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SECTION I: INTRODUCTION AND BACKGROUND 
CHAPTER ONE: Introduction

Since its deployment in March 2007, the African Mission in Somalia (AMISOM) has been working 
to ensure that the goal of supporting the stabilization process of Somalia is achieved. Other than its 
mandate of offering security to the nation for smooth running of activities, AMISOM has been at the 
forefront in championing for rights of women in Somalia, and has helped the Federal Government 
of Somalia (FGS) to develop policies and frameworks to ensure gender inclusion and participation.

The key thematic areas that AMISOM has engaged in support for women participation in nation building 
are the role of women in countering violent extremism, ending female genital cutting/mutilation, 
women’s political participation and mobilizing like-minded organisations to create collective effort for 
maximum results1. 

The FGS, in partnership with AMISOM, the United Nations and other partners, has developed 
initiatives to ensure that the 30% quota for women is supported and fully implemented. The President 
of the FGS showed his commitment to this initiative when he presided over the recently launched 
campaign dubbed ‘All Women’s Campaign’. This campaign aims at mobilising women to register for 
elective positions, and to lobby and sensitize clan elders on the critical role women play in decision-
making. During the launch, the President urged the community, especially the clan leaders, to ensure 
that their clans had women representatives2. 

These initiatives are a positive step towards the realisation of women’s participation in decision-
making and leadership. However, a number of challenges may hinder the realisation of this agenda. 
For example, although there is a general notion that the community is aware of the role of women in 
nation building, they have yet to fully agree to the idea that women can participate in positions of key 
decision-making and leadership, especially political leadership. In order to inform implementation of 
the inclusion agenda, AMISOM commissioned a qualitative study to gather the public’s perception 
towards the inclusion of women in decision-making and leadership. The sections below describe the 
objectives, methodology and findings of this study.  

1  http://amisom-au.org/2016/09/somali-gender-equity-movement-meets-with-amisom/
2  http://amisom-au.org/2016/09/amisom-commits-to-helping-somali-women-achieve-gender-equality/ 
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The main objective of this study was to establish 
public perceptions towards women participation 
and decision making in politics. The specific 
objectives were as follows:

i. To understand Somali women’s role 
and participation in politics and public 
decision-making at all levels, i.e. national, 
regional, and local/municipal.

ii. To determine the barriers and limitations 
to their political participation, the root 
causes of these barriers and whether 
they have changed over time. 

iii. To identify the mechanisms and strategies 
to tackle these barriers and limitations. 

iv. To gauge men’s perceptions towards 
women’s political empowerment in 
Somalia.

The study was conducted in the three cities of 
Mogadishu, Baidoa and Garowe. These three 
cities have the highest population density 
according to UNFPA population estimation 
survey of 2014.3 While Mogadishu is the Nation’s 
capital city, Baidoa is the administrative capital 
of the Bay region, and Garowe the capital city 
of the semi-autonomous State of Puntland. 
Besides the high population density, these 
cities have demographic diversities, and were 
considered as potential representation of the 
whole of Somalia in the issues under inquiry.

This study used a qualitative design. Data were 
collected through 11 Focus Groups Discussions 
(FGDs) and four Key Informant Interviews 

3  UNFPA (2014). Population Estimation Survey 
for the 18 Pre-war regions of Somalia. United Nations 
Population Fund - Somalia Country Office, Nairobi. Data for 
a better Tomorrow Press

(KIIs). The target respondents for the FGDs 
were young women, women professionals/
employed, women politicians, and mixed groups 
of both men and women among the public. 
The KIIs were conducted among leaders of 
women organizations (these were one-on-
one interviews). The table below shows the 
distribution of these interviews by the three 
regions of study.

CHAPTER TWO: Research Objectives and Methodology
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Each FGD had 8 respondents. Global qualitative 
research standards accept between 8 and 
10 respondents in a focus group for effective 
control and participation of all respondents. 
In the context of Somalia, a group of 8 was 
considered as big enough and comfortable for 
the moderators to discuss and feedback on all 
the areas under enquiry.  These respondents 
were recruited using a screening questionnaire 
that aimed to capture key selection criteria such 
as age, occupation and ability to express self 
freely in the company of others. In addition, the 
respondents were also recruited based on their 
ability to speak fluently in Somali language, and 
their abilities to converse clearly and confidently.

All interviews were conducted using an open-
ended discussion guide4 in Somali language. 
This guide was quality checked through a back-
translation to English and compared with the 
original script to ensure that questions did not 
lose their original meaning. Two experienced 

4  See Appendix for the discussion guide

Ipsos moderators carried out the interviews, 
based on their past experience on qualitative 
studies in Somalia. Both were trained on the 
study background, objectives, methodology and 
respondent screening. They were also refreshed 
on moderation and probing techniques, to elicit 
adequate responses from the respondents. 

All interviews were captured using audio-
recording and hand-written notes. The audio 
recording aided capturing of verbatim responses. 
The notes were used as a backup in case of 
equipment malfunction and also captured the 
non-verbal cues from respondents. All the audio-
records were transcribed verbatim and analyzed 
using thematic grids. The key thematic areas 
were: Somali women’s role and participation 
in politics and public decision-making, barriers 
and limitations to their political participation, 
mechanisms and strategies to tackle these 
barriers and limitations, and men’s perceptions 
towards women’s political empowerment. 

Table 1: Distribution of FGDs and KIIs by region
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Most youthful respondents (both male and 
female) had formal education, with most having 
completed secondary and university levels while 
others were continuing university students. It 

emerged that some of the women participating 
in political activities did not have any formal 
education. The demographic information of the 
respondents is summarised in the table below.  

Table 2: 
Demographic 
information

CHAPTER THREE: Respondents demographic 
characteristics
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CHAPTER FOUR: General overview of the 
Somali woman

The Somali woman was described using many 
positive attributes. There was no negative 
attribute associated with her. These attributes 
differentiate her from women from other 
countries. 

The Somali woman was described as being:

Table 3: Characters of the Somali Woman

In terms of societal expectations for the Somali 
woman, once she comes of age, she is expected 
to get married without waiting for long. Even 
an empowered and educated Somali woman 
still depends on her family and community 
for economic support. This finding was not 
surprising given the patriarchal nature and social 
expectations for women in most African cultures. 

Notably, the group with female politicians in 
Garowe cited that the Somali woman was highly 
valued by society, and this was a driving force 
behind education of the community.

Specific areas where the ‘Somali Woman’ has 
played a role in leadership and influence are 
discussed in subsequent sections.
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SECTION II: STUDY 
FINDINGS
CHAPTER FIVE: General perceptions 
towards women in Political 
Leadership

There were varied perceptions regarding women 
in politics. Generally, there was an agreement 
that the Somali society is changing and becoming 
more tolerant and supportive of women’s political 
leadership. However, there was also a general 
perception that when compared to the men, 
women are weak and inferior, and cannot make 
independent decisions without the assistance of 
men.

Notwithstanding the general feeling among 
community members that women were weak, 
most of the female politicians and female 
professionals from the three regions reiterated 
their support for women in politics and key 
decision-making positions. Some of the reasons 
given for this support was that women have the 
capacity just like in their homes, as mothers and 
wives, are trustworthy, not corrupt as compared 
to their male counterparts, and that they deliver 
their promises to the people within the said 
timelines. Some of the weaknesses mentioned 
such as shyness have been shaped by social, 
cultural and religious norms. The Table below 
shows the cited strengths and weaknesses of 
women in political leadership.

Table 4: Strengths and weaknesses of Somali 
women in political leadership

Even though women play a very vital role in 
political development in Somalia, the community 
is not yet ready to fully embrace this reality. These 
perceptions are informed by their socio-cultural 
and religious norms. Women are perceived as 
being better home-makers (as mothers and 
wives). In addition, women should vie for middle-
level positions and not the top positions because 
they still have to fulfil their domestic duties.

When asked the role of women in the political 
arena, conflict resolution, consensus building, 
peace building and holding the government 
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accountable in resource utilization - all had 
significant mentions among respondents. On the 
other hand, a majority of the female professionals 
and politicians thought that women can be key 
players in rebuilding Somalia through resolving 
conflicts, consensus building and national 
healing. 

There were mixed reactions on whether women 
can take up top leadership positions. While 
most of the female respondents (both female 
politicians and professionals) felt that women 
can hold any top government positions (just like 
men), respondents from the groups with both 
men and women (mixed groups) felt that women 
should not be burdened with “heavy” political 
positions and should be given the “lighter” ones 
that would not “stress” them, though in all these 
women would still face opposition from men.

On a positive note, a majority of the focus 
groups’ respondents noted that the political 
policies were changing for the better. Whereas 
in the past women were not allowed to take up 
key political positions, currently women were 
being elected into government and were eligible 
for senior positions such as prime ministers 
and ministers. In addition, given that women 
have a 30% political representation quota, men 
are starting to listen to women leaders and 
women are increasingly becoming educated and 
empowered. All these factors have contributed 
to making the environment more favourable for 
women to participate in political leadership. 

Perceptions of clan leaders towards 
women in Political Leadership

Data from this study indicate that clan leaders 
are a key barrier to women seeking political 
leaderships. Clan leaders demean and frustrate 
women’s efforts in seeking political leadership, 

as they consider them weak in nature (compared 
to men) and of less intelligence. According to 
clan leaders, Somali cultural norms do not allow 
women to seek leadership positions and are 
unwilling to grant them clan leadership

Despite these negative perceptions, there seems 
to be positive undertones in Baidoa where some 
female respondents said that the perceptions of 
some clan elders were changing and they were 
accepting women in leadership.
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CHAPTER SIX: Women and Political Leadership in Somalia

Women in Somalia have actively participated in political leadership at national, regional and local 
levels. People have felt the impact of their work and their popularity was evident among most of the 
respondents interviewed in this study. Below is a profile of notable female political leaders that were 
mentioned by respondents at various levels.

Table 5: Women in Political leadership at National level

Name Position Held Impact in Society

Fawzia Yusuf Haji 
Adan

Was a Foreign Affairs Minister and 
at the same time Deputy Prime 
from November 2012 to January 
2014.

She made many changes in her 
ministry. She was the founder 
of Hargeisa University, the first 
university in Somaliland.

Dr. Maryam Qassim 
Served as the Minister for Human 
Development and Public Services 
of Somalia, from November 2012 
to January 2014

As the minister she assisted many 
young children through her initiative 
‘Go to School’ and after leaving the 
government she became a health 
advocate for women against Fistula

Mrs Halima Yarey

Human rights crusader and 
the elected Chairperson of the 
Technical Selection Committee 
(TSC) – Somalia’s Independent 
Electoral Commission. since July 
2015.

Has served as a role model and 
inspired many young women and 
girls in Somalia.

Hawa Adan Anti-Female Genital Mutilation 
(FGM) and education activist

A vocal campaigner for education 
and women’s rights particularly 
opposing female genital mutilation 
(FGM)

Hawa Tako
Freedom fighter and a 
prominent early 20th 
century Somali nationalist.

Her life influenced many 
people in Somalia particularly 
the nationalist Somali Youth 
League (SYL) political party which 
has produced key politicians in 
Somalia.

Late Saado Ali 
Warsame (b. 1950–
d. 23 July 2014)

Politician and renowned musician She used her music to criticize the 
government and social injustices.
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Table 5: Women in political leadership at regional level 

Asha Gelle Dirie 

Founder of the Asha Gelle 
Foundation (TAG Foundation), 
current Puntland Minister of 
Women Development and Family 
Affairs and former Chairperson 
of National Independent 
Constitutional Review Commission

She is an education advocate and 
has created opportunities for students 
to access scholarships to further their 
studies.

Mama Halima Puntland Politician and Poet Has successfully used her music to 
influence the society and injustices

Edna Adan
Was a Foreign Affairs Minister in 
the Somaliland region from 2003 
to 2006

She was known for her activism 
against female genital mutilation. She 
built hospitals and trained a lot of 
nurses

Table 6: Women in political leadership at local level 

Fatuma Yussuf Garowe Women Leader
She has carried out a number 
empowerment activities targeting 
women and leadership.

Anisa Haji The current Minister of Women & 
Family Affairs in Puntland

Politician, education and child rights 
activist and writer who has created 
opportunities for youth and women 
empowerment and mentorship.

Fatuma Ali Nugal Women Group Chairlady
An activist on women empowerment 
who also rose to her position through 
an election
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These women were popular because of their 
past humanitarian work and service to the 
community. Their advocacy work on rights 
of women and children, and programmes on 
economic empowerment, education and health 
have had positive impact on their societies. 
These women are intellectuals and role models 
to the society, traits that have enabled them to 
be appointed or elected to key positions in the 
government and political spheres. 

Despite the great achievements of the renowned 
women and their contributions to development, 
respondents pointed out that women in Somalia 
continue to face a lot of stigma as they are 
considered “weak in nature” and “unable to lead” 
when compared to their male counterparts. 
Women also face general opposition from men 
and are not allowed to vie for top leadership 
positions.

Furthermore, while women have held important 
leadership roles in Somalia and enjoyed some 
level of recognition and popularity, they are 
neither adequately acknowledged, nor they 
given opportunities to speak in public events. 
Reports indicate that the Islamic religion and 
Somali culture do not allow women to speak in 
public and especially in the presence of men.  
In Mogadishu and Garowe, it was reported that 
some men openly opposed women when they 
stood up to deliver a speech or to express their 
views and thereby publicly embarrassing them. 
This has intimidated women and made them to 
fear and shy away from speaking in public, even 
when given a chance. Despite this, respondents 
acknowledged that women leaders receive 
some level of support from their family members, 
and their resilience and hard work makes them 
overcome the opposition and challenges they 
face.

When asked what they would change about 
the status of women in Somalia, a majority of 
respondents reported that basic human rights like 
education and health needed to be addressed 
as a priority. There was a general feeling that 
even though women were now participating in 
the political spheres, there was need for more 
empowerment and sensitization on how they 
could strategically position themselves, as 
well as being offered equal opportunities in the 
employment sector.

Reports indicate that in Baidoa, this situation 
is changing for the better. It was observed that 
women in Baidoa were recognised and respected 
in public events, and even though they faced 
some opposition in parliament, their space in the 
public arena was uncontested.
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Outside the political arena, majority of the 
respondents mentioned a number of women 
who have impacted on the lives of people in 
Somalia. Most of those mentioned have carried 
out social activities such as being chairpersons 
of local organizations and supporting women 
empowerment activities. They have been at the 
forefront of advocacy for equity in education, 
peace and conflict resolution, healthcare and 

fighting against negative cultural practices 
such as Female Genital Mutilation (FGM) and 
early marriages. The community now knows 
the importance of giving both boys and girls an 
equal chance to go to school. These women 
have started income-generating activities, which 
have helped communities in fighting poverty and 
financial illiteracy. Some of those mentioned are 
listed in the table below.

Table 6: Examples of women in social leadership in Somalia

CHAPTER SEVEN: Women in leadership in other 
spheres of life
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These women were described by most 
respondents – both male and female from all 
regions using positive traits such as humility, 
kind hearted, honest, hardworking, full of 
integrity, nurturer, compassionate, humane 
and generous. They are highly regarded and 
influential, are positive role models for other 
women and girls, and have motivated them to 
seek education and hard work. These women 
have succeeded in influencing the society 
positively despite the myriad of challenges faced 
by women in leadership in Somalia.

The female youth from Baidoa went on to 
describe the women’s selflessness in serving 
humanity, with some of them losing their lives in 
the line of duty.

The social programmes championed by these 
notable women have made Somalia a better 
place. Their lives have served as a benchmark 
for younger generations who would like to 
emulate them. Because of their work, society’s 
perception towards women is changing.  Some 
respondents said that they would consider voting 
for female contestants and they supported their 
appointment to key government positions. 

It also emerged from employed women that 
even though these great Somali women had 
contributed to many development activities in 
the country; their active participation was seen 
as being against the cultural norms that expect 
a woman to stay at home. Cultural chauvinism 
seems to ride against their achievements. 

Women’s participation in the 
stabilization of Somalia 

The findings from this study indicate that women 
can play a key role in the stabilization process 
of Somalia, by being agents of peace and 
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reconciliation. This finding echoed a qualitative 
study conducted in 20155 on the role of women 
in conflict resolution in Somalia. This position 
arises from their roles as mothers, sisters and 
wives. It is premised on the notion that they 
can influence their sons and husbands to end 
conflict, and they can influence those who have 
already joined violent extremist groups to defect 
and seek help. They can also act as mediators 
between clans and community members as well 
as employers of educated youth to prevent them 
from joining violent extremist groups.

5  A Qualitative Analysis of Religion and Gover-
nance, Women in Politics and Citizen’s Participation in 
Peace Building in Somalia

CHAPTER EIGHT: Barriers to women’s 
participation in leadership

As stated earlier in this report, majority of the 
respondents described Somali women as 
hardworking, honest, humble, fair, and non-
discriminating in terms of clan, gender or age. 
However, as shall be demonstrated below, 
women’s participation in political leadership is 
still being hindered by many barriers. 

Socio-cultural barriers

In their quest for participation in leadership, 
women have experienced major socio-cultural 
barriers. Some of the barriers have been alluded 
to in other sections of this report. They include 
opposition from clan leaders, cultural beliefs that 
women cannot take up key leadership roles, 
social stigma associated with women in political 
leadership, lack of women empowerment leading 
to low self-esteem and low self-confidence, and 
lack of support from community members and 
clan elders. Additionally, women are not allowed 
to move freely in public places as their rightful 
place is at home.

Religious barriers 

Religion has also been cited as a barrier, with 
respondents saying that Islam does not allow 
women to take up senior positions such as the 
presidency, but that they can take up other junior 
positions. Some respondents also said that 
Islam requires women to stay at home. Quoting 
one respondent in Garowe, “…religious clerics 
see women leadership as immoral”.

Financial barriers 

Financial constraints were also cited as a 
barrier that prevents women from participating 
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in leadership positions. Compared to their male 
counterparts, many women in Somalia do not 
own property or businesses. Many of them have 
limited education and therefore have limited 
options for income generating activities. As a 
result, they do not have the same purchasing 
power as men and are generally economically 
disadvantaged.

Political campaigns require huge financial 
resources that most women cannot afford. 
Additionally, even women with financially stable 
male partners or from wealthy families will mostly 
likely not benefit from the financial support 
required to finance their campaigns and contest 
for political positions.

Insecurity  

It was reported that women are threatened and 
killed when they contest for political leadership, 
which instils a lot of fear in would be contestants. 
A militia or their political opponents carry out 
these killings. Respondents further observed 
that this was a departure from the past where 
killing a woman was a rare occurrence and was 
considered “a very serious crime.”

CHAPTER NINE: Strategies for 
overcoming barriers to women’s 
participation in leadership

Role of women 

Women’s political success depends on how they 
perceive themselves. Many respondents were of 
the view that women needed to develop collective 
efforts to overcome the barriers they face in their 
quest for leadership. In this regard, some went 
further to propose initiatives such as developing 
women political empowerment programmes, 
fundraising for political campaigns for fellow 

women, mentoring women, advocating for better 
education for boys and girls, and advocating 
for women in leadership. Further, respondents 
reiterated the important role of women on the 
stabilization efforts in Somalia, to end conflict 
and ensure a safer political environment for 
them to participate in politics. 

Role of Religious Leaders

Data from this study and others conducted in the 
past indicate that religious leaders play a key role 
in shaping norms and values in Somalia. This 
group of stakeholders are highly respected and 
are often called upon to transmit key messages 
to the community given their important role, 
a significant number of respondents from all 
the regions advocated for the involvement of 
religious leaders in community mobilisation 
and sensitization towards supporting women’s 
political empowerment and leadership. They 
can also develop initiatives to enhance women’s 
participation in political leadership, such as 
advocacy for women’s rights, supporting girl-child 
education, fundraising for female contestants, 
and speaking against violent extremism to 
ensure safety of women politicians.

Role of men (as fathers, husbands or 
brothers)

The traditional Somali man was considered as 
unyielding in accepting the rise of women to 
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high positions in politics. However, this notion 
is changing, and men are starting to gradually 
agree to the idea. Since men do support women 
in the spheres of education and at home, then it 
is expected that they should also support them 
in achieving their political ambitions.

Consequently, men are an important bridge to 
the success of women in politics. Majority of 
respondents said that men needed to change 
their perception about women’s political 
leadership, accept that they can do it and advise 
them accordingly. It was further observed that 
if the girl-child was better educated, then there 
would be more female leaders in Somalia. In 
addition, men can be advocates of women’s 
rights.

Women and men can complement each other’s 
roles by maximising on each other’s strengths, 
by listening to each other and consulting each 
other for joint decision-making. Men can support 
women by giving them an audience to voice their 
views on leadership. In addition, husbands can 
offer moral and financial support for their wives 
to achieve their political ambitions. 

During the discussion on how men could support 
women in politics, the recurrent theme of the 
role of women as homemakers re-emerged. 
Respondents observed that even though 
women were taking up key leadership positions, 
the society still perceived it as inappropriate due 
to notion that such women were difficult and 
not submissive to their husbands, a recipe for 
family’s breakup. It is possible that this notion 
informs the main reason for men’s lack of support 
to women seeking political leadership.

Initiatives geared towards awareness creation, 
knowledge sharing and advocacy on the rights 
of women in political leadership could change 

men’s perception towards women’s political 
leadership, support and inclusion. Also, passing 
of relevant laws that allow women to have a fair 
representation in parliament may address this 
gap. The constitution should clearly spell out the 
roles of women in political spaces.

It also emerged from female politicians and 
professionals that men faced cultural and 
religious barriers that hindered them from 
optimally supporting women in their quest for 
political leadership. From traditional child rearing 
practices, girls are considered as inferior and 
are not accorded a proper education, which 
leads to exclusion in intellectual decision-
making processes. These respondents said 
that men need to first overcome these barriers 
and recognize that women have a key role 
to play in political leadership. Further, girls 
deserved a proper learning environment which 
would prepare them for future higher political 
competition with men in the political arena. 

Role of other stakeholders 

In this context, the other stakeholders may 
include community, political leaders, investors, 
NGOs, religious leaders, government officials 
and international partners. All these could 
support the realisation of the aspirations of 
women in politics by championing for their rights 
and facilitating their political participation. They 
could also finance education of women and girls, 
women empowerment initiatives, and advocate 
for better healthcare and service delivery. The 
stakeholders were further tasked to advocate 
for the inclusion of women in key decision 
making, political participation as well as lobbying 
the government to include women in election 
observation bodies.

Further, community or family members should 
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give women financial support to facilitate their 
political campaigns and other activities to 
achieve their political goals. The group with 
female politicians in Baidoa had a suggestion 
that the Cabinet sets aside a special fund to 
support women seeking political leadership. 

Employed women from Garowe and Mogadishu 
proposed a collective community responsibility 
to empowerment of both boys and girls, as well 
as marshalling the entire society to support 
women in politics. They also identified a need 
for the government to develop policies and 
legislation to ensure fair representation of 
women in government and their involvement in 
key decision-making. 

In order to address the underlying causes of 
the barriers discussed above, respondents 
reiterated the importance of educating the girl-
child and overall economic empowerment of 
women.

CHAPTER TEN: The future of women in 
political leadership 

When respondents were asked what they 
envisioned for the Somali woman twenty years 
down the line, most of them exuded optimism. 
They reported that women in leadership were 
making commendable milestones and were 
moving in the right direction compared to 30 
years ago, when there was no woman in any 
elective position. Currently, there are many who 
are competing on the same political platforms 
with men, they are winning elections and others 
are being appointed into key positions by the 
government. 

Moving forward, respondents observed that it is 
likely that women will continue to have access 
to basic human rights, healthcare, education 

and gainful economic opportunities. There will 
be more female representation in government 
and private sector, and women will become 
more courageous to contest and fight for their 
political space. Somali women will also actively 
participate in rebuilding the economy of their 
country.

As women are seeking higher levels of education, 
it will likely to translate to more women in political 
leadership. Political growth and development is 
also anticipated, and women are expected to 
seek higher positions in government, including 
the presidency.  Despite this generally optimistic 
outlook into the future, few respondents from 
Garowe (employed women) cautioned that 
education alone would not automatically translate 
to more women joining political leadership. They 
proposed a need for more sensitization and 
awareness creation for women to know how to 
claim their political space.

In winding up the discussions, respondents 
reiterated that it was the duty of the Somalis 
to rebuild their country and support women in 
political leadership. Women are capable leaders 
and can deliver as expected. All the respondents 
wished the world knew that Somalis are working 
hard to rebuild their nation. They emphasised that 
as women seek political leadership, it was critical 
for them to respect and observe the social and 
religious expectations. Education was identified 
as the main key to a better society and that there 
is a need to educate the girl-child to give her a 
better chance to participate in political leadership 
in the future. In sum, respondents hoped to see 
women participating in more leadership roles 
(both nationally and internationally), and for a 
more even-playing ground for both genders to 
actively participate in political leadership.
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CHAPTER ELEVEN: Conclusions

Somali women are associated with many positive 
attributes (such as being religious, honest, 
respectful and home-makers). Although they 
are expected to get an education, they are also 
expected to get married and be homemakers. 
All women, including those aspiring for political 
leadership, are expected to respect and observe 
their social and religious obligations. The socio-
cultural expectation of a woman as a home-
maker was consistently a recurrent theme 
throughout the study. 

The community is gradually accepting women 
in key positions in government as they seem 
to be more trusted than men (not corrupt and 
deliver their promises to the people without 
discrimination and within timelines). Women 
leaders are admired for the impact of their social 
programs. However, compared to the men, they 
are consistently seen as being “weak in nature 
and unable to lead”. They do not receive enough 
recognition for their social activities. Their 
culture/society does not allow them to speak in 
public. When they do speak, they face fear and 
intimidation from the men. Women in leadership 
face significant opposition from men, and 
especially the clan elders who consider them as 
weak and unsuitable for leadership. 

Despite these odds, many women have taken 
up leadership roles and have made significant 
contributions to the lives of the Somali people. 
Societal perceptions are gradually changing for 

the better and some clan elders are starting to 
appreciate the role that women play in leadership. 
Policies and legislations that are supportive of 
women participation in key leadership positions 
are in place. 

Given the patriarchal nature of Somalia society, 
it is not surprising that many men are still 
opposed to women participation in politics and 
public decision-making. However, as people 
get educated and empowered, there seems to 
be a gradual shift in these perceptions, and the 
Somali society expects men to support women 
to achieve their leadership ambitions. 

SECTION III: CONCLUSIONS AND 
RECOMENDATIONS
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Women have successfully held key leadership 
positions and their work has positively impacted 
the people they have served. Their initiatives 
have influenced the society positively. Women 
play a key role in the stabilization process of 
the society by being mediators and mentors 
to their sons and husbands, advocates for 

peaceful co-existence and by resolving of clan 
feuds. They work with the security apparatus to 
reduce attacks from the violent extremist groups. 
As such, these women have been positive role 
models for the younger generation. 

Women face socio-economic and religious 
barriers in their quest for political leadership. They 
lack funds to facilitate their political ambitions, 
face attacks from militia groups and political 
opponents, face opposition from clan elders and 
family members, and they are told Islam does 
not allow them to seek higher positions, such 
as the presidency. It is encouraging however 
to note that these barriers have been reducing 
over the years, and the environment is becoming 
more conducive for women seeking political 
leadership. 

Women can overcome these barriers by 
collaborating with religious leaders to carry 
out community sensitization about the value of 
women in leadership, women empowerment 
and capacity building initiatives. They can 
also mobilize funds to support female political 
contestants. Most importantly, women need to 
empower each other in order to increase their 
chances for political leadership. 

There is therefore a lot optimism about the 
prospect of Somali women’s political participation 
and leadership. In the coming years, women 
will get recognition from the government and 
will have better representation in the political 
arena. There is also hope that Somali women 
will have access to better healthcare, education 
and economic opportunities. This will empower 
them to contest for higher political positions in 
government, as well as participate in re-building 
the nation, and restoration of peace and stability 
in Somalia. 
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By and large, this report gives a positive 
scorecard for women’s participation in politics 
and leadership in Somalia, against a backdrop 
of deep-seated cultural barriers in a partriachial 
society, and an improper interpretation of 

Quranic law towards the roles of women. In other 
words, the report demonstrates that despite the 
challenges they face, Somali women are making 
positive strides towards the realization of their 
political goals. 

•	 Crusaders of the girl-child and women rights bear the responsibility of highlighting the 
achievements attained over the years in women empowerment. This can be done through 
highlight the achievements of prominent Somali women in order maximise their influential 
benefit to upcoming generation of educated youth, and especially to vulnerable girls and 
women. This may have a ripple effect of enhancing women’s ability to navigate the political 
environment with ease. 

•	 The Transitional Federal government (TFG) has a ministerial department of Women headed 
by a Deputy minister. This department needs to create an elaborate community sensitization 
programme to encourage and support women in leadership roles. Such a programme can be 
implemented through regional, district and local officials to maximise its effects on the ground, 
and may include activities such as talk shows, coordinated women groups for economic 
empowerment and women participation in communal dispute resolution mechanisms (which 
now seems to be a male only affair). These initiatives will help change perceptions and mind-
sets about women in leadership roles.

•	 There is a strong perception that the few women who are in the political arena have made 
a significant impact in the Somali society. This is a low-hanging opportunity that AMISOM 
department for gender / women can take up, to develop targeted advocacy campaigns and 
messaging that package these women’s achievements. Such messages can be passed on 
through mainstream and social media platforms, and they can immortalise these women so 
that they can continue to be positive role models for young people.   

•	 This research has established that women suffer socio-economic barriers in their quest for 
participation in political leadership. Stakeholders such as the UNSOM, AMISOM, UNDP 
and UNWOMEN may take a cue to develop initiatives that support women to raise funds 
for political activities so that they are not limited by lack of financing in pursuit of political 
leadership. Some of these initiatives could include lobbying the political parties to set aside a 
kitty for such women, or mobilising support and incentives for parties who have a threshold of 
women nominees to encourage compliance in male dominated political parties.

CHAPTER TWELVE: Recommendations
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•	 There are positive perceptions about Somalia as a country and the role that women can play 
in its stabilization. The society appreciates the role and potential of women in nation building. 
There also are Somali women who have excelled in international politics, and have been 
elected as legislators in foreign parliaments. These women should be promoted as champions 
of Somali women empowerment, which knows no boundaries, and where they are at par 
with their global counterparts. This development is a catalyst for increasing awareness and 
creation of activities to support women to fully participate in political activities and contribute 
to the peace and stabilization process in Somalia.

•	 In a partriachial society like Somalia, respected clan elders are an important platform to 
entrenching women in political participation. This is because they can influence men to tag 
along their wives, mothers and daughters who aspire leadership positions. Clan elders can 
play an instrumental role in creating a movement of Men – for Women empowerment in 
Somalia. This initiative could be mooted in environments of higher learning, where educated 
males could easily fathom the downside of the Somali culture, and can freely and openly 
speak against its diminutive gaze at women. Stakeholders like the UN and AMISOM may 
want to consider this avenue, where they act as facilitators and trainers for all elders and who 
are willing to advocate for women empowerment. 

•	 Women empowerment in Somalia also needs to be looked through the religious prism, in 
order to maintain the decorum of the society. There is however a challenge regarding the 
interpretation or misinterpretation of the Quran by some religious leaders to the disadvantage 
of women. To achieve meaningful progress, there is a need to tag religious leaders along, who 
will correctly interpret the Quran, since it supports the significance of women in the society, and 
recognises their role in state building. The FTG department for Religious Affairs can establish 
a gender mainstreaming plan, which could also monitor Quranic misinterpretation that work 
against women empowerment. The government needs to work closely with accredited Muslim 
Scholars and religious leaders who are highly regarded and whose word is taken as truth in 
the society, to change deep seated fallacies about the role of women in the society.

•	 Finally, it emerged that there are many positive things about the future of Somali women in 
politics. This therefore means that women need to take up their political space and serve their 
nation. For them to achieve this goal there is a need to develop empowerment and capacity 
building programmes and activities to help these women fully own and take up their roles in 
nation building.    
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ANNEX I: RESEARCH DESIGN
METHODOLOGY BRIEF

Somali Women’s Participation and Progress in Politics and Public Decision-Making 

This document details the methodology that was applied in gathering data on the 
aforementioned topic.

Information Areas  

Somali Women’s Participation and Progress in Education, Employment, 
Governance and Trade study carried out in Somalia involved Focus 
Group Discussions (FGDs) and Key Informant Interviews (KIIs) targeting 
women and the general public (male and female). This study was 
conducted to establish the general perceptions about women in political 
participation and key decision-making. The study therefore sought out to 
answer to the following objectives:

•	 Understanding the Somali women’s role and participation 
in politics and public decision-making at all levels (national, 
regional, and local/municipal),

•	 Understanding the barriers and limitation to women’s political 
participation,

•	 Understanding the root causes to these barriers i.e., cultural, 
have they changed over time? 

•	 identifying mechanisms and strategies to tackle these 
barriers and limitations, and

•	 Gauging men’s views, perceptions and attitudes relating to 
the question of women’s political empowerment in Somalia.



Somali Women’s Participation in Politics and Public Life 

Study Conducted by Ipsos Public Affairs on Behalf of AMISOM | Reviewed by Dr. Walters Samah, AMISOM Political Affairs Office | November 15th, 2016

25RESEARCH REPORT

Methodology and 
Sampling 

A qualitative approach that utilized focus groups and KIIs methods was 
used to gather the data. This approach was informed by the nature of the 
study as well as the sensitivity of some of the subjects under investigation. 
Consequently, a more personalized approach in groups was utilized to 
ensure that tangible feedback and information was gathered as possible 
with utmost confidentiality. 

Key Informant interviews were conducted in each region with prominent 
women, who gave their view on women political empowerment as well 
as cultural insights into the Somali way of life, the old ways, the new ways 
and anticipated progress in the future towards women and leadership. 
The FGDs administration followed the required procedures to ensure high 
levels of professionalism were adhered to. These stages included:

Respondents: In order to understand the issues affecting women, focus 
groups covering various categories of women were done. Considering 
that Somalia is a strongly patriarchal society, the men have an important 
role to play in women empowerment, and were therefore included in the 
general public FGDs. The qualitative study set out to assess their attitudes, 
perceptions and support for women empowerment in the spheres of 
education, employment and trade.

Each FGD had a maximum of eight respondents thus ensuring the groups 
were large enough to achieve informational redundancy, and small enough 
to permit deep, case-oriented analysis.

Sampling: The respondents were recruited purposively whereby they 
were sampled with an identified rationale in mind in this case female 
youths, female professionals, female politicians and the general public. 

Recruitment: The recruitment was done using a screening questionnaire 
(recruitment questionnaire) based on the selection/inclusion criteria. 
Qualified interviewers who were well versed with the study objectives did 
the recruitment. The respondents were recruited based on their ability to 
speak English/Somali languages fluently, converse clearly and confidently. 
During the recruitment process, 10 respondents were pre-qualified out of 
which 8 of them were selected to join the discussion. The remaining 2 
respondents were usually sent away and provided with transport refunds. 
The necessary demographic information of the respondents was captured 
during recruitment and has been shared in this report. 
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Methodology and 
Sampling 

Process: In these FGDs, experienced moderators administered the 
groups using probing, prompting and in some cases aiding techniques 
using a discussion guide. The respondents were allowed to freely express 
themselves so as to unravel all their opinions on salient issues. The 
seasoned moderators used their moderation techniques to ensure that all 
respondents participated fully in the groups. The respondents were also 
assured of the anonymity of their responses so as to build their trust to 
ensure full and free participation. The FGDs took about 2 hours and were 
audio recorded and notes taken as well. The audio recorded data and 
notes were used to write this report.

Focus Group distribution: To cover the diversity within the target 
respondents and all proposed locations, a total of 11 Focus groups spread 
were carried out as follows:

Mogadishu Baidoa Garowe Total
Youth (young women) 1 1 2
Women professionals 
(employed)

1 1 1 3

Women in politics (in 
different levels)

1 1 1 3

General Public (Police 
Perceptions)

2 1 3

Total 5 4 2 11

Key informant 
interviews with 
prominent men / 
women leaders

2 1 1 4

Translation of the discussion guide: The original discussion guide was 
translated from English to Somali. The back-translation process was also 
carried out to check if any meaning is lost in the translation process. To avoid 
bias, independent Somali translators were used to carry out the translation. 

Qualitative venues: The FGDs were conducted in central locations in 
each region. All the recruited respondents were brought to centralized, 
comfortable and secure venues. 

Output: A thematic content analysis from the FGDs (in the form of 
transcripts and notes, i.e., statements with the same underlying meaning) 
were grouped together and inferences drawn. Verbatim statements were 
also presented (where appropriate) to explain the main themes.
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ANNEX II: STUDY INSTRUMENT
GENDER FOCUS &WOMEN’S POLITICAL PARTICPATION & PUBLIC PERCEPTION OF THE 
SOMALI POLICE FORCE

FOCUS GROUP DISCUSSION GUIDE

Objectives

Main Objectives of the Study

•	 To understand Somali women’s role and participation in politics 
and public decision-making at all levels (national, regional and 
local/municipal)

•	 To better understand the barriers and limitations to women’s 
political participation

•	 To understand the root causes to these barriers i.e., are they 
cultural, have they changed over time?

•	 To identify mechanisms and strategies to tackle these barriers and 
limitations

•	 To gauge men’s views, perceptions and attitudes relating to the 
question of women’s political empowerment

Good morning…Afternoon…evening, my name is ………………… and I work for Ipsos, a 
global research company. Today we want to have an open discussion on the place of women 
in the Somali political arena and their role in public decision-making.

I would like to assure you that your identities will not be revealed at any point. Therefore, any 
information you give us today will be treated with utmost confidentiality. Please remember 
that, in this discussion we do not have any right or wrong answers; you should therefore feel 
free to contribute your true opinions and experiences. It is important that everyone contributes 
to the discussion and would request that one person talks at a time to give everyone a 
chance to express their views.

MODERATOR NOTE: Discuss questions exhaustively and use Rapport / Projective 
techniques to get information. Take as much notes as possible.
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Introduction 

Before we begin, let us quickly get to know a little bit more about each 
other.  Can you share with me a little bit more about yourself?

•	 Your background; where were you born?

•	 Marital status

•	 Family of origin

•	 Clan

•	 Age

•	 Where did you go to school?

•	 Do you have a family?

•	 What do you do for a living?

The Somali woman – 
general view

PICTURE THIS: SUPPOSE WE HAD FOUR WOMEN STANDING IN 
FRONT OF US FROM DIFFERENT PARTS OF THE WORLD AND 
ONE IS A SOMALI WOMAN!

ü	What name would we call this Lady? Why that name?

ü	What differentiates her from the other three women?

ü	What is her age?

ü	Is she educated? What level?

ü	What does she do for a living? 

ü	Who are her friends? Who are her enemies? Why so?

ü	What is her religion? Why so?

ü	What character traits does this person have? (Probe for all 
characters mentioned) 

ü	Is this a happy or a sad woman? Why so? 

ü	What are her values / what does she stand for? How important 
are these values to her?

ü	What do people admire about this person?

ü	Is this person likely to be your friend? Why? Why not?

ü	What do her friends say about her? 

ü	What are her dreams and aspirations in life?
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Women and political 
leadership

Let’s now talk about women’s role in politics

Who are some of the most notable Somali women who have engaged 
in politics? LIST ALL MENTIONED IN A FLIP CHART. GET ALL 
MEMBERS TO A CONSENSUS BEFORE LISTING A NAME

ü	At the National level? 

ü	At the regional level?

ü	Local/Municipal levels?

What makes these women stand out? PROBE FOR ALL WOMEN 
MENTIONED

ü	Are these women;

ü	Recognized in public events?

ü	Do they get time to address / talk to audiences?

ü	Do they freely share their views?

ü	Are they opposed publicly?

ü	What are their strengths/weaknesses?

ü	How do people in your community generally feel about 
women in politics?  What do you feel? Why so? 

ü	How do you feel about women in senior government 
positions? Do you support them? Why / why not?

ü	What is likely to happen around women political leadership 
say 20 years from now / down the line?

ü	How do clan leaders in your community perceive women and 
their role in political sphere, leadership, public life? How else 
can women participate in political leadership?

ü	What roles, if any, can Somali women play in politics? Why 
so? 

ü	If you were in an influential position, what would you do to 
change the status of women in Somalia? 
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Role of men in 
empowering women 

in political arena 

Let’s now talk about the role of men in women empowerment. 

ü	What role can men play in women’s participation in political 
leadership and decision-making? 

Women in Political leadership

ü	How do the roles of men and women in politics complement 
each other In Somalia society? How do they differ? 

ü	How do Somali men generally feel about women in politics in 
Somalia? Why so?

ü	What would make men support women in political leadership? 

What can men do to support women in political leadership? LIST ALL 
MENTIONS

ü	What barriers should men overcome to support women in 
politics?

ü	Women in Public Decision-Making

ü	What is the role of women in public decision-making? 

ü	How do Somali men feel about women in public decision-
making? Why so?

ü	What would make men support women in public decision-
making?

What can men do to support women in public decision-making? LIST 
ALL MENTIONS



Somali Women’s Participation in Politics and Public Life 

Study Conducted by Ipsos Public Affairs on Behalf of AMISOM | Reviewed by Dr. Walters Samah, AMISOM Political Affairs Office | November 15th, 2016

31RESEARCH REPORT

Women and 
leadership in other 

spheres of life

Let’s now talk about women’s role in leadership

Outside government and politics, who are some of the most notable 
Somali women leaders? Which sectors do these women offer their 
leadership? LIST ALL MENTIONED IN A FLIP CHART. GET ALL 
MEMBERS TO A CONSENSUS BEFORE LISTING A NAME

o Education

o Healthcare

o Advocacy 

o Legal

o Humanitarian aid?

o Business / trade?

ü	What leadership traits describe these? What do you consider 
to be their leadership strengths/weaknesses? 

ü	How do people in your community generally feel about these 
women in leadership positions?  What do you feel? Why so? 

ü	What social, cultural, economic and political influence do 
these women have?

ü	How else can women participate in leadership to stabilize 
Somalia as a country?

ü	What roles, if any, can Somali women play in leadership of the 
country? Why so? 

ü	If you were in an influential position, what would you do to 
change the status of women in Somalia? 
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Barriers and 
Limitations in 

Women participation 
in leadership and 

Mechanisms/ 
strategies to 

overcome them

What barriers do Somali women face in seeking political leadership? 
LIST ALL MENTIONED BARRIERS. FOR EACH, ASK;

What are the root causes of these barriers? PROBE ON;

ü	Socio-cultural issues? 

ü	Economic issues?

ü	Security issues?

ü	Religion?

ü	How have these barriers evolved / changed over time? How 
was it in the 70s? How has it changed over the last 30 / 40 
years?

ü	What role do women have in overcoming these barriers and 
limitations? 

ü	What strategies/measures can be put in place to help the 
women overcome these barriers?

ü	How can religious leaders and men support women to 
overcome these barriers? 

Hopes of the Somali 
women

ü	What are your hopes and aspirations for Somali Women? 
Probe for what they would like to see, hear

ü	What are the most important areas of development/ things 
that you would like to see in Somali women? 

ü	What do you think stakeholders can do to support these 
aspirations to be realised? 

ü	What messages would you like the stakeholders to say about 
Somali women? Let them give examples of messages that 
they would like to be seen by the public.

Wrap up

ü	Is there something else you would like to contribute to our 
discussion today? 

ü	Finally, what message would you like the world to know about 
the Somali woman?

Thank you
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