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ABSTRACT 
Contemporary African women in science are dismantling the barriers that have long 
existed and coming up with new approaches. The chronology of African women in 
scientific careers is marked by numerous acts of courage and notable 
achievements. It demonstrates how they are eradicating barriers and creating 
bridges within their communities, with regard to education, mentorship, and 
support. There is still a long way to more equal representation, but there has been 
some progress. The article examines motivational factors driving success among 
African women scientists, mitigation factors enhancing African women’s career 
resilience in science, and the barriers limiting the career progression of African 
women in science. African women scientists are confronted with multifaceted 
barriers such as gender bias, cultural norms, economic constraints, insufficient 
institutional support and resource constraints. The article elucidates the importance 
of education and mentorship in amplifying African women’s voices in the science 
space. There is a need to foster environments that encourage women within 
organizations, institutions and communities, in pursuit of scientific careers. The 
support for opportunities in mentorship, education, and policies that include 
support for women, gender equity, diversity, flexibility, and a supportive community 
that ensures scientific success for all is paramount. While the world today looks 
towards science and technology to address many of the social, economic, and 
environmental issues affecting the globe, the focus on diversity and inclusion in 
science and technology will be the cornerstone in ‘Building a world for everyone.’ 
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INTRODUCTION 
In a world where numerous limitations hinder the 
progress of efforts, the undaunted resilience and 
achievement of African women in the field of science 
radiate. In contemporary times, scientific innovations 
among African women are breaking through barriers 
that have persisted over the years and reshaping the 
scientific landscape. In the field of endeavour in 
science, contemporary African women possess 
outstanding resilience, willpower, strength, toughness 
and potential to conquer limitations challenging 
women’s success and breakthrough in science. 
Women in science are dismantling the barriers that 
have long existed and developing new approaches to 
ensure success and maintain relevance in their chosen 
careers. African women researchers are undeniably 
pioneers in generating groundbreaking ideas and 
conducting cutting-edge research1. This is possible 
with the availability of a favourable research 
environment, platforms and opportunities. For 
instance, the L'Oréal-UNESCO for Women in Science 
Young Talents - Sub-Saharan Africa Programme 
provides a visibility platform for women in science to 
advance their careers. 2It was reported that in the past 
15 years, the UNESCO programme has supported more 
than 240 young female researchers across 34 African 
countries, providing them with financial resources and 
essential tools to advance their careers. The UNESCO 
programme's regional award ceremony in 2024 
celebrated 30 young female scientists with distinct 
research ideas, including 25 PhD students and 5 post-
doctoral researchers from 16 African countries2. 
 
Thus, the chronology of African women in scientific 
careers is full of valiant and illustrious performances 
and achievements. It demonstrates how they are 
eradicating barriers and creating bridges within their 
communities regarding education, mentorship, and 
support. Despite that, there is still a long way to go to 
achieve more equal representation, but there has been 
some progress. The achievements and groundbreaking 
results emanating from the research efforts of women 
in science are an indication of their determination and 
resilience despite the obstacles encountered and the 
challenging environment. This article examines the 
motivational factors fueling success among African 
women in science, the mitigation factors enhancing 
African women’s career resilience in science, the 

barriers limiting the career progression of African 
women in science, and the importance of education 
and mentorship in advancing and amplifying African 
women’s voices in the science space. With an 
understanding of the unique factors and support 
systems that propel African women in science to 
succeed, this article intends to shatter the myth, build 
bridges of opportunity, and ultimately contribute to a 
more equitable and innovative scientific community 
where women are recognised.  
 
METHODS 
The information contained in this study were perused 
from secondary sources such as journal articles, 
reports and online articles that align with the subject-
matter discussed. The materials were selected based 
on their relevance to African women in science. Priority 
was given to studies that talk about motivation, 
resilience, barriers, mentorship, and policy issues. 
Most of the sources were published between 2015 and 
2025 so that the discussion shows recent trends. Key 
search terms included “African women in STEM,” 
“gender barriers in science in Africa,” and “mentorship 
for women scientists”. These terms helped to narrow 
the focus to literature directly linked to the study 
objectives. Particular attention was given to 
publications that provided statistical data across 
different years in order to examine changes in women’s 
participation in science over time. Where available, 
comparative figures from earlier and more recent 
reports were reviewed to assess trends in 
representation and progress. Peer-reviewed articles 
were drawn from journals such as PLoS ONE, World 
Development Perspectives, Frontiers in Global 
Women’s Health, and the International Journal of 
Multidisciplinary Studies and Innovative Research. 
Online articles and reports were accessed from the 
United Nations Educational, Scientific and Cultural 
Organization (UNESCO), researchgate, African 
Academy of Sciences (AAS), Institute for Human Rights 
and Development in Africa (IHRDA), Consortium for 
Advanced Research Training in Africa (CARTA), and the 
Global Energy Alliance for People and Planet.  
 
DISCUSSION 
Motivational factors driving success among African 
women in science 



 
 

  
ASFI Research Journal. 2026;3(1): e13786. doi:10.70040/asfirj-brxs-ccq4 3 

 

eISSN: 3043-4262 

Personal passion for scientific discovery 

Women in science are driven by an intrinsic passion to 
make scientific discoveries that will offer solutions to 
societal problems. Studies show that interest in 
scientific discovery, intellectual curiosity, and a desire 
to contribute to societal development often sustain 
women’s engagement in research despite structural 
challenges and institutional barriers3,4. Sometimes, 
women are amazed by nature and are inquisitive to 
explore more, thereby defining their research path. 
African women in science's passion were manifested 
and aided by the building of strong professional 
networks, continuous training, professional skill 
development, continuous advocacy and the willingness 
to take up leadership opportunities. Scientific 
discoveries and achievements of women give them a 
sense of fulfilment and personal growth.  
 
Desire to make a positive impact in society 

The desire to make a positive impact in society drives 
most women in science, making them resilient. 
Resilience makes women persevere in the face of 
challenging situations that inhibit their career growth. 
Overcoming societal expectations and breaking 
through gender, racial, and systemic barriers in science 
has been marked by perseverance and the realisation 
that science knows no boundaries5. The desire of 
African women in science to make a positive impact is 
marked by their self-confidence that what men can do, 
women can also achieve. 
 
Role models and visibility  

According to UNESCO estimates, barely 30% of African 
women pursue research in science and engineering 
fields6. Globally, women account for about one-third of 
researchers, representing approximately 31.7% of the 
research workforce7. In sub-Saharan Africa, women 
constitute roughly 32% of researchers, indicating that 
gender parity has not yet been achieved8. At the country 
level, disparities are even more pronounced; for 
example, female participation in research has been 
reported at approximately 23.3% in Nigeria, reflecting 
persistent gaps in representation2. These figures 
demonstrate that although progress has been 
recorded, significant gender inequalities remain in 
scientific participation and leadership across the 
continent. The underrepresentation of women in STEM 

leadership positions makes it difficult for girls and 
women to find role models and mentors in the field9. 
However, a number of role models who had made 
significant impact in STEM do exist, this include 
Odunayo Eweniyi (Nigeria)10, Dr Rose Leke 
(Cameroon)11, Angela Mirembe Semwogerere 
(Uganda)11, Betelhem Dessie (Ethiopia)10, Roina 
Ochieng from Kenya, Thato Schermer from South 
Africa, Dr. Nonhlanhla Sitole also from South Africa, Ivy 
Barley from Ghana, Sethebe Manake from Botswana, 
Adora Nwodo from Nigeria - a software engineer at 
Microsoft12, Wendy A. Okolo from Nigeria - a Nigerian-
American aerospace research engineer12, among 
others. These females’ tech and scientists are potential 
role models for inspiring upcoming women in STEM. 
 
Family support and encouragement 

Family support is important in instilling confidence in 
women in the pursuit of their careers. Dr. Amivi Kafui 
Gassou Tété-Bénissan, a female researcher in natural 
sciences from Togo affirmed the roles played by her 
parents in arousing her curiosity in science, making 
sure she had the same educational opportunities as 
males in the family6. With strong parental 
encouragement and equal access to education, she 
developed early curiosity in science and later pursued 
advanced research in her field. Strong family support 
can help build African women's confidence and self-
worth, enhance aspirations, overcome barriers, and the 
building of a successful career path in the scientific 
field.  
 
Access to resources 
African women in science need access to resources 
and opportunities that will aid their career pursuit. 
Resources needed by women in science range from 
financial to social, cultural, political, and institutional 
support. African women in science require financial 
resources such as research grants, conference grants, 
fellowships, scholarships, workshop grants, among 
others. For instance, in Kenya, the Strathmore Research 
Centre fosters collaboration between academia and 
industry as it provides an avenue for researchers in 
science, including women, to transform their research 
findings into practical solutions for real-world 
problems1. Timely access to needed resources 
enhances women's education and training, career 
progression and recognition, research success, 
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innovation abilities, resilience, systemic barriers 
reduction/elimination, gender equity and the 
contribution of women to African development.  
 
Mitigation factors enhancing African women’s career 
resilience in science  
Mitigation factors refer to the proactive steps that 
African women in science can take to tackle the 
challenges plaguing their career pursuit and 
professionalism. One of the factors that can effectively 
aid women's career progression is developing strong, 
supportive research systems. This is achievable 
through various avenues such as the exploitation of 
networking opportunities, participation in mentorship 
programs, joining research groups on social media 
platforms, relevant webinar participation, 
workshops/conferences attendance and engaging in 
collaborative research endeavours. Though most times 
these opportunities are not free, women can explore the 
free ones to their advantage. Leveraging the free 
opportunities can connect women with seasoned 
professionals in scientific fields who can guide and 
support. Connections with scholars in scientific fields 
can also help in advocating for the amplification of 
research findings. Free conferences, whether in-person 
or online, provide an avenue for women in science to 
showcase their research works, which might gain 
scientific scholars' attention and probable funding for 
advancement.  
 
Furthermore, favourable government policies devoid of 
gender bias and discrimination are crucial to women's 
motivation in pursuing a career in science. It is an 
important mitigation factor driving success among 
African women in science. A past study stated that 
African women remain disproportionately affected by 
poverty, unemployment, and lack of access to 
productive resources such as land and credit14. For 
instance, child marriage is rooted in gender inequality 
and it is believed to be closely linked to poverty and low 
levels of girl child education15. Gender equality is 
paramount for women in every sphere of life. Even in the 
workplace, women desire gender equity, such as 
equitable access to professional development 
opportunities, which might be in the form of training 
that would enhance their knowledge. Also, the 
workplace environment and policies should be family-
friendly, enabling women in science to navigate the 

challenges of work-life balance. Workplace 
opportunities such as parental leave, flexible work 
hours, and job sharing will create a tension-free 
environment, recognising the dual roles of women in 
science as primary caregivers in homes and 
professionals. A workplace policy that places a 
premium on diversity and inclusion is paramount for the 
sustained participation of women in science. This is 
crucial because discrimination, limited opportunities, 
and societal expectations often stand as formidable 
obstacles and threats hindering women and girls from 
realising their dreams5. As rightly noted by previous 
research, there is a need to pay keen attention to what 
makes women thrive, remain relevant and compete in 
their scientific careers and professional development16.  
 
Barriers limiting the career progression of African 
women in science 
Despite the significant progress made by African 
women in science, they still face unique challenges, 
including gender bias, socio-cultural barriers, 
economic constraints, inadequate institutional 
support, and limited access to resources. It is reported 
that women are still underrepresented in STEM9,17-18. 
According to report of a study by the African Academy 
of Sciences, the factors limiting women in science 
include family focused issues - family responsibilities 
and difficulty in finding work-life balance; difficulty in 
securing jobs in the same geographical area as their 
spouse; perception that women are perceived less 
competitive; patriarchal attitudes, values and beliefs - 
discrimination of women in decision making positions; 
work related practices - workplace environment and 
recruitment and promotion, among others13.  
 
Research and study opportunities must be devoid of 
gender bias and discrimination. Gender discrimination 
is unethical as it puts women in science at a 
disadvantage of opportunities crucial to success in 
their careers. It is believed that girls, unlike boys, are not 
adequately motivated and encouraged to pursue a 
career path in science at an early school age6. This is 
because it is opined that most STEM professions 
require masculine abilities and so are not suitable for 
women. Some African women believed that there are 
fewer opportunities for women compared to men in 
science, and that men are more favoured by the 
workplace environment13. Gender inequality directly 
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impedes women's invaluable perspectives and 
contributions to scientific advancements and 
innovation19. Unconscious biases in hiring, promotion, 
and grant funding can disadvantage women and lead to 
their disproportionately low representation in STEM9. 
Though gender disparity persists in the field of science, 
the transformative potential of African women in 
science, aided by access to resources, is powerful as it 
serves as proof of their resilience, determination, and 
robust support systems5. It is opined that women’s 
equal participation and opportunities is integral to 
Africa’s capacity to achieve its aspired socio-economic 
goals of innovating through science and technology6.  
 
A study conducted across five West African countries 
discovered that family-associated barriers and gender-
insensitive organisational cultures are parts of major 
obstacles to career progression among African 
women20. In a typical African traditional setting, it is 
culturally believed that women should be at the 
forefront of home management, carrying out family 
duties and responsibilities. African Academy of 
Sciences (AAS) publication established that family 
responsibilities and difficulty in finding work-life 
balance are major barriers limiting women in science in 
Africa16. In this age, African women in science are 
refusing to be confined within the home cycle as they 
also have intellect and potential that can be harnessed 
for research and development. Though, most times, 
women especially when married are often times faced 
with the dilemma of choosing between career 
progression and family demands. It was affirmed that 
maintaining a work-life balance for women in science is 
quite challenging due to the societal pressure and 
expectations of women’s gender roles5. Professions in 
STEM can be demanding, and sometimes women are 
discouraged to continue their career pursuit or might 
decide to work part-time to be able to handle family 
responsibilities9. This can negatively affect the pace of 
women career advancement in scientific field. 
 
Another barrier is the financial incapability of African 
women in science which makes it impossible for them 
to afford the necessary resources required for their 
career progression. This is worsened in situations 
where the best resources needed can only be sourced 
overseas. Economic factors influence the number of 
African women undertaking career in scientific field21. 

In the academia, women scientists’ scholarly outputs 
are significantly lower compared to men because of 
limited opportunities in low and middle-income 
countries22.  In spite of these persistent barriers, some 
level of progress has been recorded over time. There 
has been a gradual increase in the share of women 
among researchers over the past two decades, 
although gender gaps persist. According to global data 
from the UNESCO Institute for Statistics, women now 
make up roughly one-third of researchers worldwide, a 
share that has risen from earlier estimates of about 30% 
in the 2010s7. In the African context, studies show that 
women constitute around 30% of STEM researchers, 
revealing continued underrepresentation despite 
incremental increases23-24. This trend shows modest 
progress in women’s participation in scientific 
research, but also highlights the need for sustained 
policies and support to achieve greater equity 
 
Building bridges: the importance of education and 
mentorship in advancing and amplifying African 
women’s voices in the science space 
 
There are individual level factors that inhibit women 
from pursuing STEM, including societal expectations. 
Past research revealed that women scientists find it 
difficult to achieve work-life balance because most 
times they had to prioritise child and family care due to 
socio-cultural values placed on women as 
homemakers in West Africa20. As a result, women 
sometimes had to put their research careers on hold20. 
Additionally, study shows that women’s challenges in 
academia include, gender discrepancies in leadership, 
gender bias, unequal possibilities for promotion, work 
life and family balance25. Women in African countries 
particularly face difficulties accessing quality 
education owing to factors including economic 
deficiencies, cultural norms, discriminatory attitudes, 
and early marriages unlike the male folks3. The 
education of the girl child is paramount to enhancing 
women potential, relevance and visibility in the 
research sphere. In some African countries, the ratio of 
men to women researchers is low, signaling a 
substantial gender inequality in educational 
opportunities between male and female.  
 
In a publication by the African Academy of Sciences 
(AAS), the percentage of women researchers in some 
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African countries were - South Africa (43.7%), Egypt 
(42.8%), Morocco (30.2%), Senegal (24.9%), Nigeria 
(23.3%), Rwanda (21.8%), Cameroon (21.8%), and 
Ethiopia (31.3%), stressing that the lowest ratios of 
women to men tend to be found in low income 
countries13. Furthermore, the AAS publication shows 
that the women employed in research and development 
(R&D) worldwide (28.8%) and in Sub-Saharan Africa 
(31.3%) are low13. The importance of girl child education 
cannot be overemphasised as it greatly enhances their 
potential and place women on the pedestal where they 
can make meaningful and remarkable contributions in 
research, nation building and the world at large. 
Women's education, coupled with effective mentorship 
programs, can be a game changer for African women in 
science.  

Mentorship is indispensable for African women to 
attain professionalism in their field of study. 
Mentorship equips and educates women on important 
skills crucial to achieving success and making 
groundbreaking achievements in science. 4Mentorship 
initiatives equip women to excel in their chosen fields, 
provide emotional support, build their skills, 
confidence and resilience, while expanding their career 
horizons. Inadequate access to mentorship programs 
in science is a major barrier limiting career progression 
and networking for women. Mentorship programs that 
are tailored to support women and girls in the sciences 
can help them navigate challenges5.  

CONCLUSION 
No doubt, African women are making progress in 
scientific fields, but they are still underrepresented, 
signaling a significant gender imbalance in the science 
space. Women in science desire for personal growth 
and scientific discoveries should be met with the 
needed opportunities and resources. The study 
mirrored barriers to women's career progression in 
science to include prevailing gender gaps, societal 
expectations of women as caregivers, workplace 
opportunities imbalance, economic constraints and 
limited access to resources. The roles of education and 
mentorship in building bridges for the successful career 
progression of African women in science are 
paramount. Promotion criteria and funding systems 
that favours women in STEM with respect to maternity 

leave, caregiving responsibilities, or career breaks are 
not well pronounced in most African institutions, thus 
limiting women’s potentiality and career progression. 
Government policies favouring gender equality, 
diversity and inclusion are pivotal to the scientific 
women's professional development and 
competitiveness. 
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