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It will now take us 217 years to achieve 
gender parity following the widening 
economic gender gap, a new gender report 

indicates. Last year, the estimates stood at 170 
years indicating we are growing backwards.

According to the World Economic Forum’s 
(WEF) Gender Gap Report, although there is 
some progress in critical areas such as 
education and health, areas like politics and 
workforce still remain under-represented. 

The research, which was conducted through 
the innovative data collaboration with 
LinkedIn, established that there was less than 
50% of women leader’s representation in every 
industry analyzed. Further, it found the case 
was even worse in fields like manufacturing, 
energy, and mining where women held fewer 
than 20% of leadership positions.

Despite the superfluous development projects 
aimed at increasing the number of women 
participation across all sectors, it is worrying 
that we are not making good progress. To 
address the deep-rooted issue, we need to change 
strategies by deliberately increasing the 
number of women leaders. 

Unmasking stereotypes

“Our analysis found a strong correlation 
between the representation of women in 
leadership positions in a given industry and 
hiring rates for additional women leaders” Sue 
Duke, Senior Director, Public Policy, LinkedIn 
said in an article published by WEF. According 
to her, the best way to get more women into 
leadership is by already having women in 
leadership.

It is not enough to send girls to school. While 
education and affirmative action have 
contributed a major proportion in putting 
women into leadership positions, women also 
need to be as aggressive as their male 
counterparts. 

At our current rate of progress or lack of it, 
women need to take charge if this goal is to be 
realized faster. So what keeps women from 
reaching the top?

Perception about the challenges 
associated with competing work-
life priorities

“The first thing I noticed when I entered the 
newsroom was how the males dominated, 
especially at the top,” says Faith Oneya a media 
practitioner in Kenya. 

Male dominance coupled with self-defeating 
thoughts makes it difficult for women to reach 
the top in every industry, Ms Oneya noted.

Amidst the current changes being observed in 
the modern world, tradition still takes hold. 
There is unequal sharing of household chores 
as well as childcare among the genders. In a new 
research by Unilever men and women perceive 
the impact of unequal sharing of housework 
and childcare differently: “men don’t see the 
challenges posed by cultural norms that women 
do,” the research said. “Only 36% of men see 
unequal sharing of housework and childcare as 
an issue,” it added.

Traditionalist views of  what men/
women are better at 

Pre-existing occupational segregation has 
ensured that men are involuntarily considered 
and even encouraged to apply for high-stake 
projects and job offers. On the other hand, 
building company culture and planning events 
are seen as women’s specialty.

“Growing up, I had stereotypical views 
about work instilled in me at a tender age,” 
says Hope Mwanyuma. 

“I could become an air hostess but not a 
pilot. I could be a nurse but not a doctor,” 
decries Ms. Mwanyuma adding that careers 
like engineering belonged to men because 
women were considered soft and incapable of 
grasping hard concepts in such careers.

Mwanyuma has been able to overcome these 
challenges over time. However, she was recently 
reminded of what society expects of her when 
she shared her desire to vie for a political seat in 
the just concluded elections. People around her 
questioned the fact that she is a young 
unmarried woman. They asked: ‘How will you 
assure us that once you are married you will not 
desert us for your husband?’ Mwanyuma runs 
an NGO which advocates for the promotion of 
the girl child in Kenya.

Self  esteem/imposter syndrome

According to Christine Odera who works in 
the humanitarian sector, society is to blame. 

“Society is generally so harsh on the woman 
that she has to go an extra mile to prove her self-
worth. Such women try to make it in the 
corporate world and still be the best parent/
partner at home,” Ms Odera explains noting 
that this leaves them burnt out.

In addition to low self esteem, women also 
suffer from what the author of Lean In Sheryl 
Sandberg describes as the ‘Impostor Syndrome’. 
Impostor Syndrome is whereby a woman is 
unable to internalize her achievements and 
suffer internal wrangles within herself and live 
in persistent fear that she will be exposed as a 
‘fraud’. Oneya knows this feeling all too well but 
she has learned how to overcome it by 
surrounding herself with positive people. 

Moving forward

“I constantly speak about my achievements 
with my peers and bosses so they are aware and 
appreciative of the value I bring to my work.” 
Additionally, she takes up short courses to 
upgrade her skills in the industry. As Sheryl 
Sandberg advices women to ‘lean in’ at 
meetings, Oneya participates in meetings, reads 
motivational books and other materials that 
help boost her confidence. 

Data shows that when there are more women 
in leadership roles, more women are hired 
across the board. Surprisingly, numerous 
studies imply that, intentionally or not, people 
are more likely to hire individuals like them. 

While the options vary in each individual, a 
research by Lauren Rivera, found that a 
candidate’s chance to land an interview with a 
hiring organization was not necessarily based 
on “maximizing skill—finding the person who 
was absolutely best at the soft or the hard 
dimensions of the job,” as Rivera puts it. To a 
certain extent, a candidate was evaluated on her 
similarity to her interviewer, the Associate 
Professor of Management & Organizations at 
Kellogg School Of Management-Northwestern 
University concluded. 

Inclusivity in boardrooms across the globe is, 
however, wanting. A prior Deloitte report notes 
that women hold 12% of corporate board seats 
and only 4% of boards are chaired by women. 
Regionally, a report by the African Development 
Bank cites that women board directors on the 
boards of Africa’s top listed companies stand at 
12.7%. The research was carried in 12 African 
countries. Out of 307 companies with a total of 
2,865 seats on their Boards of Directors, only 364 
of them were held by women.

Notwithstanding the low representation of 
women in boardrooms, there is some good news 
to report. LinkedIn’s data reveals that there has 
been an increase of women hired in leadership 
positions in industries such as legal, finance, 
and real estate over the past decade. 

Moreover, World Economic Forum’s research 
indicates that female CEOs in fact, pay their 
top-ranked women more than male CEOs do, 
and it may create an economic incentive for 
women to join such companies. 

Deliberate affirmative action has empowered 
more women to seek jobs in areas that were 
formerly thought to be male-dominated. While 
some firms are looking for ways to increase the 
number of women employees, a tech company 
in Nairobi is seeking to bring more men on 
board a department that is majorly female-
driven, says Rosemary Koech-Kimwatu, a 
Nairobi based legal expert, who has had 
opportunities to sit on a few recruiting boards 
where she shared her expertise in the 
“recruitment of teams for various tasks, giving 
both women and men a chance to show their 
best talent.” According to her, giving women 
and men a level playing ground fosters healthy 
competition at work.  

Creating the conditions to have more female 
leaders at the top builds a platform for women to 
find their way up the corporate ladder, as well 
as create better working conditions for female 
employees.

Grace Mukii Nzivo, a civil engineer by 
profession, notes that trying to recruit more 
women into the construction industry is 
challenging because there are not so many 
women pursuing the field at universities. 
Earlier in the year, Ms. Nzivo started her 
current job at a construction firm in Nairobi. 
She has sat on interviewing panels and helped 
recruit permanent employees for the company. 
Out of the 23 hired members, only 4 are women. 
Though women only make 17.3% of the 
employees, Nzivo sees it as a step forward 
towards welcoming more female engineers into 
the firm in the future. 

“Generally in the construction industry, there 
are few women,” says Nzivo. “Female engineers 
are even fewer,” she adds. 

Driven by a passion to empower more women 
into the industry, she runs Ngina wa Nzivo 
Foundation, which mentors high school girls in 
Embu county to study science, technology, 
engineering and math (STEM) courses at 
university. 

To increase the number of women in 
leadership positions, Oneya suggests 
mentorship programs as well as including men 
in the mentorship process. “This will help a 
great deal in leveling the playing field,” she 
adds.

Interestingly, Research by Unilever and other 
leading authorities suggests that men also are 
willing to push gender equality forward but are 
constantly held back by their conceptions and 
fear of change. 

“There is a belief that men don’t really 
want women in senior leadership roles (75% 
of women, 59% of men agree that women are 
under-represented) suggesting a desire to 
sustain familiar masculine attitudes in 
business.”

The UN Secretary General’s High-Level Panel 
on Women concluded, ‘Changing norms should 
be at the top of Agenda 2030.’ This argument is 
also supported by the three women interviewed 
herein. They call on society to redefine its 
perspective on what it believes women or men 
can or cannot do. By so doing we will create an 
ideal world for all.

The ideal world is that which allows girls and 
women to be whatever they desire, without the 
constraints associated with harmful norms and 
stereotypes. This is also a world where men are 
free from the limitations of unpleasant social 
norms and stereotypes of masculinity. It is a 
world that creates equal opportunities for both 
men and women!

217 years behind gender equality!
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