparity in employment and income earning opportunities has been attributed to a 

number of factors, including occupational segregation in the labour market, social attitudes towards 

women and inadequate capacities in terms of knowledge and skills. Implementation of affirmative action 

both in employment and admission into institutions of higher learning is expected to bridge this gap. 

 

2.2 Financial Inclusion 

According to Hallward-Driemeier  (2013), entrepreneurs’ access to financial services is important for 

securing access to productive resources given that internal resources are rarely sufficient for growth. It can 

also be used to smooth out cash flow where resources are irregular. Access to finance is a particularly 

pressing constraint in Sub-Saharan Africa where fewer than one in five households has access to formal 

financial services. The region’s businesses are also 40 percent less likely than those elsewhere to have any 

formal financial access. It is also a systemic issue for businesses, both male and female owned, which are 

substantially less likely than their peers in other regions to have any formal financial access. However, 

larger firms face fewer constraints in accessing finance. 



 

 

Data on financial access is usually collected through The FinScope/ FinAccess surveys, which distinguish 

between four different population segments – (i) users of formal banking services, (ii) users of other formal 

services, such as insurance companies, mobile phone services and regulated MFIs, (iii) users informal 

financial services, including unregulated SACCOs, ASCAs and ROSCAs, and (iv) individuals excluded from any 

service.  

Chart 1: Use of financial services in Kenya by gender 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Source: FinAccess National Survey 2013 

Chart one shows use of financial services in Kenya by gender over three years. From the statistics, there are 

wide gender gaps especially in access to formal and informal finance. It is shown that women have less 

access to formal finance than men over the three years under review, with gaps between men and women 

being 13.3 percent, 15.1 percent and 8.4 percent during 2006, 2009 and 2013 respectively. Looking at 

informal finance, women use informal finance more than men, with gaps between men and women being 

12.2 percent, 14.1 percent and 6.1 percent during 2006, 2009 and 2013 respectively. However, the 

difference between men and women in terms of financial exclusion are very narrow. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 



 

 

 

 

 

Table 3: Gender Gaps in the use of financial services (percentages) 

  Banking Informal Excluded 

  
Gap tstat Gap tstat Gap tstat 

Botswana 
-2 0.89 4 -1.31 -4 1.33 

Kenya06 
-9 7.73 10 -6.55 0 0.38 

Kenya09 
-11 10.99 13 -10.7 -2 1.17 

Malawi 
-3 2.21 -1 0.89 4 -2.84 

Namibia 
-7 2.48 -1 2.11 7 -2.48 

Rwanda 
-5 2.6 -4 1.76 8 -3.77 

South Africa 
-4 3.06 3 -3.02 -1 0.4 

Tanzania06 
-8 9.3 5 -4.65 3 -2.03 

Tanzania09 
-4 5.3 3 -3.09 1 -1.06 

Uganda 
-10 7.33 1 -0.16 8 -4.05 

Zambia 
-6 5.37 0 -1.24 6 -4.83 

Source: Aterido et al, 2011 

 

Table 3 below shows a summary of gender gaps in access to financial services for various African countries. 

For some countries, data is presented for two years. For example, we have statistics for Kenya and 

Tanzania for 2006 and 2009. In terms of banking, women have less access than men in all the selected 

countries, with Kenya, Uganda and Tanzania registering the largest gaps in access (Aterido et al, 2011). For 

Kenya, the gender gap widened between 2006 and 2009 by 2 percentage points, while in Tanzania, the gap 

narrowed between the two years by 4 percentage points. In terms of statistical significance, all the gender 

gaps are significant except for Botswana, which has a narrow insignificant gap. Looking at informal 

financing sources, women were found to use informal sources of financing more than men, which explains 

the positive and statistically significant gap across most of the countries. Kenya has the highest gap 



 

 

between men and women, with about 10 percent gap in 2006, which worsened to 13 percent gap in 2009. 

In Rwanda, Namibia and Malawi, men use informal financing more than women, though the gaps are not 

quite significant. In terms of being excluded from the financial system, the analysis shows that women are 

either as likely or more likely to be excluded from any financial service as men. Specifically, in Malawi, 

Namibia, Rwanda, Tanzania (2006), Uganda and Zambia, they are more likely to be excluded from any 

financial service, while in the other countries there is no significant difference between men and women. 

 

Beyond looking at individual access to finance, it has been shown that women entrepreneurs have less 

access to finance than men entrepreneurs. In addition, the size of finance that women entrepreneurs are 

able to access is smaller than for men. For instance, evidence from Kenya revealed a slight difference 

between the size of loans required by men and women (ILO, 2008). About 83 per cent of women 

entrepreneurs obtained loans that did not exceed KES20,000 (US$274) compared to about 36 per cent of 

men. It has often been argued that lack of access to finance impedes female entrepreneurship and 

prevents women from participating in the modern market economy (Aterido et al, 2011). Research 

evidence suggests that women’s lower levels of access to formal financing are explained by gender 

differences in income, education, and employment status.  

 

Beyond acting as a potential constraint to the growth of a business, lack of access to finance can also act as 

a barrier to entry. Among newly started enterprises, women’s businesses have been found to have less 

access to finance than men’s. This gender difference is strongly associated with the respective nature of 

their businesses, whereby, prior to becoming entrepreneurs, women have more limited access, consistent 

with their starting smaller and running less-capital-intensive firms, which are then less likely to get external 

finance once they are running. However, enterprises that are run by women who have successfully entered 

the formal sector do not seem more financially constrained than enterprises run by men. Access to 

financial resources depends more on the size and nature of the firm than on the gender of the manager. 

But because women have such a small proportion of large formal firms, then indirect gender dynamics may 

be at work in access to finance. 

 

 This gender gap is also reflected in higher financing obstacles reported by women whereby female 

entrepreneurs struggle more with loan applications and have lower overall financial literacy. Among 

institutional factors explaining gender differences in access to credit might be property rights restrictions 

for women. Generally, the reasons for the gender gap are not within the financial sector but they lie in 



 

 

other dimensions related to female participation in the modern market economy. A number of factors may 

limit the access of women to credit. Often they do not have the same rights or control over the types of 

fixed assets that are usually necessary as collateral to access credit markets. Also, cultural and societal 

norms and family obligations limit the economic activities in which women can engage. Furthermore, 

women have been shown to be more risk averse than men. 

 

In an effort to address some of these constraints, a number of new products and service delivery models 

have been introduced. These include technical innovations that improve access to existing financial 

services, changes in product design to better tailor products to women’s preferences and constraints, and 

the development of new products such as microfinance. Technological innovations, such as prepaid cards 

to distribute loan payments and mobile phone plans to make loan payments and transfer cash, make it 

easier for women to gain access to capital by reducing the need for women to travel long distances, 

allowing them to sidestep social constraints that restrict the areas women can visit or the people with 

whom they can interact. There have been reforms in laws and regulations to ensure women equal 

protection under the law and their ability to enforce these rights. This is particularly relevant when it 

comes to rights that affect women’s access, use, control and ownership of natural and physical assets.  

Example of specific products that have been meant to enhance women’s access to finance in Kenya is the 

Women Enterprise Fund. 

 



 

 

2.3 Access to political capital 

Active political participation and political capital are fundamental for the realization of the progressive 

vision and progressive agenda. Participation in political institutions, political process and civic life are initial 

indicators of political inclusion. Political capital is the vertical link to policy and decision making. Women 

constitute slightly more than half of the world population. In addition, their contribution to the social and 

economic development of economies cannot be undermined given their dual roles in the productive and 

reproductive spheres. However, their participation in formal political structures and processes, where 

decisions regarding the use of national resources are made, remains insignificant (Bari, 2005). Presently, 

women’s representation in legislatures around the world is about 22 percent (Inter Parliamentary Union).  

Table 4 shows statistics on women in national parliaments worldwide. Americas and Europe have the 

highest proportions of women parliamentarians, estimated at 25 percent as compared to Sub-Saharan 

Africa’s 22.9 percent. Asia, Arab states and Pacific countries have the lowest representations at 18.5 

percent, 17.8 percent and 13.4 percent respectively. Even though Pacific countries have the lowest 

proportion of women parliamentarians in the lower house, they have the highest representation in the 

senate while Sub-Saharan Africa has lower representation by women in the Senate as compared to the 

lower house. 

Table 4: Women in National Parliaments: Regional Averages 

  

Single house or lower 

house 
Upper house or Senate Both houses combined 

Americas 25.2% 25.3% 25.2% 

Europe including Nordic 

countries 
25.1% 22.8% 24.6% 

Sub-Saharan Africa 
22.9% 19.8% 22.5% 

Asia 18.5% 13.9% 18.0% 

Arab states 17.8% 7.7% 15.9% 

Pacific 13.4% 38.6% 16.2% 

Source:  Kenya Parliamentary Union 2014 
 



 

 

 

 

Looking at specific African countries, political representation of Kenyan women in lower house now stands 
at 19 percent versus Rwanda’s 64 percent, South Africa’s 45 percent, Tanzania’s 36 percent, Uganda’s 35 
percent and Ghana’s 11 percent. For Kenya, this is an improvement from the previous 9.8 
percent representation in the previous parliament and the numbers have also been greatly boosted by the 
47 women representatives. Despite the pronounced commitment of the international community to 
gender equality and to the bridging the gender gap in the formal political arena, reinforced by the 
Convention on Elimination of All Forms of Discrimination Against Women (CEDAW) and the Beijing 
Platform of Action, there are only about thirty countries worldwide where women hold 33 percent or more 
seats in the parliaments. 

Table 5: Women in National Parliaments: Selected African countries 

 
Lower house Upper house or Senate 

 
Seats 

Women held 

seats 

% for 

Women 
Seats 

Women held 

seats 

% for 

Women 

Rwanda 80 51 64% 26 10 38% 

South Africa 
400 179 45% 53 18 34% 

Tanzania 350 126 36%     

Uganda 386 135 35%       

Zimbabwe 270 85 31% 80 38 48% 

Cameroon 180 56 31% 100 20 20% 

Lesotho 120 32 27% 33 9 27% 

Malawi 193 43 22%       

Kenya 350 67 19% 68 18 26% 

Morroco 395 67 17% 270 6 2% 

Nigeria 360 24 7% 109 7 6% 

Ghana 275 30 11%       

 

Source: Inter Parliamentary Union (2014) 

 

 

Women’s traditional roles and their limited political representation suggest that their political capital is 

weaker than men’s, but a greater presence of women in decision making roles at all levels of government 

could reduce these imbalances. With increased international awareness about women’s historic exclusion 

from structures of power, there has been global commitment to redress gender imbalance in politics. 

Women’s enhanced participation in governance structures is viewed as the key to addressing gender 

inequalities in societies mainly because of two reasons (Bari, 2005). First, there is need for equal 

participation of women in politics from the human rights perspective, given that women constitute half of 



 

 

the world. Secondly, it has often been argued that men and women are different, with women having 

different vision and concepts of politics owning to their sex and their gender roles as mothers. Therefore, it 

is assumed that women in politics will bring a special caring focus and female values to politics.  However, 

even when women enter politics within this patriarchal context of modern democracies, they are unable to 

play a role to radically change the sexual politics, rather they largely play political roles on male’s terms 

(Bari, 2005). There is need for a change in the fundamental assumption in liberal democracies for women 

to have genuine political space 

 

One way of increasing participation of women in the political sphere has been through introduction of 

quotas. Quotas for women stipulate that women must constitute a certain number or percentage of the 

members of a body. Mostly, quota systems aim at ensuring that women constitute at least a “critical 

minority” of 30 or 40 per cent. Quotas may be applied as a temporary measure, until the barriers for 

women's entry into politics are removed. Most quotas aim at increasing women's representation, because 

the problem to be addressed usually is the underrepresentation of women given that they constitute 50 

per cent of the population in most countries. In Kenya, the constitutional provision that political 

representation by either gender should not exceed two thirds of the total seats and additional reserved 

seats for women at county level greatly enhanced the women’s political participation.  

 

The factors that hamper or facilitate women’s political participation vary with the level of socio-economic 

development, geography, culture, and the type of political system (Shvedova, 2005). Development, for 

instance, leads to a weakening of traditional values, decreased fertility rates, increased urbanization, 

greater education and labour force participation for women, and changes in perceptions regarding the 

appropriate role for women, all of which are important factors that increase women’s political resources 

and reduce existing barriers to political activity. Women are also not a homogeneous group given that 

there are major differences between them in terms of class, race, ethnicity, cultural background and 

education. While most countries worldwide have granted women the right to vote and the right to stand 

for election, hindrances to realization of these rights is either through lack of supportive policies or lack of 

implementation of relevant policies where they exist. Also, women face political obstacles in terms of 

limited financial support and inadequate access to well-developed education and training systems for 

women’s leadership and for orienting young women towards political life. Most women also lack party 

support. While they play important roles in campaigning and mobilizing support for their parties, they 

rarely occupy key decision-making positions in these structures. Socio-economic conditions also play a 



 

 

significant role in the political participation of women. For instance, research has shown a significant 

correlation between women’s legislative recruitment and the proportion of women working outside the 

home, as well as the percentage of women college graduates. 

 

 

 



 

 

3. Recommendations on reducing the gender asset gap 

This study notes that that the ownership of assets improves the lives of the women and men who own and 

control them. However, gender inequalities in asset ownership exist, whereby women own and access 

fewer assets as compared to men. There is consensus that closing the gender gap in asset ownership is not 

only important for women’s empowerment and well-being but is also a necessary step towards achieving 

global development goals. To close this gap, there is need to address the constraints to ownership of assets 

by women, which have mainly been cited as: laws that deny women the rights to own and access assets; 

discriminative family and community norms regarding the accumulation and transmission of wealth; 

women’s weaker performance in labour markets mainly due to their lower levels of education and their 

time poverty due to their productive and reproductive roles and; women’s inadequate access to credit, 

among others. Data on ownership of assets by gender is also limited, which needs to be enhanced 

especially through household surveys. 

The question therefore is how can women’s ownership of assets be enhanced? Looking at the specific 

assets that have been reviewed, we recommend the following: 

First, we note that there have been considerable reforms in laws and regulations regarding the right to 

own and access land across many countries. Where legal impediments still exist, there is need for reforms 

to ensure equity in land ownership. In countries where the interaction of legal rights and social norms still 

limits women’s access to land, there is need for increased advocacy and awareness with regard to women’s 

rights to land. Strong sensitization and adoption of acceptable redress measures are required to break the 

tight cultural barriers that have hindered full realization of women’s rights to land. 

 

Second, it was shown that women entrepreneurs pursue lower opportunity activities, with their 

enterprises being smaller, informal and with lower value addition. There is need to help women to not only 

become successful entrepreneurs but enable them to shift to higher return activities. This can be achieved 

through:  

o Enhancing women’s access to and control of assets and resources required for entrepreneurship, which are 

affected by gender differences in legal capacity and property rights, particularly where married women are 

concerned.  

o Educating women entrepreneurs and ensuring that they acquire the necessary experience, which is an 

important driver of economic choice, opportunity, and performance. 

o Enhancing access to finance, which is a key obstacle to business development especially for women. 



 

 

o Expansion of women’s opportunities for networking and more inclusion in decision-making bodies and 

policy dialogue to ensure that business-climate reforms tackle issues for women entrepreneurs. 

 

Third, there also exist wide gender disparities in access to finance, which is crucial for securing access to 

productive resources. Women’s lower access to finance is not only explained by their lower socio-

economic status (lower employment levels and wages), but also because of their lower financial literacy. 

Other constraints include their limited access and control over assets that can be used as collateral and 

cultural and societal norms and family obligations that limit their participation in economic activities. Some 

countries have made progress in reforming financial laws that provide for the use of intangible assets as 

collateral, thus removing the barriers for women. There is need for such reforms in countries that still 

require tangible assets as collateral for credit. In addition, implementation of affirmative action in some 

countries is expected to increase women’s participation, especially in education and formal employment. 

Further, specific programmes that have been implemented to enhance women’s access to finance such as 

Kenya’s Women Enterprise Fund can be lauded. However, such funds should be of considerable amounts 

to enable women to invest in high return activities. Also, there is need for increased sensitization about the 

fund given that uptake in some areas is low.    

 Fourth, women’s limited political representation is an indication of their weaker political capital, which can 

addressed by their greater presence in decision making roles at all levels of government. One of the ways 

of increasing women’s participation in the political sphere has been through implementation of quotas, 

mainly supported by legislation. It is important for countries that don’t have these quotas and yet have 

wide gender gaps in political representation to initiate supportive legislation for implementation of quotas. 

There could also be reserved seats for women, like Kenya’s county women representatives, which greatly 

increases women’s political participation. Overall, empowerment of women through increased education 

and employment opportunities is expected to increase their political participation. There is also need for 

increased party support for women through financing of their campaigns and increased role in decision 

making at top party levels. 
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