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Closing Gaps, 
Increasing 
Opportunities:
A Diagnostic on Women’s 
Economic Empowerment 
in Nigeria

Executive Summary
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The Nigeria Gender Innovation Lab is a country-level initiative of the regional Africa Gender Innovation Lab, which conducts rigorous impact 
evaluations across Sub-Saharan Africa to build the evidence base on innovative interventions that promote women’s economic empowerment. 
The goal of the Nigeria GIL is to equip policy makers and project teams in Nigeria with new evidence on what does and does not work in 
addressing the underlying causes of gender inequality, and how best to close gender gaps in earnings, productivity, and assets.
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Executive Summary

Gender Gaps in Labor 
Participation and Labor Supply

Significant gender gaps exist in labor force participa-
tion and labor supply in Nigeria, varying significantly 
between the northern and southern regions of the 
country. At the national level, fewer women work than 
men: 55 percent of working-age women work, which 
is 14 percentage points fewer than the 69 percent of 
men. Women also work roughly 5.5 fewer hours per 
week than men. Moreover, women face occupation-
al segregation, with women and men being equally 
likely to be self-employed, yet women are 12 percent-
age points less likely to participate in agriculture and 
7 percentage points less likely to have a wage-paying 
job. 

Gender Gaps across Key Economic 
Sectors and Their Drivers

In agriculture, the value of the output per hectare on 
female-managed plots is 30 percent lower than com-
parably sized male-managed plots (figure 1). Mean-
while, almost half of income-earning women spend 
most of their time in entrepreneurship-related activi-
ties, yet their profits are 66 percent less than those of 
men. 

As Nigeria faces the immediate challenge of stimulat-
ing economic recovery in the wake of the COVID-19 
(coronavirus) pandemic and corresponding economic 
shocks, it also has the opportunity to address the siz-
able gender gaps that undermine women’s economic 
empowerment and hinder inclusive economic growth. 
Gender disparities in earnings not only hold back the 
Nigerian economy, they also represent an opportuni-
ty: closing the gender gaps in key economic sectors 
could yield additional gains of US$9.3 billion or up to 
US$22.9 billion. Women’s economic empowerment 
will also be key to accelerating a demographic transi-
tion and reaping the gains of a demographic dividend.

Drawing on data from the most recent Nigeria General 
Household Survey (2018–2019), this report makes five 
critical contributions: (1) highlighting the gender gaps 
in labor force participation; (2) documenting the mag-
nitude and drivers of the gender gaps in key econom-
ic sectors; (3) diving deep into three contextual con-
straints: land, livestock, and occupational segregation; 
(4) measuring the costs of the gender gaps; and (5) of-
fering policy and programming recommendations of 
innovative options to close the gender gaps.
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Figure 1. 
Gender gaps across key sectors

Gender disparities in earnings not only hold 
back the Nigerian economy, they also represent 
an opportunity: closing the gender gaps in key 
economic sectors could yield additional gains of 
US$9.3 billion or up to US$22.9 billion.
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Source: Nigeria General Household Survey data. 

ConditionalUnconditional

Wage workSelf-employmentAgriculture

22%

28%

66%

71%

30%

16%

Only 12 percent of Nigerian women primarily earn 
wages, and those who do earn 22 percent less than 
their male counterparts.

Further analysis using the Kitagawa-Oaxaca-Blinder 
decomposition approach identifies significant driv-
ers of the gender earnings gaps in these economic 
sectors, highlighting priority areas where policy and 
program innovation may be particularly effective at 
closing these gaps. 
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Agriculture 

Women use fewer inputs.

Male farmers use over 8 times more fertilizer and 50 
percent more herbicide per hectare than their female 
counterparts. Lower use of these inputs constrains the 
production of female plot managers because dou-
bling the quantities of fertilizer and herbicide used on 
a plot in Nigeria increases agricultural productivity by 
6 percent and 18 percent, respectively, on average. 

Women farm less valuable crops.

There are consistent value differences in both the 
North and the South across common crop types. On 
average, households farming yams attain significantly 
higher values per hectare while those farming other 
roots and tuber crops attain significantly lower values 
per hectare. In both the North and the South, wom-
en consistently farm the less valuable roots and tuber 
crops, restricting their agricultural productivity rela-
tive to men farmers. 

Women use less productive labor.

Female plot managers work more than their male 
peers and use more household and hired labor. How-
ever, male labor used by female plot managers is sig-
nificantly less productive than male labor used by 
male farmers.

Self-Employment

Women operate less-capitalized firms.

Self-employed women operate firms with significantly 
less capital than firms operated by men. More capi-
talized firms have higher profits, yet, on average, the 
value of the equipment owned by women-operated 
firms is only 16 percent of the total value for firms op-
erated by men. This lower capitalization may be relat-
ed to women’s lower access to credit. 
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Women almost exclusively sell to final consumers.

Selling to final consumers generates 46 percent lower 
profits than selling to traders or small businesses. De-
spite its lower profitability, nearly all female entrepre-
neurs (95 percent) operate in this lower profit space 
and are half as likely (5 percent) to sell to traders or 
small businesses as men entrepreneurs (10 percent). 

Wage Work

Women consistently work in lower-paying sectors.

This is seen most clearly in the education sector, 
where women are more than twice as likely to work 
relative to men. This stark sectoral segregation holds 
back women’s earnings because education is the low-
est-paying sector in Nigeria, with earnings averaging 28 
percent lower than in other sectors, after controlling 
for other individual and occupational characteristics. 

Deep Dives on Three More 
Constraints to Women’s Economic 
Outcomes

Differential access to and use 
of land hold back on-farm and off-farm 
opportunities for women.

Men are five times more likely than women to own 
land. Some 70 percent of plots are owned by individ-
ual men, while individual women own only 8 percent 
of plots. Land assets are critical in generating income 
via agricultural and livestock activities as well as land 
rental or sale. They also help store and accumulate 
wealth, and provide collateral to access credit and fa-
cilitate future investments. 

Gender differences in livestock holdings 
constrain women’s wealth accumulation.

Animal ownership is higher in Nigerian male-headed 
households than in female-headed households. Wom-
en livestock owners are more likely to own lower-val-
ue animals than men livestock owners. The quantity 
of livestock owned by men also tends to be greater. 
Livestock is a particularly useful, versatile, and profita-
ble asset, especially for poor households: it can store 
wealth, serve as collateral, buffer against shocks, and 
provide complementary inputs for crop production.
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Figure 2. Cost of the gender gapsOccupational segregation results in concen-
trations of women in lower-profit sectors 
and lower-earning positions within sectors.

Occupational segregation impacts women working 
in agriculture through their choice of crops, self-em-
ployed women through their position in the value 
chain, and women wage workers through sectoral 
choice. Such segregation has far-reaching conse-
quences in terms of overall productivity and earnings 
in the country. The misallocation of high-ability wom-
en into low-return occupations may reduce econom-
ic growth through the suboptimal allocation of labor 
across the sectors of the economy and segments of 
the value chain.

The Cost of Gender Gaps to the 
Nigerian Economy

The total estimated forgone earnings stemming from 
gender gaps in agricultural productivity, firm profits, 
and wage earnings amount to US$9.3 billion, equiva-
lent to 2.3 percent of overall gross domestic product 
(GDP). This is a lower bound estimate, which corre-
sponds to the amount of additional earnings generat-
ed if every woman’s productivity, profits, and wage level 
were equalized with those of men. Using GDP multipli-
ers, which take into account potential spillover effects 
across sectors of the economy, the costs could be as 
high as US$22.9 billion, or 5.8 percent of overall GDP.
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Source: Nigeria General Household Survey data. 
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Policy Recommendations for 
Closing Gender Gaps in Economic 
Outcomes

Despite the vibrant role of Nigerian women in agricul-
ture, entrepreneurship, and the labor market, many 
constraints still hold back women, and in turn, the 
Nigerian economy. Recognizing that not all issues can 
be addressed with limited resources, this report helps 
identify priority constraints that play an important role 
in equalizing earnings between women and men in Ni-
geria. Each of the drivers of the gaps identified in the re-
port inform a policy priority that is backed by research 
and could help policy makers narrow gender gaps in 
earnings. Adopting an evidence-driven approach to 
policy and program design for these priority areas can 
help ease constraints, close gender gaps, and acceler-
ate economic gains for Nigerian women. The evidence 
map that follows (Table 1) summarizes what we know 
about what works to address those key constraints.  
It is important to note that as women face multiple re-
inforcing constraints, considering complementarities 
between interventions will be key to unlocking their 
potential. In addition, the policy options laid out in 
this section must be complementary to a comprehen-
sive approach to closing gaps in human capital. With-
out equal access to health, education, and reduced 
fertility, gender equality will likely be out of reach.

The evidence map reveals that more work needs to 
be done to generate new evidence about effective 
interventions across contexts and at scale in Nigeria. 
Moreover, translating this knowledge into significant 
progress toward closing the gender gaps will require a 
profound change in the approach to programming for 
gender equality. 

Innovation in policy and programming will be a central 
facet of this approach. Generating innovative gender 
programming ideas will entail exploring and designing 
interventions that are not “business as usual” and can 
effectively address the factors that are keeping wom-
en from performing as well as men in key economic 
sectors. Conducting rigorous impact evaluations to 
understand the effects of these interventions will be 
needed to further build the evidence base to inform 
scale-up efforts of the government and its develop-
ment partners. Notably, new knowledge produced 
by Nigeria has the potential to move the emerging 
regional and global evidence base forward on what 
works to address the constraints to women’s econom-
ic empowerment.

Nigerian policy makers are already making demonstra-
ble strides toward narrowing gender gaps. Equipped 
with additional evidence on the most effective pro-
gramming, they can accelerate progress toward reach-
ing inclusive development and economic recovery 
targets while advancing women’s empowerment and 
providing valuable lessons for the rest of the world.
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Policy priority/ 
constraint

Policy
option

Main
conclusions

Evidence
from Nigeria

State of the 
evidence

Promoting women 
farmers’ choice of 
higher-value crops

Subsidies for 
improved seed 
varieties

Providing farmers with subsidized, improved seed varieties 
can increase crop yields and incomes for both women and 
men farmers, but may not necessarily result in gains for 
women without specific efforts to target them.

Yes Emerging

Engaging men to 
change norms 
around gendered 
crops

Engaging men and women through couples’ trainings can 
encourage women's adoption and production of more 
valuable crops, typically farmed by men.

No Frontier

Availability of 
insurance products 
suited to women 
farmers

Health insurance combined with weather index insurance 
has the potential to increase women’s willingness to switch 
to more valuable crops by decreasing the risk 
they face.

No Frontier

Socioemotional skills 
training

Trainings to boost women’s socioemotional skills could 
facilitate their adoption of cash crops, given the strong 
correlation between noncognitive skills and take-up of 
more valuable crops, particularly in patriarchal societies.

No Frontier

Promoting women 
farmers’ choice of 
higher-value crops 

and enhancing women 
farmers’ use of farm 

inputs

Female extension 
service agents

Employing more female extension service agents can 
increase women farmers’ use of productivity-enhancing 
technologies, since women in certain settings are more 
likely to adopt new technologies from female extension 
agents.

No Emerging

Digital technology for 
agricultural extension

Local language voice and video agricultural extension 
messaging can increase women farmer’s participation 
in agricultural decision-making, boost their cultivation 
of cash crops, and improve production outcomes.

No Emerging

Enhancing women 
farmers’ use 

of farm inputs

Subsidies for inputs/
fertilizer

Provision of subsidized fertilizer improves women 
farmers’ fertilizer use and increases agricultural output, 
especially when women farmers are specifically targeted.

Yes Credible

Facilitating access 
to farm labor and 

mechanization

Subsidies to 
mechanize farm 
labor

While mechanization of agriculture has been shown to 
benefit women relatively more than men, gender roles 
can constrain women’s access to and use of technology.

No Emerging

Cash transfers
Provision of cash transfers to households with children 
under five can increase spending on hired labor, increase 
agricultural output, and decrease the time women spend 
on farm activities.

No Emerging

Unlocking firm 
owners’ access to 

growth capital

Microcredit
Microcredit does not serve as sufficient capital to 
significantly impact women’s business outcomes; however, 
it has demonstrated other important impacts on women’s 
vulnerability, empowerment, and labor force participation.

Yes Not promising

Mesocredit/mid-
sized loans

Mid-sized loans for growth-oriented women-owned firms 
can accelerate business growth. No Emerging

Cash transfers
Cash transfers and grants delivered within holistic 
productive packages boost ultra-poor women’s business 
start-ups and revenue.

No Credible

    TABLE 1    

What works to close gender gaps in economic outcomes in Nigeria? 
A review of the evidence
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Policy priority/ 
constraint

Policy
option

Main
conclusions

Evidence
from Nigeria

State of the 
evidence

 

Unlocking firm 
owners’ access to 

growth capital

In-kind grants
In-kind grants to female entrepreneurs can increase 
business profits, in some cases more effectively than cash 
grants, given the pressure women face in redistributing cash 
to household expenses.

No Frontier

Large grants
Large cash grants—provided to growth-oriented female 
entrepreneurs in the context of business plan competitions, 
for example—increase the likelihood of firm survival and 
boost sales and profits of women-owned firms.

Yes Credible

Secure savings 
mechanisms

Secure savings mechanisms enable female 
microentrepreneurs to set aside earnings and increase 
investment in their businesses.

No Credible

Promoting women’s 
engagement in greater 

value addition

Social network 
building

Programming that merges skills training and social 
network building can increase earnings among female 
entrepreneurs, although the impacts of these programs 
tend to dissipate after they end.

No Emerging

Psychology-based 
business training 

Psychology-based entrepreneurial training increases 
firm profits for both male and female entrepreneurs at 
significantly higher rates than traditional training, with 
women registering even greater gains than men.

No Credible

Decreasing 
occupational 
segregation

Job training in 
higher-return male-
dominated sectors

Job training in professional, male-dominated sectors can 
increase the likelihood of women entering the sector while 
also changing gender-biased perceptions of the sector.

Yes Emerging

Information about 
earnings 

Access to accurate information regarding earnings in 
male-dominated sectors can increase women’s interest in 
entering the sector, but may not sustain their participation 
in the sector, potentially due to challenging gender norms.

No Emerging

Childcare services
Access to subsidized daycare can help mothers shift from 
lower-wage jobs with more flexible hours to higher-paying 
jobs with fixed hours.

No Emerging

Programs that 
build networks, 
role modelling, and 
mentorship 

Interventions aiming to expand women’s social networks 
or introduce them to role models and mentors could have 
positive effects on shifting gender norms around women’s 
sectoral choice.

No Frontier

Easing women’s 
time constraints

Childcare services

Enrolling young children in preschool can significantly 
decrease the number of hours caregivers, mostly women, 
spend on childcare and increase the likelihood of women 
working outside of the home as well as increasing the 
likelihood of women engaging in higher-paid work.

No Credible

Engaging men 
to participate in 
housework 

Gender norms and behavior training for men and young 
couples can increase men’s participation in housework, 
although women’s time spent doing housework does not 
necessarily decrease as a result.

No Emerging

Note: The categories referenced in the “State of the evidence” column in table 1 are defined as follows: credible indicates that more than one impact 
evaluation from Sub-Saharan Africa demonstrates consistent, positive impacts of an intervention; emerging indicates that just one impact 
evaluation (from Sub-Saharan Africa or another developing context) shows positive impacts or multiple impact evaluations show mixed or not 
exclusively positive results; frontier indicates that there are no impact evaluations showing strong positive impacts, but other non experimental 
evidence suggests that the intervention could address the given constraint; and not promising indicates that at least one impact evaluation 
shows no or negative impacts of an intervention.




