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POLICY BRIEF

The coronavirus pandemic has revealed how fragile our everyday life is. It has affected our 

day-to-day life, slowing down the global economy and make us accept the new normal. 

Many have thought it is only a global pandemic and public health crisis. However, 

COVID-19 continues to disrupt political processes and also making political leaders 

adapt to new realities. According to International IDEA, in her report on the Impact of 

COVID-19 on elections revealed that between 21 February 2020 to 21 March 2021, at 

least 78 countries and territories worldwide already postponed national and sub-national 

elections due to COVID-19. Nevertheless, to avoid constitutional crises and authoritarian-

leaning leaders from taking advantage of the global emergency, most countries have learned to hold 

elections amid pandemics. At least 52  countries and territories have held elections that were initially 

postponed1. 

Many reports have viewed COVID-19 from the gender lens. However, only a few probed the consequence of its effect on 

women’s political participation and representation, most especially in Nigeria. The main narrative in the global and local 

media has centered on female-led governments’ effectiveness in managing the COVID-19 health crisis. Women Heads 

of Government in Denmark, Ethiopia, Finland, Germany, Iceland, New Zealand, and Slovakia are being recognized for the 

rapidity of the response they are leading, which has included not only measures to ‘flatten the curve’––such as confinement 

measures, social distancing, and widespread testing––but also the transparent and compassionate communication of 

fact-based public health information2 3. As good as this is, we have amplified these headlines so much that it conceals some 

more worrisome pictures, especially in vulnerable countries like Nigeria. The political and socio-economic effects of this 

pandemic could halt or reverse the advancement that has been in women’s political inclusion journey.

Gender advocates, civil society organizations, HeforShe, and feminist organizations need to amplify conversations around 

the implications of these effects for women’s electoral and political participation. All concerns about gender equality 

need to act swiftly to ensure that the pandemic does not spur a hardening of exclusionary political structures. This can be 

achieved by seizing the opportunity provided by the ongoing reforms to provide recommendations that could mitigate 

these pandemic effects by looking at the 2023 general elections in Nigeria. Elections are vital processes for ensuring 

democratic accountability and women’s representation in formal political institutions.

Supporting Advancement of Gender Equality

The inter-state mobility restrictions imposed by the federal governemnt in some 

states and that imposed by most state governments brought about some socio-

economic problems, one of which heightened women’s economic insecurity. This is 

against the backdrop of existing socio-economic challenges in Nigeria. Women are 

already at a disadvantaged position on the socio-economic ladder due to several 

underlying factors before the pandemic’s advent. 

SOME EMERGING RISKS TO WOMEN’S ELECTORAL PARTICIPATION DUE TO 
COVID-19 PANDEMIC 

Heightened Economic
Instability
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For example, Nigeria ranked 145 out of 167 in the 2019/20 

Women, Peace and Security Index, which provides 

essential insights into well-being, social, economic, and 

political empowerment across different countries4. 

Furthermore, the National Bureau of Statistics released 

the 2019 poverty and inequality report; this report 

classified 40.1% of Nigerians as poor5.

Following the spread of the global pandemic, the oil prices 

plummeted by 60%. The oil sector accounts for the bulk of 

Nigerian government revenue6. This has an adverse effect 

on Nigerians. However, the informal sector was severely 

affected due to the lockdown measures implemented 

to contain the virus. Most of the informal workers are 

women. For instance, women dominate markets in rural 

and urban areas in Nigeria; they are an integral part of 

the market configuration. Thus, any policies that disrupt 

and or halt informal economy activities affect women in 

peculiar ways. 

Within the formal sector of the economy, the service 

industry provides the highest employment opportunities 

for women. Women are more likely to be employed in this 

industry due to their roles as administrative and support 

staff, service attendants, leisure and hospitality workers, 

airline workers, health and social workers, cashiers, 

receptionists, etc. Consequently, they are more likely to 

be unemployed or temporarily laid off when there is a 

plunge in economic activities7. Even after the government 

lifted the movement restrictions and lockdown, most 

of these affected women were not recalled due to the 

dwindling state of the Nigerian economy. They resorted 

into taken care-giving tasks, primarily due to disruptions 

in schooling and childcare. Women were already doing 

three times as much unpaid domestic work before the 

pandemic; this burden has increased as traditional social 

norms in most societies still frame caregiving as primarily 

women’s responsibility.

Suppose there is no specific gender-responsive social and 

economic policy. In that case, these trends could worsen 

existing gender inequities in financial power and time 

availability that often prevent women from engaging 

in politics. Party nomination forms are outrageous for 

candidates, and political campaigns tend to be costly 

endeavors. Most political parties schedule meetings late 

at night; this will structurally exclude women who have 

taken up caregiving roles. The pandemic is reinforcing 

these barriers to entry. Although some women may 

also be more motivated to run to tackle the inequities 

uncovered by the pandemic, the worry only remains that 

women from less privileged backgrounds risk getting left 

behind.

The pandemic has made countries embrace the new 

normal due to medical experts advice on limiting mass 

gathering and adherence to physical distance principles. 

This has now translated into a new future where in-person 

meetings are often replaced with video conferencing. 

Most democratic institutions have embraced the unusual 

modus operandi. Candidates and political parties are 

encouraged to campaign innovatively. This switch would 

likely pose a challenge to female voters and candidates 

in the rural communities, who do not have equal access 

to technologies and weaker internet penetration. These 

non-elite rural women will most likely struggle to receive 

real-time information about political processes that 

often break on online platforms. For candidates, the shift 

from in-person meetings to remote campaigning benefits 

those with more established profiles and networks.

Male politicians own most traditional platforms that 

most likely would be an alternative to online platforms. 

Obtaining airtime on television or radio in this situation 

requires contacts and resources, which may not be 

available to female political newcomers8. For instance, 

a young female candidate in a rural area is competing 

with a well-established male politician who owns a media 

house. How will she reach out to urban dwellers when she 

operates in an environment with weaker connectivity?  

Although some local civil society organizations are 

offering training for female candidates focused on social 

media use and digital campaigning, not all women can 

participate in virtual workshops9. Furthermore, this type 

of training is not currently integrated into larger, donor-

funded initiatives supporting women in politics.

Urban female dwellers and elite females who are 

politically active and technological savvy spend much time 

on the internet and online platforms. However, if there 

is a significant reliance on online campaigning and voter 

engagement, women would be much more vulnerable to 

online harassment. This has been identified as one of the 

major factors that hamper increased women’s political 

participation. 

Unequal Access to
the Internet
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Globally, the media narrative hails the rapidity and 

effectiveness of the response of women head of states. 

On the contrary, in Nigeria, it looks more like the 

pandemic has made women less publicly visible. In 2020, 

Nigeria’s federal and state governments shifted to crisis 

management mode; male politicians tend to dominate 

political debates, press briefings, and media discussions.  

This started from the gender composition of the 

COVID-19 presidential task force. Only one (1) female 

of the twelve (12) members of the task force, putting 

the male gender to be eleven (11)10. This imbalance 

reflects the existing status quo of excluding women 

in decision-making structures. Also, it is increasingly 

difficult for women to demonstrate their leadership 

prowess adequately. They are often not seen publicly 

in charge of COVID-19 management. This is seen in the 

daily press briefing of the Presidential Task Force, which 

is often delivered by the chairman of the task force and 

the NCDC director. All of these made it difficult to push 

for gender-specific responses to the pandemic with this 

kind of arrangement. 

Reports have shown the effort of notable women like 

the Minister of Finance, Budget and National Planning, 

Zainab Ahmed and Dame Pauline Tallen - Minister Of 

Women Affairs in the COVID-19 era. The big question 

remains of what proportion is this, compared to their 

male counterparts.

Data available shows that Gender-based Violence and 

Human Rights Violations astronomically increased during 

the lockdown. Even non-state armed groups’ activities 

such as Kidnapping, clashes, and killings have increased 

drastically since the pandemic started. Violence by state 

security actors has intensified, particularly to vulnerable 

age groups. This even led to civil disobedience in 

October 2020. These trends have gendered implications; 

heightened insecurity may discourage women from 

engaging politically due to increased risks of gender-

based violence and disruptions in existing protection 

mechanisms. Many women also face additional coercion 

within the home, which may prevent them from engaging 

in political processes on their terms.

Declined Visibility of Women 
in Crisis Management Role in 
Nigeria.

Heightened Insecurity and 
Human Rights Violations.

SAFEGUARDING WOMEN’S POLITICAL 
INCLUSION
If some of these risks to women’s political participation are not strategically mitigated, 

Nigerian women may eventually march in the same circle of exclusion in the much 

anticipated 2023 general elections. 

To avert this: gender-focused civil society organizations and development partners 

need to invest in data collection. This will help stakeholders have empirical facts, 

disaggregated data, and a better picture of how the pandemic is reshaping women’s 

civic life participation. The intervention strategy will be based on the recommendation 

of an in-depth analysis of the collected data.  Additionally, there is a need for more 

sensitization on the nature and extent of women exclusion, building advocacy 

movement, and public support for reforms. Additionally, women already in politics 

should be deliberate in mentoring other women interested in politics and encouraging 

them to run in elective positions.This structured mentorship would encourage women 

to participate in politics and advise or suggest ways through which the existing issues 

that cause apprehension for women would be mitigated.



Furthermore, women’s Peace and Security need to be addressed. The increase in the recorded cases of GBV and national 

security calls for additional measures to create a safer political and electoral environment. Moreso, more needs to be 

done to gain the trust of most women on the issue of security. Electoral management bodies need to start disaggregating 

voter turnout into gender and age groups because stakeholders need to understand better, document, and address 

domestic violence’s implications on women’s equal political participation as an electoral integrity issue.

There is a need for more gender-responsive policies that will mitigate and cushion the socio-economic effect of the 

COVID-19 pandemic on women. This could lift more women out of the financial crisis before 2023.  Federal and State 

Governments should remove barriers to women’s full inclusion in the economy through gender-responsive policies, 

whether as entrepreneurs or employees. 

Women-owned companies were more likely to close than those owned by men. Most women-owned businesses tend 

to be smaller (sole proprietorships or informal micro-enterprises) with fewer than five employees. Closing gender gaps 

in entrepreneurship would help reduce poverty, create jobs, and spur growth and innovation. Governments should thus 

target lines of credit and other forms of finance to women-owned businesses, boost the creation of e-commerce platforms 

to enable female entrepreneurs to access markets, and help business incubators overcome biases when investing in 

women-owned businesses. Employees, too, require multiple forms of support. Laws and regulations need to be reviewed 

to prevent discrimination against women in the workforce. 

Furthermore, Nigeria’s education sector was already beset with many problems, with 10.5 million children out of school11 

even before COVID-19. The pandemic has made things worse; millions of children in Nigeria have been stuck at home not 

learning. For vulnerable and disadvantaged children, the impact has been worse.  Because they have no access to remote 

learning, federal and state governments must commit to ensuring a  strong education for girls via pro-poor policies 

through at least secondary schools as a long-term proactive measure. 
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