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The African Centre for Gender (ACG) Gender Outlook #14 aims 
to benchmark Zambia’s performance on the African Gender 
and Development Index (AGDI), highlight challenges and 
offer prioritized policy recommendations to accelerate 
progress toward gender equality. The AGDI is based on 
two components. The first is the Gender Status Index 
(GSI), a quantitative snapshot of 44 indicators that capture 
gender disparities1 in the social, economic and political 
arenas. The second component is the African Women’s 
Progress Scoreboard (AWPS), a qualitative self-evaluation of 
government performance in the implementation of more 
than 30 treaties, declarations, and resolutions affecting 
women’s rights and women’s empowerment in the social, 
economic and political arenas. All data2  are provided by 
stakeholders in Zambia, including various ministries and civil 
society organizations. This profile draws on the results from 
the AGDI Country Report for Zambia, one of the 14 countries 
in Phase 2 of the AGDI3.

Key Messages
 • Zambia is lagging behind with regard to two targets 

that emanate from regional agreements. First, women’s 

1  The GSI for most of the indicators are calculated by dividing the indicator 
for female achievement by that for male achievement for the particular 
indicator. A tolerance level of 3 per cent is set around the full gender parity 
score, leading to a parity bandwidth of 0.97-1.03 whereby scores below 
(above) this bandwidth indicate gender disparity against women (men).   
However, there are eight reverse indicators, i.e. stunting, underweight, 
mortality, prevalence of HIV/AIDS, share of women under poverty line, time 
spent on non-market activities and domestic care and volunteer activities 
and youth unemployment rate, that follow a slightly different formula such 
that overshooting in these normatively negative indicators are neutralized 
for the consistency of the index.
2  The Country Report from Zambia was received by the ACG around 
August 2012. While the ACG has strived to update various indicators using 
international databases, e.g. Demographic and Health Survey and Inter-
Parliamentary Union, the majority of the indicators are from 2012 and were 
provided by the government of Zambia.
3  Other countries that were part of AGDI 2 are Botswana, Burundi, Cabo 
Verde, Republic of Congo, Côte d’Ivoire, Djibouti, Democratic Republic of 
the Congo, the Gambia, Kenya, Malawi, Mali, Senegal and Togo.

representation in parliament is very far from the 50 
per cent target set by the South African Development 
Community Protocol on Gender and Development. 
Second, women’s land ownership must more than 
quadruple to reach the target of 30 per cent set by the 
government’s policy of reservations.

 • In education, the priority action for Zambia is to eliminate 
gender disparity in secondary and tertiary enrolment, 
which is expected to help lower the high infant and child 
mortality rates.

 • While wage gaps are closing, further improvement 
requires boosting women’s access to means of 
production such as land, livestock and credit.

Figure 1 provides a comparative perspective on Zambia’s 
GSI and AWPS scores. Zambia is among a few countries 
that have performed relatively well on the GSI compared to 
the AWPS. In other words, progress toward gender parity in 
policy outcomes is in the making without sufficient effort on 
the policy implementation front. The gap is particularly large 
in Social Power where the aggregate GSI score suggests 
gender parity whereas there is a large distance to cover on 
the AWPS, particularly with respect to safe abortion. While 
the gap is narrower in Political Power, the levels for both the 
GSI and the AWPS are far away from parity. On the AWPS, 
the relatively weaker performance in Political Power and 
Economic Power can be explained by Zambia’s failure to 
ratify or act on a variety of international agreements such as 
the International Labour Organization Maternal Protection 
Convention, 2000 (No. 183) and United Nations Security 
Council Resolutions 1325, 1820, 1888 and 1889 on Women, 
Peace and Security. There has also been little policy action to 
boost women’s participation in traditional governance.
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Figure 2 sheds further light on Zambia’s performance on 
the GSI relative to the gender parity benchmark. Across 
the seven sub-components of the GSI, Zambia has reached 
gender parity only in Time Use and Employment, which 
reflects gender parity in youth unemployment rates and 
population living in poverty. Zambia unfortunately has no 
data on time use. In Health, Zambia overshoots the parity 
line, particularly because of the large proportion of women 
accessing antiretroviral treatment (ART) relative to men. In 
the Economic Power block, access to resources is the most 
problematic sub-component due to large gender disparities 
in ownership of livestock, and the absence of women in 
professional syndicates. 

 • The Social Power block is made up of the Education 
and Health sub-components. Figures 3a and 3b below 
provide a snapshot of all 10 indicators.

In Education, Zambia has achieved gender parity in net 
enrolment rates in primary education. As with some other 
African countries, gender disparities emerge from secondary 
level onwards, with an ever widening gap at higher education 
levels. Specifically, the gender gap in enrolment increases 
from 25 per cent in secondary education to well beyond 50 
per cent in tertiary education. On the quality of education, 
Zambia has achieved gender parity in primary education 
completion rates and there have been improvements in the 
past couple of years in narrowing disparity in literacy rates. 

A closer look at comparative performance in the quality and 
quantity of education recommends strong policy action to 
boost secondary and tertiary enrolment rates of girls, along 
with helping women of all ages become literate.

In Health, there is virtual parity in child health indicators, 
notably in under-5 mortality rates and prevalence of 
underweight children. However, the absolute level of 
under-5 mortality is alarmingly high, with 87 and 74 deaths 
per 1,000 live births for girls and boys respectively4. In view 
of the well-established link between maternal education 
and child and infant (as well as maternal) mortality, the need 
to boost girls’ education cannot be overstated5. As in other 
African countries, the reason females exceed parity in this 
component is because of HIV/AIDS-related indicators. While 
the absolute levels of infection are low, the prevalence rate is 
higher for young women (7.7 per cent) than for young men 
(5.4 per cent)6. Qualitative data from the AWPS indicate that 
more resources are needed to fight HIV/AIDS, particularly 
in terms of doctor-patient ratios and access to reliable 
medication. Zambia has made progress since 2012 when the 

4  Central Statistical Office (CSO) [Zambia], Ministry of Health (MOH) 
[Zambia], and ICF International. 2014. Zambia Demographic and Health 
Survey 2013-14. Rockville: Central Statistical Office, Ministry of Health, and 
ICF International. 
5  Chen, Yuyu and Hongbin Li. (2009). Mother’s Education and Child 
Heath: Is there nurturing effect? The Journal of Health Economics, 28 (2), pp. 
413-426.
6  Ibid.

Figure 1. African Gender and Development Index Snapshot - Zambia
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Figure 2. Disaggregating Zambia’s Gender Status Index
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prevalence rate for young women was double the rate for 
young men. ART has become increasingly available, leading 
to increased uptake by both sexes, but at a higher rate by 
young women. Engaging men is crucial for narrowing 
disparities in prevalence rates in the coming years.

 • The Economic Power block is made up of Wages and 
Income, Time Use and Employment and Access to Resources. 
Out of 20 indicators in this bloc, Zambia lacks data on 6 
indicators, with no information on gender disparities in 
Time Use and Employment. Identifying key constraints and 
tracking progress requires stronger data collection on 
Time Use, which could facilitate recognition and valuation 
of women’s unpaid work at policy level, and practical 
action.

As in many other African countries, Zambia exhibits large 
gender disparities in Wages and Income, particularly in the 
agricultural sector, while having almost achieved parity in 
the civil service (Figure 4). The private sector, as often found 
elsewhere, is in between these two sectors. To counter the 
discriminatory practices in the formal private sector, Zambia 

must first and foremost establish workplace protection 
rights for women. Currently, the only protective right that 
women have is prohibition of dismissal of pregnant women. 
While maternity leave is provided in Zambia, it is below 
the minimum standard set by the International Labour 
Organization of 14 weeks of paid leave.

In Time Use and Employment, there is only one indicator with 
available data, namely youth unemployment. It is important 
to note that Zambia is the only country with available AGDI 
data that has virtual gender parity in youth unemployment 
rates (Figure 4a). However, at 16.4 per cent for young women 
and 17.1 per cent for young men7, unemployment is still 
high relative to the estimate of 11.6 per cent for sub-Saharan 
Africa8. Time use data have not been made available in 
Zambia even though there is growing global consensus on 
the importance of time use surveys, particularly regarding 
young women in rural areas.

In Access to Resources, women in Zambia have much worse 
access to means of production than men across all indicators, 
with a particularly large gap in livestock ownership. While 

7  Ibid.
8  International Labour Office. (2015). Global Employment Trends for 
Youth 2015: Scaling up investments in decent jobs for youth. Geneva: ILO.

Figure 3a. GSI Education Indicators Figure 3b. GSI Health Indicators
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Figure 4a. Wages and Employment Figure 4b. Access to Resources
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the government has committed to a 30 per cent target in 
the Land Act of 1996, women’s land ownership is stuck at 
around 7 per cent. This is evident in the AWPS as well, where 
access to land has one of the lowest scores in the Economic 
Power block. The main factor explaining the low level of land 
ownership by women is the customary land tenure system 
which favours male ownership and inheritance of land.  In 
turn, the lack of access to and control over productive assets 
contributes to women being more financially excluded than 
men, which could partially explain differentials in status of 
employment, especially among own-account workers. While 
wage gaps are narrower in the civil service, only 7 out of 23 
permanent secretaries were women at the time the data 
were reported in 2012, pointing towards a concentration 
of women at the lower echelons of the bureaucracy. Within 
professional syndicates, women’s presence decreases as 
one moves from accountants to lawyers, with virtually no 
presence among engineers.

 • The Political Power sub-component is a function of 
the quantity and quality of female participation in the 
public sector and civil society. Women’s representation in 
decision-making positions in the public sector and civil 
society is very low, thereby decreasing the likelihood of 
progress beyond Zambia’s current achievements and 
increasing the risk of reversals.

In the Public Sector, women are heavily underrepresented 
from national to local political levels especially (Figure 5). 
At national level, only 20 per cent of Cabinet ministers 
are women while 18 per cent of seats in parliament are 

occupied by women – a 5 percentage point increase from 
2012 to 2016 – despite the fact that Zambia has signed 
the Southern African Development Community (SADC) 
Protocol for Gender and Development which sets a target 
of women constituting 50 per cent of parliamentarians. At 
aggregate level, Zambia performs relatively well in the Public 
Sector, exclusively due to the overrepresentation of women 
in higher courts, which is crucial, particularly with respect 
to the campaign against gender-based violence as well as 
for land rights. As AWPS data indicate, however, the tension 
between statutory and customary law – where women’s 
rights guaranteed under statutory law are undermined by 
customary law – is consuming energy and impeding the 
potential of Zambia’s judiciary to make a real impact on the 
everyday life of women across the country. While significant 
efforts are made against gender-based violence, other forms 
of discrimination, particularly in the labour market, await 
equivalent response.

In Civil Society, women’s representation is slightly better. In 
fact, Zambia is among a few countries with relatively high 
representation of women in senior positions in employers’ 
associations. Similarly, women’s representation in senior 
positions in trade unions is also much better than in some 
other African countries. However, Zambia is lagging behind 
many African countries in terms of presence of female 
managers in NGOs. While there are no data on women’s 
presence in political parties, the low proportion of women 
in parliament is a strong proxy for women’s absence in the 
executive management of political parties.

Figure 5a. GSI Public Sector Indicators
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Figure 5b. GSI Civil Society Indicators
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