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Background
Good leadership is critical for building resilient and responsive health systems, especially in low- and 
middle-income countries (LMICs) that often face complex and unique challenges. Gender plays a 
potentially important role in leadership practice, identity and experience. Although women comprise 
a significant proportion of the health workforce globally, they remain under-represented in the higher 
professional categories and management cadres. 

With many LMICs pursuing gender equality and empowerment through legislative and policy action, 
it is important to understand the gendered needs, experiences and expectations of health leaders and 
managers in these regions. 

In all three countries professional categories and hierarchies played a dominant role in career progression, 
with a tendency for medical doctors to be preferentially selected for leadership roles. Below is an illustrative 
quote from Kenya:
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There were, however, unique country-specific aspects in each setting. In South Africa, although medical 
doctors were more likely to be selected for leadership positions, the intersection of professional category 
with race and gender had an important influence on leadership appointment and experience:

Aim
To examine the role of gender in career progression and leadership experiences of male and female senior 
healthcare managers at sub-national level in Kenya, Nigeria and South Africa.

Methods

What is leadership?
For this study, leadership was defined as “managers who lead”. Although leadership and 
management are two discrete concepts in theory, they overlap significantly in practice. 
Therefore for this study they were conceptualized as important parts of the same job.

The study highlights multiple gender-linked factors that impact on career progression and leadership 
experiences of middle and senior male and female managers.  It emphasizes the importance of a range of 
contextual factors that intersect with gender to influence experience, including professional hierarchies, 
social and political networks, and nature of appointment to health leadership positions. The study has 
important implications for how we:

Conclusion

Study sites & design: This was a multi-country 
qualitative descriptive case study with five 
sites across the three countries.

Data collection and analysis: In-depth 
interviews were conducted with a total of 
60 respondents, drawing on the life history 
and critical incident qualitative approaches: 
25 respondents were from Kenya; 15 from 
Nigeria; and 20 from South Africa. 

Data were analysed using a framework 
analysis approach drawing on gender 
& leadership theories, in particular 
Intersectionality and Complexity Leadership 
Theory.
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In Nigeria, formal and informal networks interacted with professional categories and hierarchies to play 
a critical role in whether and how healthcare managers progressed to leadership positions. The ability of 
healthcare managers to build and nurture networks with influential senior colleagues was found to be 
“rewarding” with regards to career progression and appointment to leadership positions:

“I had my first challenges at [X] hospital... 
Because I was asked to act [as medical 
superintendent] it was a huge issue, it caused 
a lot of conflict. The white male establishment 
gave me  a hard time… They wrote long 
letters wanting me to be removed, [saying] I’m 
causing havoc” 

Mixed-race female health manager, South Africa

“A doctor will always get the position, but we need 
to change our perspective. Nurses and other health 
professionals can also lead. [As] doctors we are used to 
giving instructions, [but] we are not good at resource 
mobilization or lobbying which are important in 
leadership. Because we think once I tell you this is what 
I need, you should just give me. 

Nurses are more organized, are very good in keeping 
records and are very patient” 

Male senior health manager, Kenya

“[When appointing a health manager]…
if she is female you have to consider if she 
has kids or not. That makes a difference. 

You will find that you select someone, 
train them and invest so much in them, 
then after working for only a few months 
they fall pregnant and go off on maternity 
leave. 

Also once they have a child, the women 
tend to become irregular with work, there 
isn’t that commitment…” 

Female senior health manager, Kenya

In Kenya, the intersection of professional hierarchies and gendered socio-cultural norms and expectations 
had an important influence. In particular, the role of women as child bearers and nurturers had significant 
implications for appointment to leadership positions and career progression:

“When the issue of Ebola came on ground, I became the lead doctor in the state. That exposed me to a 
lot of other senior government officials. I started going for this National Council on Health. I got to know 
a lot of the other people and eventually when the position of the Director came up, they felt that I had 
paid my dues sufficiently and I should hold the fort until they do an interview. And that is where I am 
now” 

Male senior health manager, Nigeria

• Identify and nurture potential leaders and women in particular;
• Support capacity of all leaders to understand and respond to gender-related influences and concerns;
• Build gender-sensitive organizational processes and structures that support all leaders to reach their 

potential; and
• Develop policy positions to ensure equitable development and distribution of female and male leaders 

across all levels of the health system.
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