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Abstract  Women empowerment has become major factor in economic development and is increasingly at the 
core of countries’ competitiveness in the global economy. The main objective of this paper is to ascertain the trend 
and level of women empowerment in Nigeria by 2015. Secondary data from Nigeria Demographic and Health 
Survey (NDHS), Nigeria Demographic and Education Survey (NDES), and National Population Commission (NPC) 
were used. Employment, education and literacy rate were adopted as measures of women empowerment. An 
overview of the relationship between women’s level of education and other background characteristics was carried 
out. The results showed that men are more likely than women to have some education. Over 40 percent of men are 
literate compared to 13 percent of women, which is similar to the results obtained from variables like occupation, 
agriculture, etc. Employment is one source of empowerment for women but unfortunately it is difficult to measure 
their employment status because the informal sectors are not reported. However, the data on hand indicates, for 
instance, that women and men currently employed in the North West are 46 and 54 percent respectively. Also, the 
employment rate of men and women in urban area are of the ratio 42:37 percent while the employment ratio of men 
to women in the rural area is 63:58. The study also hints that employment, education and literacy rate of women are 
strong determinants of economic growth and they should not be neglected as the nation works toward attaining 
vision 2020 goals. 
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1. Introduction 
Western-style education was introduced in Nigeria by 

the missionaries in the mid-nineteenth century. Progress in 
education was slow but steady throughout the colonial era 
until the end of World War II. By 1950 the country had 
developed a three-tier system of primary, secondary, and 
higher education based on the British model of wide 
participation at the bottom, sorting into academic and 
vocational training at the secondary level, and higher 
education. Education for the purpose of this study is the 
act or process of imparting or acquiring general 
knowledge, developing the powers of reasoning and 
judgment, and generally of preparing oneself or others 
intellectually for mature life. Therefore, educating women 
is the act or process of imparting particular knowledge or 
skills on women.  

Knowledge accumulation and application have become 
major factors in economic development and are 
increasingly at the core of many countries’ competitive 
advantage in the global economy. For economic and other 
social and psychological reasons, most developing 
countries are currently witnessing a massive influx of 
women into workforce. One sure way of empowering 
women and reducing gender inequality in today’s fast 
changing world, especially in a developing society like 

Nigeria, is by getting more women educated and 
employed. Women education is therefore necessary for 
developing countries especially Nigeria to; experience 
higher economic growth, reduce incidence of poverty, 
increase average wage, increase share of trade in gross 
domestic product, and improve health. This leads to the 
major objective of this paper which is to ascertain the 
trend and level of women empowerment status. 
Employment, education and literacy rate were used to 
measure women empowerment. A secondary data from 
various surveys in Nigeria were used. To achieve this 
objective which this paper has set for itself, the next 
section examines the literature of women population, the 
third section describes the method to be adopted in data 
analysis. In the fourth section, data were analyzed and 
interpreted. The paper is summarized, conclusion is drawn 
and recommendations are made in the fifth section.  

2. Literature Review 
According to Acha (2009), women empowerment is a 

measure of sustainable good governance in Nigeria. No 
proper development planning can be successfully made 
without the use of proper social and economic planning. 
This has always remained a challenge and cannot be 
conquered except the women population, their welfare and 
contributions are significantly put in place. Aderant, 
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(2002), Annekova (2001), Iheduru (2002), Lewis (2006), 
Mansor (2005), Peters (2010, 2011) have confirmed that 
women development is very useful in the areas of revenue 
allocation, determination of per capital income, the labour 
force etc. 

To foster the above position, there should be 
improvements on women's access to basic economic 
resources such as land, labour-saving machines (such as 
tractors), food processing machines, financial capital and 
other agricultural innovations such as improved seedlings, 
pesticides, herbicides, fertilizers et cetera. To ensure 
proper utilization of these facilities, technical services as 
well as market information should be made available to 
women farmers among others; see Ayu (1991, 1992), 
Wushish (1993), Arene (1993), Mazrui (1991), Anderson, 
et. al. (2008), Bilimoria, & Liang, (2012), Burke, & Major, 
(2014), Debebe (2011), Debebe & Reinert (2014), Ely, et. 
al. (2011), Hopkins, et. al. (2008), Jarvis, et. al (2013). It 
boils down to the need for women to be literate, educated 
and be employed in Nigeria and other countries. The 
population projection result by Acha (2014) showed that 
there is exponential growth in women population and 
without commensurate growth in their literacy rates, 

education attainment and employment the third 
millennium development goal will seem a mirage 
Agbalajobi, (2010) and Ekundayo & Ama, (2014). This 
leads to the importance of this paper which is to ascertain 
the trend and level of women empowerment status in 
Nigeria. 

3. Methodology 
The study will be based on descriptive research method, 

as well; inferential statistics will be employed to enable 
the ascertainment of the trend and level of women 
empowerment in Nigeria.  

4. Data Analysis and Interpretation of 
Results 

4.1. Employment Status by Background 
Characteristics 

Table 1. Percentage Distribution of Women and Men by Employment Status According to Background Characteristic 
Characteristics Women Men 

Age Currently 
employed1 

Not currently 
employed Not employed Currently 

employed1 
Not currently 

employed Not employed 

15-19 26.1 4.2 71.6 44.8 3.7 51.6 
20-24 48.3 3.4 48.1 65.4 2.9 31.6 
25-29 65.0 3.4 31.5 85.7 2.1 12.1 
30-34 73.1 4.0 22.7 94.9 1.2 3.8 
35-39 77.6 3.4 18.8 98.0 0.8 1.2 
40-44 77.2 4.2 18.4 98.1 0.8 1.1 
45-49 77.4 5.8 16.7 98.4 0.3 1.4 

Residence       
Urban 59.7 2.4 37.7 75.4 2.0 22.5 
Rural 58.8 4.2 36.8 82.8 1.9 15.3 
Zone       

North Central 62.8 3.2 33.9 84.9 2.6 12.5 
North East 57.1 4.1 38.6 90.8 1.6 7.6 
North West 46.0 7.2 46.6 86.4 1.7 11.8 
South East 58.7 1.0 40.0 72.9 1.1 26.0 

South South 63.9 2.4 33.5 69.4 3.5 27.0 
South West 69.9 1.4 28.7 75.9 1.0 23.1 
Education       

No education 56.8 5.4 37.5 97.3 0.9 1.9 
Primary 73.1 3.4 23.3 90.9 1.3 7.7 

Secondary 52.9 2.2 44.8 70.1 2.5 27.4 
More than secondary 62.5 1.9 35.6 74.6 2.4 23.0 

1currently employed is defined as having done work in the past seven days; also persons who did not work in the past seven days but are regularly 
employed and were absent from work. 

Source: Nigeria Demographic and Health Survey 2008 
Employment is one source of empowerment for women, 

given that it enables them exercise control over their own 
income and by extension their lives. Table 1 shows 
significant difference in employment of men and women 
who reside in the urban areas (75-60 percent and 83-58 
percent respectively). Looking it from the perspective of 
the numbers not employed one sees for example that 
unemployment rate for women between the ages of 45-49 
is 5.8 percent while that of men is 0.3 percent. Even 
employment rates of men that are not educated are higher 
than those of women, that is, 97.3: 56.8. 

The four plots in Figure 1 depict the pictorial aspect of 
the background characteristics for age-specific rate and 
education by sex in Table 1. It shows that forty percent of 
women have no education and only 8.5 percent had higher 
education. The different age cohorts 15-19 and 45-49 

increase from 29 percent to 64 percent respectively. It also 
shows the total percentage distribution of women 
respondents’ age specific by highest level of women 
educational attainment. 

Table 2. Employment According to Age/Sex 
Characteristics Employment Rate by Sex. 

Age Men Women 
15-19 24.9 18.3 
20-24 57.5 35.0 
25-29 79.8 43.4 
30-34 88.8 46.1 
35-39 91.5 53.0 
40-44 91.1 50.6 
45-49 92.1 59.1 

ALL AGES (MEAN) 75.1 43.6 
Source: Nigeria, 1991 population census. 
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Figure 1. Percentage Distribution of women and Men in 2008 NDHS 

The employment rate shows different patterns for men 
and women. Generally, the age-specific participation rate 
for men (75.1 percent) is higher than that of women (43.6 

percent). Specifically, for example, 92 percent for men 
and 59 percent for women in age group 45-49 years are 
employed. See Figure 2, for the graphical view of Table 2. 

Table 3. Total Percentage Distribution of Women Respondents Age Specific by Highest Level of Women Educational Attainment 

Age No Education Primary Secondary Higher 

15-49 40.1 17.8 33.6 8.5 

Source: Sentinel Survey 2007, Pg. 20. 

 

Figure 2. Employment according to Age/Sex -1991 population census 

Table 3, shows that forty percent of women have no 
education and only 8.5 percent had higher education. The 
different age cohorts 15-19 and 45-49 increase from 29 
percent to 64 percent respectively. Figure 3 shows the 
total percentage distribution of women respondents’ age 

specific by highest level of women educational attainment. 
It also shows that number of women that are not educated 
is still very high. 

 
Figure 3. Age Specific Educational Attainment by Women 



 American Journal of Applied Mathematics and Statistics 405 

 

Table 4. Women Educational Attainment by Background Characteristics of Age-Sex specific in NDHS 2008 
Characteristics Percentage distribution of men and women age 15-49 by highest level of schooling attended. 

Age 
Women Men 

No 
education 

Completed 
primary 

Completed 
secondary 

More than 
secondary 

No 
education 

Completed 
primary 

Completed 
secondary 

More than 
secondary 

15-24 27.3 9.3 20.4 5.8 13.3 8.8 25.8 7.0 
25-29 34.1 14.6 21.1 12.4 17.8 13.9 30.7 20.3 
30-34 37.6 15.9 17.8 12.2 20.3 17.9 26.1 19.1 
35-39 38.3 19.4 14.4 10.6 21.6 21.8 23.8 16.9 
40-44 46.3 17.1 11.7 9.1 35.2 21.3 22.7 16.9 
45-49 59.1 14.8 6.8 6.8 29.2 21.8 18.3 17.3 

Residence         
Urban 16.5 12.8 28.3 17.5 7.5 11.3 33.8 23.4 
Rural 46.5 14.0 11.5 4.1 25.7 17.4 20.5 8.8 
Zone         

North Central 35.5 16.8 12.9 8.0 15.4 15.0 23.4 14.3 
North East 68.1 8.5 5.0 2.2 45.0 11.1 11.3 7.5 
North West 74.2 8.1 5.3 2.5 40.7 17.4 13.6 10.0 
South East 6.3 15.3 28.6 13.0 0.9 23.0 30.1 14.1 

South South 6.0 17.7 26.1 12.2 2.3 13.4 34.5 16.5 
South West 12.0 16.7 29.6 16.2 5.2 12.5 38.3 21.2 

Source: Nigeria Demographic and Education Survey 2008 
The result in Table 4 shows that men are more likely 

than women to have some education. For example, more 
than twice as many men age 45-49 as women age 15-24 
reported that they have no education (29 versus 59 percent 
and 13 versus 27 respectively). The median for men in 
rural area is 6 years while for women is 3 years. Therefore, 

the overall median years of school completed for men age 
115-49 is 9 years while for women is 6 years of the same 
age. A similar pattern is observed in zones. 

4.2. Literacy Rate by Age, Sex and Rural-
Urban residence 

Table 5. Trend and Level in Age-Sex Specific Literacy Rate 1991-2013 

Characteris
tic 

Age-sex literacy rates by various surveys. 
Women Men 

Cens
us 

1991 

NDH
S 

2003 

NDE
S 

2004 

Cens
us 

2006 

Sentin
el 

2007 

NDH
S 

2008 

NDH
S 

2011 

NDH
S 

2013 

Cens
us 

1991 

NDH
S 

2003 

NDH
S 

2004 

Cens
us 

2006 

NDH
S 

2008 

NDH
S 

2011 

NDH
S 

2013 
15-19 67.9 61.3 69.9 67.5 61.3 67.3 66.7 65.4 82.6 79.2 98.0 85.5 81.7 87.3 82.3 
20-24 36.5 56.4 58.9 35.9 58.7 61.1 62.0 63.2 79.7 80.3 87.7 78.7 83.3 81.1 84.1 
25-29 49.4 51.9 61.3 49.2 51.2 54.7 56.6 54.6 76.2 78.9 67.3 75.4 78.3 74.7 72.7 
30-34 38.6 41.3 57.7 37.6 46.0 49.9 42.8 49.0 70.7 75.6 68.1 72.0 75.3 79.9 76.9 
35-39 35.8 39.8 67.5 35.8 41.3 47.7 41.7 42.7 68.2 70.4 70.8 67.2 71.1 71.7 74.7 
40-44 27.0 31.1 46.0 27.0 35.3 41.9 44.4 40.7 60.5 64.6 61.7 60.4 69.9 61.9 65.9 
45-49 23.7 22.4 37.9 24.2 25.6 31.7 38.3 35.4 59.8 60.0 56.8 58.8 68.9 61.7 63.7 

Source: Nigeria 1991census, NDHS 2003, NDES 2004, Nigeria 2006 census, Sentinel 2007, NDHS 2008, NDHS 2011, NDHS 2013. 

 
Figure 5. Trend and Level in Age-Sex Specific Literacy Rate for women, 
1991-2013 

 
Figure 6. Trend and Level in Age-Sex Specific Literacy Rate for men, 
1991-2013 

Characteris
tic 

Age-sex Educational attainment by various surveys. 
Women Men 

Cens
us 

1991 

NDH
S 

2003 

NDE
S 

2004 

Cens
us 

2006 

Sentin
el 

2007 

NDH
S 

2008 

NDH
S 

2011 

NDH
S 

2013 

Cens
us 

1991 

NDH
S 

2003 

NDH
S 

2004 

Cens
us 

2006 

NDH
S 

2008 

NDH
S 

2011 

NDH
S 

2013 
15-19 13.2 18.3 19.0 12.3 22.4 15.5 14.8 15.8 26.3 25.8 26.0 27.1 18.8 19.0 17.8 
20-24 17.7 14.6 14.3 16.8 21.1 13.3 11.4 10.4 33.1 20.2 19.9 34.3 13.6 13.8 12.9 
25-29 20.2 15.0 15.9 20.2 17.8 11.2 12.7 12.2 35.6 19.0 18.1 37.5 17.9 17.5 16.9 
30-34 21.5 14.4 14.4 20.6 14.4 12.6 11.2 10.6 37.3 16.8 15.9 38.3 22.8 21.9 21.8 
35-39 35.1 14.2 15.1 34.2 11.7 16.1 15.1 19.1 45.3 16.8 17.9 45.3 21.3 21.4 22.3 
40-44 29.1 15.0 14.8 28.2 9.8 16.3 14.8 16.8 58.1 17.2 16.3 59.2 21.8 21.9 20.8 
45-49 13.2 12.2 11.9 12.3 20.4 5.7 13.5 15.8 26.3 17.2 17.0 26.3 18.8 17.3 18.7 

Source: Nigeria 1991census, NDHS 2003, NDES 2004, Nigeria 2006 census, Sentinel 2007, NDHS 2008, NDHS 2011, NDHS 2013. 
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Figure 7. Trend and Level in Age-Sex Specific Educational attainment 
for women, 1991-2013 

 
Figure 8. Trend and Level in Age-Sex Specific Educational attainment 
for men, 1991-2013 

Characteris
tic 

Age-sex employments by various surveys. 
Women Men 

Cens
us 

1991 

NDH
S 

2003 

NDE
S 

2004 

Cens
us 

2006 

Sentin
el 

2007 

NDH
S 

2008 

NDH
S 

2011 

NDH
S 

2013 

Cens
us 

1991 

NDH
S 

2003 

NDH
S 

2004 

Cens
us 

2006 

NDH
S 

2008 

NDH
S 

2011 

NDH
S 

2013 
15-19 9.0 61.3 69.9 8.9 35.8 5.0 5.2 5.3 10.4 79.2 98.0 10.6 7.0 6.7 6.8 
20-24 11.1 56.4 58.9 11.0 30.7 5.3 5.5 5.4 11.3 80.3 87.7 10.8 8.2 7.2 8.3 
25-29 14.4 51.9 61.3 14.3 26.1 5.9 5.8 5.7 13.6 78.9 67.3 13.6 8.5 7.5 9.5 
30-34 20.0 41.3 57.7 20.2 23.4 6.6 7.2 8.5 18.1 75.6 68.1 20.1 12.0 13.0 14.9 
35-39 21.4 39.8 67.5 21.3 22.7 8.1 8.6 8.9 19.8 70.4 70.8 24.5 15.2 15.2 17.8 
40-44 22.5 31.1 46.0 22.9 18.3 9.4 9.6 10.3 20.2 64.6 61.7 28.3 17.2 16.2 18.2 
45-49 15.2 22.4 37.9 15.0 13.8 10.9 11.0 11.2 23.1 60.0 56.8 33.4 18.9 19.5 20.2 

Source: Nigeria 1991census, NDHS 2003, NDES 2004, Nigeria 2006 census, Sentinel 2007, NDHS 2008, NDHS 2011, NDHS 2013 

 
Figure 9. Trend and Level in Age-Sex Specific Employments for women, 
1991-2013 

 
Figure 10. Trend and Level in Age-Sex Specific Employments for men, 
1991-2013 

Literacy is the ability of a person to both read and write, 
with understanding, a short simple statement on his 
everyday life. Table 2 shows the literacy rates of the 
surveys carried out in Nigeria by age and sex. The overall 
literacy rate in 1991 Nigeria census for the sexes 
combined is about 57 percent. The corresponding rate for 

the men is 66 percent while the rate for women (48%) is 
below the national average. The rates are higher for men 
than for women in each age group. For 40 years and above, 
literacy rate is at least twice as high for men as for women. 
In NDHS 2003, the age specific literacy rate for men and 
women shows a similar pattern. Women are less likely 
than men to be able to read and write: 61 percent of 
women and 79 percent of men are literate. The gender gap 
in literacy decreases from older to younger cohorts with 
literacy rate among young adults aged 15-19 at 61 percent 
for women and 79 percent for men compared to literacy 
rates among older adults age 45-49 at 22 percent for 
women and 60 percent for men. The NDES Data survey, 
like the NDHS survey, assumes that respondents who 
have attended school beyond the primary level are literate, 
therefore, NDES 2004 indicates that age 15-19 years, 70 
and 98 percent are for women and men respectively are 
literate while 38 and 57 percent of women and men 
respectively from 45-49 years are literate.  

The overall literacy rate according to their background 
characteristics (age, residence and region) indicates that 
59 and 52 percent for men and women are literate. Also, 
from the sentinel survey 2007 for women, there is a 
similar pattern from age group 15-49 with NDHS 2003 
survey for women. Even though, there is no data at hand 
for men, it is obvious that age specific literacy rates for 
men and women will still show a similar pattern as in 
NDHS 2003, that is, the literacy rates for men are higher 
than those for women. The literacy status of respondents 
in the 2008 NDHS shows that the pattern of men’s literacy 
is similar to those of women. However, there is disparity 
that 40 percent men are literate compared with 13 percent 
of women. Among the population aged 15-19 and 45-49 
years, 82-67 and 69-32 percent for men and women 
respectively are literate. Above 85 percent of urban males 
and 56 percent of urban females aged 30-34 years were 
literate. The corresponding literacy rate for the rural areas 
were 73 percent for males and 67 percent for the females 
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which indicates the narrowing sex differentials in literacy 
levels among young generation albeit in favour of the 
male child (Data in 1991 census, Pg 126). 

5. Summary, Findings, Conclusion, and 
Recommendations 

5.1. Summary and Findings 
This study from the outset indicated that economic 

planning will be difficult without the knowledge of 
women literacy, education and employment status as these 
are strong factors of population change. Since women 
population data are the major elements of economic 
planning, it is necessary to note that any error, has the 
potential of frustrating the economic plan. Therefore, the 
knowledge of population details such as literacy rate, 
education and employment of women goes a long way in 
enhancing economic planning, women empowerment and 
subsequent development it engenders. The results show 
that there is disparity between women and men education 
according to household economic status as in the poorest 
households, 40 percent of men are literate compared to 13 
percent of women. The result is similar to the results 
obtained from variables like occupation, agriculture 
sectors, etc. in Nigeria. 

Employment is one source of empowerment for women 
but unfortunately it is difficult to measure employment 
status because the informal sectors are not reported. 
However, the data on hand indicates, for instance, that 
women and men currently employed in the North West are 
46 and 54 percent respectively. Apart from comparing the 
results to enable a good summary and findings to be made, 
charts were added. These show clearly that the number of 
educated women is low an obvious impediment to 
development planning. It is obvious that the men are 
dominating in the s of basic indices of human 
development examined by this study. The tremendous 
increase of women in Nigeria population depicts that the 
realization of the third millennium development goal 
which is women empowerment can hardly be achieved if 
nothing is done to improve their literacy rate, educational 
attainment and employment rate. 

5.2. Conclusion 
Considering the state of the Nigerian economy its need 

for development cannot be neglected and since it has been 
established that women play a vital role in national 
development, the role of women in the Nigerian economy 
cannot be ignored. In the light of the findings made, the 
following conclusion is made. They study discovered that 
efficiency of the women on the development and plan of 
the Nigeria economy are not yet felt because there is a big 
disparity between women and men with the ratio 1:3 in 
almost all the sectors. It is pertinent to note that women 
constitute a greater part of the Nigeria population and they 
can only be ignored at the peril of the economy. Acha 
(2014), population projection result shows that women 
population will grow exponentially and without 
commensurate growth in their literacy rates, education 
attainment and employment the vision 2020 development 
goal seems a mirage. 

5.3. Recommendations 
A role of development cannot be neglected in any 

nation so as the role of women in the Nigerian economy 
cannot be ignored. In the light of the findings made, the 
following recommendations are made:  

i  Government should allow women to contribute and 
participate fully in all aspects of life in Nigeria. 

ii  Nigeria should increase the literacy rates, education 
attainment and employment of women participation 
in education. 

iii There is need for public enlightenment campaigns so 
as to get the women educated about the need for 
registration and other related events so that the 
women will co-operate with the data collection 
agencies to give rightful information. 
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