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Gender equality and women’s 

political engagement in Malawi

Findings from Afrobarometer Round 7 survey



At a glance

■ A majority of Malawians say the government has performed well 
in promoting opportunities and equality for women. But citizens 

are divided as to whether there has been progress on women’s 

rights in recent years.

■ Strong majorities of Malawians say women should have the same 

chance as men to be elected to office and the same rights as 

men to own and inherit land. 

■ Almost unanimously, Malawians say wife beating is “never 

justified.” But one in five women report having experienced 

gender discrimination during the past year – twice the rate of 

men.

■ Continuing trends over time, Malawian women are less likely than 

men to engage in various types of political activity.



What is Afrobarometer?

• A pan-African, non-partisan survey research project that 

measures citizen attitudes on democracy and governance, 

the economy, civil society, and other topics.

• Started in 12 African countries in 1999, expanded to 36 

countries in Round 6 (2014/2015). Round 7 surveys are being 

conducted in 2016/2017.

• Goal: To give the public a voice in policymaking by providing 

high-quality public opinion data to policymakers, policy 

advocates, civil society organizations, academics, news 

media, donors and investors, and ordinary Africans.

• A national partner in each country conducts the survey. In 
Malawi, the Afrobarometer Round 7 survey was conducted by 
the Centre for Social Research at the University of Malawi.



Where Afrobarometer works



Methodology

• Nationally representative sample of adult citizens

❑ All respondents are randomly selected.

❑ Sample is distributed across regions/states/provinces and 

urban/rural areas in proportion to their share in the national 

population.

❑ Every adult citizen has an equal chance of being selected.

• Face-to-face interviews in the language of the respondent’s 

choice.

• Standard questionnaire allows comparisons across countries and 

over time.

• Sample size in Malawi of 1,200 adult citizens yields a margin of 
error of +/-3% at a 95% confidence level.

• Fieldwork for Round 7 in Malawi was conducted between 26 

December 2016 and 5 January 2017.



Survey demographics

Gender %

Men 50

Women 50

Residence

Urban 16

Rural 81

Peri urban 3

Education
No formal education 13

Primary 58

Secondary 24

Post-secondary 4

Religion

Christian 72

Muslim 12

Other 16

6



Findings



Women’s social rights and experience 

of gender discrimination



Key findings

■ A majority (57%) of Malawians say the government has performed 
“fairly well” or “very well” in promoting opportunities and equality for 
women. 

■ But Malawians are divided as to whether there has been progress on 
women’s rights in recent years: 50% say things are better/much 
better, while the other half say they are worse/much worse (34%) or 
about the same (16%).

■ Eight in every 10 Malawians “agree” (30%) or “strongly agree” (50%) 
that women should have the same rights as men to own and inherit 
land. 

■ Regarding current realities, a majority of Malawians say that 
girls/women do have access to the same life opportunities as 
boys/men when it comes to getting an education (75%), earning an 
income (62%), get a paying job (66%), and own/inherit land (62%).

■ Women are more than twice as likely as men to suffer discrimination 
on the basis of gender: 22% of women (vs. 9% of men) report having 
experienced discrimination during the past year.

■ 95% of Malawians say wife beating is “never justified.”



Government performance in promoting opportunities 
and equality for women | Malawi | 2017

Respondents were asked: How well or badly would you say the current government is handling 
the following matters, or haven’t you heard enough to say: Promoting opportunities and equality 
for women?
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Equal opportunities and treatment for women and 
rejection of wife-beating | Malawi | 2017

Respondents were asked:

- Please tell me if the following things are worse or better now than they were a few years ago, or are they 
about the same: Equal opportunities and treatment for women?

- Please tell me for each of the following actions whether you think it can always be justified, sometimes be 
justified, or never be justified: For a man to beat his wife?
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Experience of gender discrimination | by gender 

| Malawi | 2017

Respondents were asked: In the past year, how often, if at all, have you personally been 
discriminated against based on any of the following: Your gender? 
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Men have priority when jobs are scarce? | by gender, 

urban-rural residence, education, region | Malawi | 2017

Respondents were asked: For each of the following statements, please tell me whether you 
disagree or agree, or haven’t you heard enough to say: When jobs are scarce, men should have 
more right to a job than women?
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Equal access to life opportunities for girls/women         
| Malawi | 2017

Respondents were asked: For each of the following statements, please tell me whether you disagree or agree, or 
haven’t you heard enough to say: In our country today:

- Girls and boys have equal opportunities to get an education.

- Women and men have equal opportunities to earn an income.

- Women and men have equal opportunities to get a job that pays a wage or salary.

- Women and men have equal opportunities to own and inherit land.

- (% who “agree” or “strongly agree”)
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Women's right to own and inherit land | by gender, 

urban-rural residence, education, region | Malawi | 2017

Respondents were asked: For each of the following statements, please tell me whether you 
disagree or agree, or haven’t you heard enough to say: Women should have the same rights 
as men to own and inherit land? (% who “agree” or “strongly agree”)

80%

72%

83%

80%

85%

82%

80%

76%

80%

79%

79%

81%

0% 20% 40% 60% 80% 100%

Average

Northern Region

Central Region

Southern Region

Post-secondary

Secondary

Primary

No formal education

Rural

Urban

Women

Men



Better if woman takes care of home and children?          

| by gender, urban-rural residence, education, region 

| Malawi | 2017

Respondents were asked: For each of the following statements, please tell me whether you 
disagree or agree, or haven’t you heard enough to say: In general, it is better for a family if a 
woman has the main responsibility for taking care of the home and children rather than a 
man? (% who “agree” or “strongly agree”)
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Political activism



Key findings

■ Continuing trends over time, women are less likely than 

men to engage in various types of political activity, 

including:

■ Discuss politics with friends and relatives: 39% of women vs. 57% 

of men say they do so at least “occasionally.” For both 

genders, these proportions declined sharply in comparison to 

the 2014 survey.

■ Join others to raise an issue: 23% vs. 28%

■ Attend a campaign rally: 49% vs. 63%

■ Work for a political candidate: 18% vs. 26%

■ Contact a member of Parliament: 5% vs. 15%



Participation in political discussion | by gender 

| Malawi | 2002-2017

Respondents were asked: When you get together with your friends or family, would you say 
you discuss political matters: Frequently? Occasionally? Never? (% who say “occasionally” or 
“frequently”)
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Joining others to raise an issue | by gender 

| Malawi | 1999-2017

Respondents were asked: Here is a list of actions that people sometimes take as citizens when 
they are dissatisfied with government performance. For each of these, please tell me whether 
you, personally, have done any of these things during the past year: Joined others in your 
community to request action from government? (% who say “once or twice,” “several times,” 
or “often”)
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Attending a campaign rally and working for a 
candidate | by gender | Malawi | 2014-2017

Respondents were asked: Thinking about the last national election in 2014, did you: Attend a 
campaign rally? Work for a candidate or party? (% who say “yes”)
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Contact with leaders | by gender | Malawi 

| 2014-2017

Respondents were asked: During the past year, how often have you contacted any of the following 
persons about some important problem or to give them your views: A member of Parliament? 
Traditional leaders? Religious leaders? (% who say “only once,” “a few times,” or “often”)
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Support for women in political 

leadership



Key findings

■ Seven in every 10 Malawians (72%) say that women 

should have same chance as men of being elected to 

political office. This reflects an 11-percentage-point 

increase compared to 2014.

■ Men and women are equally supportive of equal opportunity 

for women’s political leadership.

■ Rural residents are more likely than urbanites to support a fair 

chance for women to be elected, 74% vs. 59%.

■ Better-educated respondents are more likely to support 

women’s political leadership than their less-educated 

counterparts.



Support for women’s political leadership |2012-2017

Respondents were asked: Let’s talk for a moment about the kind of society you would like to 
have in this country. Which of the following statements is closest to your view? 

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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Support for women’s political leadership | by gender, 

urban-rural residence, age, and education level                

| Malawi | 2017

Respondents were asked: Which of the following statements is closest to your view? 
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.
(% who “agree” or “agree very strongly” that women should have the same chance)
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Conclusions



• Both men and women express strong support for 

women’s equality and political leadership.

• Despite an ongoing campaign aimed at increasing 

women’s representation, women continue to lag 

behind men in political participation, and gender-

based discrimination remains a fairly common 

experience.

• The results suggest a need for strategic and better-

coordinated efforts to empower women to be active 

in politics, as the environment seems conducive to their 

support.



Thank you

Follow our releases 

on #VoicesAfrica on 

Twitter and 

Facebook. 

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.


