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Gambian women still face barriers to equality
in education, employment, and participation
in politics

Afrobarometer Dispatch No. 1070 | Mariama Davies and Isatou A. Badjie

Summary

Gender inequality is often rooted in cultural beliefs, norms, values, and social structures that
disadvantage women and limit their ability to participate fully in society, stifling the realisatfion
of their human potential. Advancing gender equality is critical for promoting inclusive growth
and achieving the Sustainable Development Goals, as well as for supporting the Gambia's
recovery-focused National Development Plan (2023-2027) (Ministry of Finance and Economic
Affairs, 2024).

In the Gambia, gender disparities persist in leadership, education, and access to
employment and economic opportunities despite legislative efforts such as the Women's Act
(2010) (Office of the Vice President and Ministry for Women Affairs, 2010) and alignment with
international frameworks such as the Convention on the Elimination of All Forms of
Discrimination Against Women. The recent launch of the 10-year National Gender Policy
(Ministry of Gender, Children, and Social Welfare, 2024) is expected to strengthen efforts to
promote gender equality and advance women's rights.

Cultural norms and values confinue fo pose barriers to progress. Deeply embedded

practices restrict girls’ opportunities fo pursue higher education, shape career choices, and
limit aspirations in male-dominated fields. The challenges are particularly acute in provincial
areas, where socio-cultural practices such as early marriage constrain access to education.

The Gambia continues to perform poorly on the Global Gender Index, ranking 110t out of
146 countries (World Economic Forum, 2024). Women lag behind on several key indicators:
They hold only 8.6% of parliamentary seats and 31.4% of senior and middle management
positions (World Bank, 2024). Financial inclusion remains limited, with just 15% of women
having access to formal financial services, compared to 23% of men (FinMark Trust, 2019).
Educational gaps are also significant, and many jobs held by women are concentrated in
informal sectors such as services, sales, and agriculture (Gambia Bureau of Statistics, 2023).

This Afrobarometer dispatch sheds light on citizens’ perspectives on gender equality in the
Gambia. Survey findings show persistent gender gaps in education and employment, and
while a majority of citizens endorse equality in politics, that support has declined, and only
half of men are on board with it.

Most Gambians see gender discrimination and sexual harassment as rare occurrences, but
some cifizens disagree, and fully half of adults doubt that women and girls who complain
about such tfreatment will be believed. Almost three out of four call on the police and courts
to do more to protect women and girls against these threats.
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Afrobarometer surveys

Afrobarometer is a pan-African, non-partisan survey research network that provides reliable
data on African experiences and evaluations of democracy, governance, and quality of life.
Ten survey rounds in up to 45 countries have been completed since 1999. Round 10 surveys
(2024/2025) cover 38 countries. Afrobarometer’s national partners conduct face-to-face
interviews in the language of the respondent’s choice.

The Afrobarometer team in the Gambia, led by the Center for Research and Policy
Development, interviewed a nationally representative sample of 1,200 adult Gambians in
April-May 2024. A sample of this size yields country-level results with a margin of error of +/-3
percentage points at a 95% confidence level. Previous surveys were conducted in the
Gambia in 2018, 2021, and 2022.

Key findings
"' In the Gambia, women are less likely than men to have progressed to secondary
school (41% vs. 47%), and 45% of women lack formal education altogether.

o Most Gambians (89%) say it is rare or unheard of for families to prioritise boys’
education over girls’, but 9% say this happens frequently.

o Twoin 10 citizens (20%) say schoolgirls “often” or “always” face discrimination,
harassment, and requests for sexual favours from their teachers.

Among working-age adults, men are more likely than women to have full-time jobs
(36% vs. 22%).

o Women's lack of necessary education or skills and a lack of childcare are the
main barriers for women'’s entry and advancement in the workplace, according
to respondents.

o One-fifth (20%) of respondents report that husbands or family members “often” or
“always” prevent women from taking paid employment.

" A majority (58%) of Gambians say women should have the same chance as men of
being elected to public office. But this represents a decline of 17 percentage points
in support for gender fairness in politics compared to 2018.

o Men are 14 percentage points less likely than women to endorse equal
opportunity in politics (51% vs. 65%).

Two in 10 Gambians (20%) say women “often” or “always” experience sexual

harassment in public spaces such as in markets, on the street, and in public fransport.

o Almost half (47%) of citizens say women and girls are likely to be believed if they
complain about discrimination or harassment, but 50% disagree.

" Almost three-fourths (73%) of Gambians say the police and courts should do more to
protect women and girls against discrimination and harassment.
Education

In the Gambia, almost half (45%) of women say they have no formal education —a
challenge that affects somewhat fewer men (40%) (Figure 1). Women are less likely than men
to have secondary or post-secondary education (41% vs. 47%).
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Figure 1: Level of education | by gender | The Gambia | 2024
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Respondents were asked: What is your highest level of education?g

Only about one in 10 Gambians (9%) say girls are “often” or “always” prevented from
attending school because their families prioritise boys’ education; an overwhelming majority
(89%) say this “rarely” or “never” happens (Figure 2). This finding may in part reflect
sensitisation and advocacy programmes implemented between 2020 and 2023 under the
Education Sector Strategic Plan and UNICEF's Girls’ Education Programme, which organised
school-community dialogues and radio sensitisation campaigns on girls’ right to education.
However, financial constraints, a need for domestic labour, and early marriage continue to
pose obstacles to girls’ education for some families (Ministry of Basic and Secondary
Education, 2023).

Two in 10 citizens (20%) report that schoolgirls are “often” or “always” discriminated against,
harassed, or harangued for sexual favours by teachers. Seven in 10 respondents (72%) say
this is rare or non-existent.

Figure 2: Discrimination and harassment in education | The Gambia | 2024
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Respondents were asked: How frequently do the following things occurin your community:
Girls are prevented from attending school because their families prioritise the education of boys?
Girl students face discrimination, harassment, or requests for sexual favours from their teachers?
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Perceptions that boys are often given higher priority than girls when it comes to schooling are
more common among people with post-secondary education (15%) than those with less
schooling (7%-11%) (Figure 3). Respondents experiencing high lived poverty! (13%) and urban
residents (11%) are somewhat more likely to see this as common than better-off and rural
respondents.

Frequent discrimination and harassment of girls in school are more widely perceived by more
educated citizens (27%-28%) than by those with primary schooling or less (14%-16%). This view
is also more common among urban than rural residents (25% vs. 14%). Iis prevalence
decreases as respondents’ age rises, from 23% among 18- to 35-year-olds to 12% among
those aged 56 years and above.

Figure 3: Discrimination and harassment in education | by demographic group
| The Gambia | 2024
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Respondents were asked: How frequently do the following things occurin your community:
Girls are prevented from attending school because their families prioritise the education of boys?
Girl students face discrimination, harassment, or requests for sexual favours from their teacherse
(% who say “often” or "always”)

Employment

Among working-age adults (18-65 years), a higher proportion of men are in full-time (36%) or
part-time (17%) employment than of women (22% and 14%) (Figure 4). Women and men are

! Afrobarometer’s Lived Poverty Index (LPI) measures respondents’ levels of material deprivation by asking how
often they or their families went without basic necessities (enough food, enough water, medical care, enough
cooking fuel, and a cash income) during the past year. For more on lived poverty, see Mattes and Lekalake
(2025).
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about equally likely to be unemployed and looking for work (19% and 18%, respectively),
while more women than men consider themselves outside the labour force (44% vs. 29%).

Figure 4: Employment status | 18- to 65-year-olds | by gender | The Gambia | 2024
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Respondents were asked: Do you have a job that pays a cash income? [If yes:] Is it full time or part
time? [If no:] Are you currently looking for a job? (Respondents over age 65 are excluded.)

Asked what they think is the main barrier to women’'s entry and advancement in the job
market, both women (27%) and men (29%) most frequently cite a lack of necessary
education and skills (Figure 5). One-sixth of women (17%) say a lack of childcare is their main
obstacle (vs. 13% of men), and a similar proportion (16%) say employers prefer to hire men
(vs. 11% of men).

Figure 5: Main barrier to women’s employment | by gender | The Gambia | 2024
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Respondents were asked: In your opinion, which of the following is the main barrier fo women entering
and moving up in the workforce?
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Additionally, when asked how common it is that women in their community are prevented
by husbands or other relatives from taking paid employment, two in 10 respondents (20%) say
this happens “often” or “always” (Figure 6). The proportion who share this view jumps to three

in 10 among the most educated citizens (30%), and youth (23%) and urbanites (23%) are
more likely to agree than older respondents (11%-17%) and rural residents (15%).

Figure 6: Women are barred from working by spouses/families | by demographic
group | The Gambia | 2024
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Respondents were asked: How frequently do the following things occur in your community: Women are
prevented by their spouses or other family members from taking paid employment? (% who say “often”
or “always”)

Leadership

While women in the Gambia are underrepresented in leadership positions, a majority (58%)

of citizens say they should have the same chance as men of being elected to public office

(Figure 7). But while three-fourths (75%) of respondents agreed with this view in 2018, support
for gender equality in politics has declined by 17 percentage points since then.

Women are more likely than men to endorse gender fairness in leadership (65% vs. 51%)
(Figure 8). Senior citizens (51%) and economically well-off respondents (50%) join men at the
lower end, while those with at least a secondary education (64%-65%) are significantly more
supportive of gender equality in politics than those with less schooling (50%-53%).
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Figure 7: Should women have an equal chance to be elected? | The Gambia
| 2018-2024
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Respondents were asked: Which of the following statements is closest to your view?g
Statement 1: Men make better political leaders than women and should be elected rather than

women.
Statement 2: Women should have the same chance of being elected to political office as men.

Figure 8: Should women have an equal chance to be elected? | by demographic

group | The Gambia | 2024
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Respondents were asked: Which of the following statements is closest to your view?g

Statement 1: Men make better political leaders than women and should be elected rather than

women.

Statement 2: Women should have the same chance of being elected to political office as men.
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Sexual harassment in public spaces

Sexual harassment can be both psychologically and socially damaging, posing a significant
threat to the safety and well-being of women and girls (UN Women, 2020).

Two in 10 Gambians (20%) say women “often” or “always” experience sexual harassment in
public spaces such as in markets, on the street, and in public fransport (Figure ?). Close to
one-third (32%) say thisis a “rare” occurrence, while 43% say it “never” occurs.

Perceptions of pervasive sexual harassment of women increase with respondents’ level of
education, reaching 30% among those with post-secondary qualifications (Figure 10). They
are about twice as common among urbanites as rural residents (25% vs. 13%) and decrease
somewhat as respondents’ age increases, from 22% among youth to 16% among seniors.

Figure 9: How often are women sexually harassed in public spaces? | The Gambia
| 2024
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Figure 10: Sexual harassment of women in public spaces | by demographic group
| The Gambia | 2024
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Respondents were asked: How frequently do the following things occur in your community: Women are

sexually harassed in public places such as in markets, on the streets, orin public fransport? (% who say
“always” or “often”)
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Gambians are split when it comes to whether women and girls who complain of
discrimination or harassment in public spaces, such as workplaces and schools, will be
believed. Almost half (47%)2 are at least “somewhat” confident that such complaints will be
believed, but slightly more (50%) consider it “somewhat unlikely” or “very unlikely” (Figure 11).

The share of citizens who think women and girls will be believed if they complain about
discrimination or harassment is somewhat larger among those with secondary or post-
secondary education (50%-52%) than those with less schooling (40%-45%) (Figure 12).

Figure 11: Are women and girls believed when they complain of discrimination
or harassment? | The Gambia | 2024
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Respondents were asked: In your community, how likely is it that people will believe women or girls if
they complain about being discriminated against or harassed in schools, workplaces, or other public
spaces?

Figure 12: Likely that women and girls will be believed if they complain about
discrimination or harassment | by gender and education level | The Gambia | 2024
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Respondents were asked: In your community, how likely is it that people will believe women or girls if
they complain about being discriminated against or harassed in schools, workplaces, or other public
spaces? (% who say “very likely” or “somewhat likely”)

Even if most Gambians don’t see gender discrimination and sexual harassment as frequent
occurrences, they overwhelmingly (73%) think the police and courts need to do more to
protect women and girls against these threafts, including fully half (50%) who say they need to
do "much more” (Figure 13).

2 Due to rounding, percentages for combined categories reported in the text may differ slightly from the sum of
sub-categories shown in figures (e.g. 26% “somewhat likely” and 22% “very likely” sum to 47%).
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Figure 13: Are police and courts protecting women and girls? | The Gambia | 2024
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Respondents were asked: Do you think the police and courts in this country are doing enough to
protect women and girls from discrimination and harassment in schools, workplaces, and public
spaces, or do they need to do more?

Women are slightly more likely than men to think the authorities should be doing more o
protect them from predatory behaviour (74% vs. 71%) (Figure 14). The perception that
women and girls need greater protection increases with respondents’ level of education,
from 67% among those with no formal schooling to 83% among the well-educated. Three-
fourths (76%) of urban residents say the police and courts must do more, while two-thirds
(67%) of rural residents — still a strong majority — also agree.

Figure 14: Police and courts need to do more to protect women and girls
| by demographic group | The Gambia | 2024
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Respondents were asked: Do you think the police and courts in this country are doing enough to
protect women and girls from discrimination and harassment in schools, workplaces, and public
spaces, or do they need to do more? (% who say “need to do much more” or “need to do somewhat
more”)
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Conclusion

Survey findings highlight persistent challenges for women’s empowerment in the Gambia.
Gender gaps remain in education and employment, and while most citizens reject
discriminatory norms, significant minorities report that families sometimes prioritise boys'
schooling or restrict women's access to paid work.

Support for women'’s fair access to political leadership has declined since 2022, with only half
of men endorsing equality. While most Gambians say women and girls rarely face
discrimination and sexual harassment, many doubt they will be believed if they report such
freatment, and most say the justice system is not doing enough to protect women and girls
against these threats.

Do your own analysis of Afrobarometer data — on any question,
for any country and survey round. It’s easy and free at
www.afrobarometer.org/online-data-analysis.
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