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INTRODUCTION

Gender inequalities are widespread in higher education in-
stitutions, disadvantaging female faculty and staff and hin-
dering their work, which may diminish well-being. Gender 
inequality is the unequal distribution of access to rights, re-
sources, and opportunities across genders, including men, 
women, boys, girls, and individuals of other gender identi-
ties. This disparity arises from deeply ingrained social norms 
and power structures that sustain discrimination and the un-
equal distribution of power and privileges. Such inequality 
exacerbates the challenges faced by those already margin-
alised, making it a critical issue to address in the pursuit of 
social justice and equality1. The workplace for women has 
sometimes been perceived as inhospitable due to multiple 
forms of gender inequality2. For instance, the negative ef-
fects of workplace discrimination on women’s earnings and 
opportunities include the gender wage gap, the scarcity of 

women in top leadership roles3, and the longer time women 
often require compared to men to progress in their careers4. 

Gender inequality among female staff in Nigerian higher 
education institutions (HEIs) remains a significant concern, 
manifesting in various forms, including underrepresentation 
in leadership roles, wage gaps, and limited career advance-
ment opportunities. Although women make up a substantial 
portion of academic staff, they are often underrepresented in 
senior leadership positions. Gender inequality is evident in 
actions such as refusing to hire or promote someone based 
on her gender, male senior colleagues taking advantage of 
or sexually harassing younger female colleagues who may 
be their supervisees or subordinates, unfair treatment, sex-
ual harassment by male superiors, or gender-based under-
payment. It also involves the disproportionate exclusion of 
women or their disadvantage in decision-making and in ac-
cess to economic and social resources5. 
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In the workplace, gender inequality manifests in various 
ways, including unequal pay, disparities in promotions, in-
cidents of sexual harassment, and racism. Moreover, patriar-
chal customs in Nigerian society have historically confined 
women’s roles to domestic duties, thereby limiting their ac-
cess to higher education and professional fields. These so-
cietal norms have contributed to the underrepresentation of 
women in academic leadership roles. For instance, it was not 
until 2004 that the University of Ibadan appointed Professor 
Abiola Odejide as Nigeria’s first female Deputy Vice-Chan-
cellor, illustrating the gender disparities in academic leader-
ship. This shows the historical gender imbalance in academic 
leadership6. 

The deep-rooted cultural norms and societal expectations in 
Nigeria significantly contribute to gender inequality within 
academic institutions. For instance, traditional beliefs often 
prioritise male education over female education, leading to 
disparities in educational achievement favouring men. Nige-
rian society generally values male education more, reflect-
ing cultural beliefs that women’s primary roles are domestic. 
This perspective consequently results in fewer educational 
opportunities for women and their underrepresentation in 
academia7.

Similarly, a 1991 population census revealed that 61% of Ni-
gerian women suffer from intellectual poverty, underscoring 
the long-standing impact of cultural biases. Traditional views 
often relegate women to subordinate roles, limit their par-
ticipation in decision-making, and hinder their professional 
growth. In Nigeria, cultural practices such as early marriage 
and domestic responsibilities often impede women’s educa-
tional and professional advancement7. These societal expec-
tations restrict women’s access to higher education and their 
pursuit of academic careers. These cultural restrictions ap-
pear to significantly contribute to the disparity between male 
and female staff in HEIs 7.

Female faculty and staff in Nigerian HEIs face systemic bar-
riers that restrict their access to leadership, decision-making, 
and professional development. Women are vastly underrep-
resented in key administrative roles such as Vice-Chancellor, 
Provost, and Dean, largely due to gender biases and cultural 
norms8. These issues are compounded by delays in promo-
tion to senior ranks, such as Professorship, and by limited 
mentorship opportunities9. Women are often excluded from 
influential decision-making spaces, including university 
governance and hiring structures, which contributes to their 
marginalisation within institutional power hierarchies. They 
are also more likely to be concentrated in non-strategic, ser-
vice-oriented roles and to shoulder disproportionate teaching 
and administrative workloads, which significantly reduce the 
time available for research and career advancement 10;11. In-
adequate institutional support for caregiving responsibilities, 
including limited access to childcare and flexible working 

arrangements, exacerbates these inequalities and contributes 
to heightened stress, anxiety, and constrained professional 
progression among female academics11. Gender bias in grant 
allocation leaves female scholars with fewer research and 
publication resources12. Misinterpretations of gender equal-
ity and persistent patriarchal ideologies continue to fuel re-
sistance to women’s advancement13. Recent events, such as 
the suspension of Senator Natasha Akpoti-Uduaghan after 
she reported sexual assault, indicate that institutional mecha-
nisms still punish women who challenge male authority14.

These inequalities are common in many developing coun-
tries and deeply embedded in institutional culture. Despite 
holding high academic qualifications, many women experi-
ence career stagnation15. Psychological effects include stress, 
anxiety, depression, PTSD, and poor well-being16;5. Work-
place discrimination and exclusion from leadership positions 
lead to burnout, low job satisfaction, imposter syndrome, 
and mental exhaustion17;18. Women of colour often face addi-
tional marginalisation in unsupportive institutional settings.

Studies confirm that gender-based disparities in workload, 
access to promotion, and exclusion from decision-making 
processes increase women’s distress. Cultural expectations 
regarding the balance between work and domestic roles fur-
ther affect well-being. Subtle biases in research opportuni-
ties and conference participation foster self-doubt and reduce 
motivation19;20. 

Research shows that experiences of discrimination, includ-
ing delayed promotions, sexual harassment, and exclusion 
from important meetings, have led to psychological distress, 
manifesting as low self-esteem, sadness, disinterest in work, 
and unexplained health issues. These adverse conditions 
affect productivity, job performance, and organisational 
commitment 21;22;23. Understanding how gendered working 
conditions influence psychological well-being is crucial for 
developing inclusive, gender-sensitive policies in HEIs.

Psychological well-being (PWB) is generally understood 
as a person’s overall life situation, characterised by positive 
feelings (such as high self-esteem) or the absence of nega-
tive feelings (such as symptoms of depression or anxiety). 
It is a dynamic concept that encompasses subjective, social, 
and psychological dimensions, as well as health-related 
behaviour 24. PWB involves a sense of purpose, personal 
growth, environmental mastery, self-acceptance, autonomy 
in thoughts and actions, and positive interpersonal relation-
ships 25;26. Therefore, faculty members need to maintain good 
PWB not only for their health but also to be effective educa-
tors who model positive behaviour towards students and the 
wider community. Research shows that the PWB of faculty 
and staff is crucial to the quality of education they deliver, 
as it can influence students’ motivation, engagement, and 
academic achievement, and significantly impact their per-
formance and well-being27. This suggests that neglecting the 



Int J Cur Res Rev ��| Vol 18 • Issue 9 • May 20263

Adimora et al.: Gender inequality and psychological well-being of female faculty and staff in higher education institutions in Nigeria

PWB of faculty members and staff could have deleterious 
effects on students’ learning outcomes. For instance, a study 
indicates that good staff well-being is vital for fostering a 
mentally healthy school environment, retaining and motivat-
ing staff, and promoting students’ well-being and attainment 
28. This aligns with the statement that “If we do not transform 
our pain, we will most assuredly transmit it usually to those 
closest to us: our family, our neighbours, our co-workers, and 
invariably, the most vulnerable, our children” 29. In Nigeria, 
particularly within educational institutions, gender inequal-
ity remains a significant concern that could damage the psy-
chological well-being of female faculty and staff. Research 
indicates that institutionalised gender inequalities, such as 
limited access to power, resources, and decision-making, 
can have adverse consequences for women’s mental and 
emotional health. It further explains that when women are 
systematically excluded from social and economic opportu-
nities, they are more vulnerable to stress, loss of autonomy, 
low self-esteem, and psychological distress 30. Another study 
asserts that restrictive gender norms and inequalities can 
lead to negative health outcomes, such as mental health is-
sues like depression, anxiety, and reduced well-being among 
women in various global contexts 31.

This study is grounded in a 32 multidimensional model of Psy-
chological Well-Being (PWB), which outlines six core dimen-
sions: autonomy, environmental mastery, personal growth, 
positive relations with others, purpose in life, and self-accept-
ance. The framework suggests that psychological well-being 
is achieved when individuals experience balance and fulfil-
ment across these domains. Gender inequality, manifested 
through unequal access to leadership, discrimination, limited 
career advancement, and exclusion from decision-making, 
disrupts these dimensions. For instance, autonomy is inhib-
ited when women lack institutional power or voice. Environ-
mental mastery is destabilised by workplace discrimination 
and limited control over professional environments. Personal 
growth is silenced by blocked career progression and limited 
opportunities. Positive relations may suffer due to workplace 
hostility or marginalisation. Purpose in life can be weakened 
when institutional systems devalue women’s contributions. 
Self-acceptance may be undermined by internalised bias or 
imposter syndrome 26. Thus, gender inequality in HEIs serves 
as a structural barrier to optimal psychological well-being. 
This framework helps explain how systemic gendered experi-
ences translate into diminished mental and emotional health 
for women in academic institutions.

This study is deemed necessary because of the structural dis-
advantages inherent in the composition of female faculty and 
staff in HEIs in Nigeria and their impact on their PWB. This 
is especially relevant given that major efforts to institutional-
ise gender equality policies in most universities, particularly 
in developing countries such as Nigeria, have largely been 
unsuccessful.

Purpose 
The main purpose of this study is to investigate the effect of 
gender inequality on the PWB of female faculty and staff in 
Nigerian HEIs. 

This study addressed the following research questions:

1.	 What are the demographic characteristics of female 
faculty and staff in HEIs in Nigeria?

2.	 What is the gender distribution across different posi-
tions in Nigerian universities?

3.	 How do gender inequality and the psychological well-
being of female faculty and staff relate?

Hypotheses
The following null hypotheses guided the study:

H₀₁: There is no significant difference in the distribution of  
positions held by male and female staff  across Nigerian uni-
versities.

H₀₂: Gender inequality has no significant effect on the psy-
chological well-being of  female faculty and staff  in Nigerian 
universities.

Problem
Gender inequality is a pervasive issue in academic settings, 
particularly in HEIs in Nigeria. Understanding the com-
plexities of gender inequality is essential for developing tar-
geted interventions that promote equality and inclusion and 
improve the PWB of faculty and staff in HEIs. This study 
examined the specific gender-related challenges faced by 
female faculty and staff in Nigerian HEIs and their impact 
on mental health and students’ learning outcomes. By ana-
lysing the intricacies of gender inequality and its influence 
on PWB, this research aims to inform the development of 
evidence-based policies and interventions that address the 
unique issues faced by female faculty and staff in Nigerian 
HEIs and foster an inclusive teaching and learning environ-
ment for students. The study offers valuable insights to in-
form strategies for creating more inclusive and supportive 
academic environments, ultimately enhancing the PWB of 
faculty and staff.

The study focuses on 33 Identity Theory, which holds that 
stress affects mental health by directly threatening salient 
identities, often leading to adverse mental health outcomes. 
When individuals assign personal meaning to a role, it be-
comes a fundamental part of their self-concept 34. Identity 
theorists suggest that the importance of identity may influ-
ence the link between stress and distress, with stress in roles 
central to one’s identity having a more harmful effect on 
mental health than stress in less relevant roles 35. The signifi-
cance of identity salience in relation to stress was also high-
lighted 36, providing evidence that roles that offer purpose 
and meaning to an individual’s self-concept are especially 
vulnerable to stressors. In other words, gender relations in 
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leadership represent a crucial intergroup-relations context, 
as women’s underrepresentation in leadership limits their 
economic and political power, reinforces gender hierarchies, 
and results in detrimental mental health outcomes. There-
fore, it is vital to address these disparities through targeted 
policies and interventions to foster a more inclusive and sup-
portive academic environment, in line with the Millennium 
Development Goals and sustainable development.

MATERIALS AND METHODS

Research Design
The study employed a descriptive survey research design 
to gather data on gender disparities in top management po-
sitions and their impact on the psychological well-being 
(PWB) of female faculty and staff in Nigerian higher educa-
tion institutions (HEIs).

Population and Sampling
The target population comprised female faculty and staff 
across Nigerian higher education institutions (HEIs). Us-
ing purposive sampling, participants were selected based on 
their consent and relevance to the study’s objectives. Specifi-
cally, 20 female faculty members and 20 female staff were 
selected from each of six HEIs, representing the country’s 
six geopolitical zones. This approach yielded a total sample 
of 480 respondents, comprising 240 faculty members and 
240 staff.

Data Collection
Quantitative data were collected using structured question-
naires designed to assess participants’ experiences of gender 
inequality, intersecting identity factors, and aspects of PWB. 
This approach enabled a comprehensive analysis of the link 
between gender disparities in leadership roles and the psy-
chological well-being of female faculty and staff in Nigerian 
HEIs.

Reliability
The reliability of the interview questions and questionnaire 
items was evaluated before the main study to ensure the con-
sistency and stability of the tools. The overall reliability co-
efficient was 0.84, indicating high internal consistency. Fur-
thermore, a test-retest analysis was conducted, confirming 
the stability of the tools over time.

Inclusion and exclusion criteria
Participation was voluntary, and informed verbal consent 
was obtained from female staff and students before their in-

clusion in this study. Reports of gender inequality were taken 
into account. Anonymity and confidentiality of information 
were assured before obtaining informed consent. Assistance 
was offered to respondents who needed help completing the 
questionnaire.

Measures

Demographic Characteristics
This study employed a quantitative research design, using 
structured questionnaires, to evaluate gender inequality 
and PWB among female faculty and staff across six HEIs 
in Nigeria’s six geopolitical zones. A total of 480 partici-
pants were purposively selected, including 240 female 
academic faculty members and 240 female non-academic 
staff members.

The questionnaire comprised three sections: demographic 
information, a gender inequality scale, and a psychological 
well-being scale. Demographic data collected included age, 
marital status, educational level, job role, years of work ex-
perience, institution/affiliation, religion, and ethnicity. These 
variables enabled a nuanced analysis of how gender inequal-
ity and PWB may differ across social and institutional con-
texts.

Gender Inequality Questionnaire
The gender inequality among faculty and staff in HEIs in 
Nigeria was assessed using a 20-item researcher-developed 
questionnaire to gather information on women’s represen-
tation in 12 key senior management positions, employing 
a four-point Likert scale (ranging from strongly agree to 
strongly disagree). 

Psychological Well-being (PWB) Questionnaire
A 28-item PWB scale with six subscales is a modified ver-
sion of the original 120-item scale, measuring the six aspects 
of ‘Eudemonic well-being’ within PWB: autonomy, envi-
ronmental mastery, personal growth, positive relations with 
others, purpose in life, and self-acceptance. It uses a 4-point 
Likert scale (from very often to rarely). This tool describes 
the nature of faculty and staff PWB.

Data Analysis: Frequencies and percentages were utilised to 
analyse the data and determine the impact of gender inequal-
ity on the psychological well-being of female faculty and 
staff in HEIs in Nigeria. The collected data were summarised 
using the Statistical Package for the Social Sciences (SPSS) 
version 20.0. The analysed data were further presented clear-
ly for better understanding. 
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RESULTS

Table 1: Demographic Variables of the Faculty and Staff
S/No.    Items Frequency (%)

1. Age group

20-29 21(4.4%)

30-39 62(13.0%)

40-49 81(16.9%)

50 and above 316(65.8%)

2. Marital Status

Single 81(16.9%)

Married 256(53.3%)

Widowed 125(26.0%)

Divorced 18(3.8%)

3. Educational Level

Bachelor’s degree 61(12.8%)

Master’s degree 81(16.9%)

Doctoral degree 132(27.5%)

Professor 206(43%)

4. Years of Experience

1-5 49(10.3%)

6-10 72(15%)

11-15 127(26.5%)

16 and above 232(48.3%)

5. Institution/Affiliation

Federal University, Kashere, Gombe State 80(16.7%)

Ahmadu Bello University, Zaria 80(16.7%)

Kogi State University 80(16.7%)

University of Nigeria, Nsukka 80(16.7%)

University of Calabar, Cross River State 80(16.7%)

University of Lagos, Lagos State 80(16.7%)

6. Religion

Christianity 216(45%)

Islam 238(49.6%)

African Traditional Religion 26(5.42%)

7. Ethnicity

Hausa 124(25.8%)

Yoruba 121(25.2%)

Igbo 110(23.0%)

Others (Efik, Ibra, Igala, Ijaw, Tiv, Nupe, Ibra, Urhobo) 125(26.1%)

The demographic profile of the 480 female faculty and staff 
participants offers valuable context for understanding the 
link between gender inequality and psychological well-being 
in higher education institutions (HEIs) in Nigeria. The study 
shows that a majority of participants (65.8%) were aged 50 
or above, indicating a workforce mainly composed of older 

women, many of whom may have experienced long-term ex-
posure to institutional gender dynamics. Over half (53.3%) 
were married, while a notable proportion (26.0%) were wid-
owed, suggesting that many respondents are managing per-
sonal and professional responsibilities amid potentially chal-
lenging social expectations.
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In terms of education, a significant proportion held advanced 
degrees: 27.5% held doctoral degrees and 43% were recog-
nised as professors. Despite these high qualifications, ear-
lier findings in the study show that most top management 
roles remain male-dominated, showing the gender inequality 
faced by highly qualified women.

Work experience data indicate that nearly half (48.3%) have 
more than 16 years of service, suggesting that the sample 
comprises experienced professionals who can offer informed 
insights into long-term structural inequalities. Inclusion from 
six institutions across all six geopolitical zones ensures na-
tional coverage and diversity in institutional policies and 
cultures.

Religious and ethnic diversity were evident, with Islam 
(49.6%) and Christianity (45%) dominant, and ethnic 

groups including Hausa (25.8%), Yoruba (25.2%), Igbo 
(23%), and other minorities (26.1%). These factors may 
intersect with gender and institutional structures to influ-
ence psychological well-being, especially in regions where 
sociocultural norms reinforce patriarchal hierarchies. Over-
all, the demographic profile reflects a diverse yet often con-
strained reality, shaped by the intersecting factors of gen-
der inequality faced by female faculty and staff in Nigeria’s 
higher education sector. Despite possessing high qualifica-
tions and extensive experience, gender inequality persists, 
with intersecting factors affecting women at all levels or 
ranks, which may significantly impact their psychological 
well-being. This is precisely what this study aims to ex-
plore.

Table 2: Gender distribution in positions held in the Universities in Nigeria 
Institutions Federal Uni-

versity Kash-
ere, Gombe 

State 

Ahmadu Bello Uni-
versity Zaria

University of Nigeria, 
Nsukka

University of Cala-
bar, Cross River State

University of La-
gos, Lagos State

Kogi State University 

M F M F M F M F M F M F

VC 1(2%) 0 1(1%) 0 1(.1%) 0 1(.7%) 0 0 1(1.5%) 1(1.4%) 0

DVC Academics 1(2%) 0 1(1%) 0 1(.1%) 0 1(.7%) 0 1(1.5%) 0 1(1.4%) 0

DVC Administra-
tion

1(2%) 0 1(1%) 0 1(.1%) 0 1(.7%) 0 1(1.5%) 0 1(1.4%) 0

Registrar 1(2%) 0 1(1%) 0 1(.1%) 1(.1%) 1(.7%) 0 0 1(1.5%) 1(1.4%) 0

Bursar 1(2%) 0 1(1%) 0 1(.1%) 1(.1%) 1(.7%) 0 0 1(1.5%) 1(1.4%) 0

Librarian 1(2%) 0 1(1%) 0 1(.1%) 1(.1%) 1(.7%) 0 0 1(1.5%) 1(1.4%) 0

Deans of Faculty 6(11%) 0 10(8.3%) 2(1.7%) 14(8.8%) 3(1.9%) 16(10.5%) 4(2.6%) 11(16.9%) 2(3.1%) 7(10%) 1(1.4%)

HODs 32(60%) 0 71(58.7%) 11(9.1%) 90(56.3) 12(7.5%) 88(67.5%) 28(18.3% 25(38.5%) 10(15.4%) 40(57.1%) 12(17.1%)

Provosts of Colleges 1(2%) 0 4(3.3%) 1(1%) 3(1.9%) 0 5(3.3%) 1(.7%) 3(4.6%) 1(1.5%) 0 0

Provost of Postgrad. 
College/School

2(4%) 0 1(1%) 0 1(.1%) 0 1(.7%) 0 1(1.5%) 0 1(1.4%) 0

Dean of Students 1(2%) 0 1(1%) 0 1(.1%) 0 1(.7%) 0 1(1.5%) 0 1(1.4%) 0

Directors of Insti-
tutes/Centres

5(9%) 0 12(9.9%) 2(1.7%) 21(13.1%) 6(3.8%) 2(1.3%) 1(.7%) 6(9.2%) 1(1.5%) 1(1.4%) 1(1.4%)

Total

53(100%) 0% 105(87.8%) 16(13.2%) 136(85%) 24(15%) 119(77.8%) 34(22.2%) 49(75.4%) 16(24.6) 56(80%) 14(20%)

Male 86(84.3%)

Female 21(16%)

Table 2 displays the gender distribution of top manage-
ment positions across six Nigerian universities. It features 
the six universities, one from each of Nigeria’s six geo-
political zones, along with the gender split in these roles. 
The results show that 100% of top management positions 
at Federal University Kashere are held by males, with no 
females. At Ahmadu Bello University, Zaria, 105 (87.8%) 
of the top management roles are occupied by males, while 
only 16 (13.2%) are held by females. At the University of 

Nigeria, Nsukka, males occupy 136 (85%) of these posi-
tions, with females holding just 24 (15%). The University 
of Calabar, Cross River State, has 119 (77.8%) males in 
top management roles, and 34 (22.2%) females. The Uni-
versity of Lagos in Lagos State reports 49 males (75.4%) 
and 16 females (24.6%) in such roles. Kogi State Uni-
versity states that 56 (80%) of its top management posi-
tions are held by males, while only 14 (20%) are held by 
females.
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Results in Table 3 show the psychological well-being (PWB) 
of female faculty and staff, shaped by their experiences of 
gender inequality within their institutions. The study in-
dicates that factors such as sense of purpose, personal 
growth, environmental mastery, self-acceptance, autonomy 
in thoughts and actions, and positive interpersonal relation-
ships influence their PWB. The findings reveal that 59.8% of 
faculty members encounter negative PWB more often than 
positive PWB (39.9%). Similarly, 68.3% of staff members 
experience negative PWB more frequently than positive 
PWB (31.6%). 

DISCUSSION

Based on the analysis and findings of this study, gender in-
equality remains a significant concern because it impacts the 
PWB of female faculty and staff in HEIs in Nigeria. The fo-
cus of this study underscores the need to prioritise gender 
equality across sectors and institutions in Nigeria and glob-
ally.

The demographic component provides crucial insights into 
the lived experiences of female faculty and staff in HEIs in 
Nigeria, examining how these experiences relate to gender 
inequality and PWB.

The dominance of respondents aged 50 and above (65.8%) 
indicates that many women in academic and administrative 
roles have built long careers in institutions that have his-
torically been male-dominated. Despite their experience and 
dedication, women remain underrepresented in top leader-
ship roles, holding only 16% of such positions. This reflects 
a systemic gender imbalance consistent with long-standing 
observations by 37, who claims that women in African HEIs 
are often “locked out” of senior academic positions despite 
being equally or more qualified.

Table 3: Gender inequality and psychological well-being of female faculty and staff.
S/No. Psychological Well-being 

(six aspects)
Faculty (240) Staff (240)

Positive PWB Negative PWB Positive PWB Negative
PWB

Total

1. Sense of purpose 78(33.5%) 162(67.5%) 64(26.7%) 176(73.3%) 480

2. Personal growth 86(36.8%) 154(41.2%) 78(32.5%) 162(67.5%) 480

3. Environmental mastery 79(32.9) 161(67.1%) 77(32.1%) 163(67.9%) 480

4. Self-acceptance 97(41.1%) 143(59.9%) 72(30.%) 168(70.0%) 480

5. Autonomy in thoughts and 
actions

92(38.3%) 148(61.7%) 81(33.8%) 159(66.2%) 480

6. Positive interpersonal rela-
tionships

93(38.8%) 147(61.2%) 83(34.6%) 157(65.4%) 480

39.9% 59.8% 31.6% 68.3%

Additionally, the fact that 53.3% of participants were mar-
ried and 26% were widowed highlights the dual burden 
many women face as professionals and caregivers, a factor 
associated with increased psychological distress in settings 
with limited institutional support 38. This gendered division 
of labour and responsibility often leads to reduced psycho-
logical well-being, particularly when work environments 
lack equitable work-life balance policies.

Educational attainment was notably high among partici-
pants: 27.5% held doctoral degrees, and 43% identified as 
professors. However, these qualifications did not translate 
into equitable representation in leadership roles, reinforcing 
the “glass ceiling” effect, in which gender identity, rather 
than merit, influences career advancement in patriarchal in-
stitutional cultures 39.

Years of experience further intensify the issue: 48.3% of 
respondents have served for over 16 years, indicating that 
tenure and institutional loyalty do not protect women from 
systemic inequality. Instead, prolonged exposure to biased 
environments may erode psychological well-being. Research 
shows that ongoing exposure to workplace discrimination 
and marginalisation significantly contributes to psychologi-
cal distress, including stress and anxiety, among female em-
ployees 40.

The religious and ethnic diversity among respondents also 
influences gender identity and well-being. Nigeria’s patriar-
chal cultural and religious norms, especially in some con-
servative areas, often restrict women’s agency and reinforce 
male dominance in leadership roles. As 41 notes, these socio-
cultural expectations intensify experiences of gender-based 
exclusion, particularly for women who do not conform to 
traditional gender roles. These demographic insights high-
light the intersection of gender identity with institutional 
structures, cultural norms, and systemic bias, and their in-
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fluence on the PWB of female staff and faculty in Nigerian 
HEIs. 

Due to a combination of structural, cultural, and institu-
tional barriers deeply rooted in the Nigerian context, gender 
inequality impacts female faculty and staff in Nigeria more 
profoundly than in many developed countries. Demographic 
features such as a high proportion of women in non-leader-
ship roles, limited opportunities for promotion, and under-
representation in decision-making positions signal systemic 
discrimination. 

This is evident in our results, which show that only 16% of 
top management positions are occupied by women and that 
most female staff are within age ranges typically associated 
with caregiving responsibilities, further complicating the 
challenge of balancing work and family. For example, at the 
Federal University of Kashere, no women hold any of the top 
positions. Our findings support the idea that the under-rep-
resentation of women in academia reflects not only ongoing 
inequalities between men and women but also missed op-
portunities for women to help solve humanity’s most urgent 
issues 42. This study aligns with existing research demon-
strating that female academics are often excluded from key 
decision-making bodies, including governing councils and 
hiring panels, due to deep-seated gender biases and male-
dominated institutional cultures 43;44;45. Even when women 
are present, their voices are frequently marginalised, and 
they are assigned to less strategic committees, such as wel-
fare, rather than to areas like development or finance. They 
are also often overburdened with teaching and administrative 
duties, leaving less time for research and career progression, 
thereby limiting their ability to meet promotion criteria that 
emphasise research output 46. Our findings also concur with 
43, who observed that in many Nigerian universities, female 
academics rarely hold high-ranking decision-making roles 
due to gender biases and cultural expectations. Likewise, 
in Nigeria, women often face delays in promotion to senior 
academic ranks, such as professorships, because of systemic 
barriers and a lack of mentorship opportunities 9. This situ-
ation reflects Nigeria’s deeply patriarchal norms, which re-
inforce male dominance in both public and private spheres 
and often frame leadership as a male domain. This contrasts 
with many developed countries where gender parity policies, 
legal protections, and institutional support systems (such 
as mentorship, maternity leave, and flexible work arrange-
ments) are better established and enforced 13; 9.

Our study also found that female faculty and staff experi-
ence poor psychological well-being (PWB) due to gender 
inequality within their institutions. This finding supports the 
assertion that gender inequality worldwide has long-lasting 
consequences and increases the risk of mental health prob-
lems, including psychological distress, reduced PWB, and 
lower performance among women 47. It also aligns with the 

claim that gender inequality against women can lead to anxi-
ety, depression, low self-esteem, post-traumatic stress disor-
der, and impaired PWB 16. Furthermore, the study indicates 
that the constant struggle for equal opportunities in a male-
dominated academic environment can evoke feelings of 
helplessness, anxiety, and depression. Gender inequality also 
adversely affects health, mental well-being, children’s social 
development, the economy, and the future 48. Female faculty 
members in Nigerian HEIs often face psychological distress 
due to exclusion from leadership roles and decision-making 
processes 49. Furthermore, the lack of institutional support 
structures in Nigerian HEIs, such as inadequate protections 
against workplace discrimination and weak organisational 
support systems, leads to women’s experiences of signifi-
cant structural barriers and psychological burdens, including 
stress, anxiety, and diminished wellbeing 50; 51.

Our findings reveal a significant disparity in the ratio of men 
to women in top management positions at HEIs in Nigeria, a 
serious concern. The findings therefore advocate gender-sen-
sitive reforms, leadership equity policies, and mental health 
support systems to improve working conditions and the well-
being of women in academia. Undoubtedly, HEIs exemplify 
the pursuit of nation-building and sustainable development; 
women should be given a much more prominent role than 
they currently occupy. Addressing these structural inequali-
ties will benefit personal well-being, enhance institutional 
effectiveness, and support the broader goal of achieving Sus-
tainable Development Goal 5: Gender Equality, particularly 
in developing countries with high rates of discrimination and 
gender inequality against women.

Recommendation
This study, in line with prior research, has established gender 
inequality among faculty and staff in HEIs in Nigeria. The 
following recommendations are made to emphasise the need 
to adopt appropriate measures to prevent ongoing debates 
and the adverse consequences, such as:

◦	 Development and enforcement of policies in HEIs that 
promote gender equity in leadership roles, ensuring fair 
representation of women in decision-making positions.

◦	 Provision of mentorship programmes, leadership 
training, and workshops in institutions to enhance the 
skills and confidence of female faculty and staff, with 
the potential to prepare them for higher administrative 
roles.

◦	 Establishment of gender-sensitive workplace policies, 
such as flexible work arrangements, maternity leave 
benefits, and childcare support, which can improve the 
well-being of female faculty and staff.

◦	 Organisation of regular seminars and training to chal-
lenge deep-rooted gender biases and cultural stereo-
types that contribute to discrimination and psychologi-
cal distress among female staff.
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◦	 Enforcement of strict government policies against 
gender discrimination, harassment, and biases in hir-
ing, promotions, and other professional opportunities 
in HEIs.

◦	 Establishment of psychological support services by in-
stitutions, such as counselling centres and peer support 
groups, to assist female faculty and staff dealing with 
workplace stress and gender-related challenges.

◦	 Restructuring recruitment and promotion procedures 
to ensure gender balance, with quotas where neces-
sary, to encourage fair representation of women in 
leadership roles.

◦	 Promoting ongoing research and data collection on 
gender disparities in HEIs to track progress and guide 
policy adjustments.

CONCLUSION

In conclusion, this study documents significant gender dis-
parities favouring men in leadership roles within Nigerian 
HEIs and the harmful effects on the psychological well-
being of female faculty and staff. The findings underscore 
the urgent need for policies and interventions that promote 
gender equality, foster inclusivity, and strengthen workplace 
support systems. Addressing these inequalities through tar-
geted policies and supportive practices will not only improve 
the well-being and professional growth of female academics 
and staff but also contribute to the overall development and 
sustainability of Nigeria’s higher education sector, support 
the creation of an inclusive academic environment, align 
with global sustainable development goals, and enhance in-
stitutional effectiveness.

Implications for Policy and Practice
The findings of this study support the creation and implemen-
tation of institutional policies that promote gender equality in 
recruitment, promotion, and leadership appointments within 
HEIs. Implementing the recommended strategies can foster a 
more inclusive and supportive work environment, leading to 
higher job satisfaction, lower turnover, and increased overall 
productivity among female faculty and staff.
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