Rethinking African Al for Gender Equity

The Invisible Data: Structural Exclusion, Not Just Biased
Datasets

Africa’'s Al gender problem is not primarily a data bias problem: it is @
structural exclusion problem.
This report makes the case for why fixing datasets without fixing
structures will reproduce exclusion in more sophisticated forms.



& Solutions
Africa Leads the World in Women's STEM Graduates

50%

o Joo Africa is not failing to produce women with the educational foundation for Al It is
47 /O . failing to convert that foundation into participation. The pipeline exists. The
0 structures that should carry women through it do not.
Women STEM 0%
Graduates in Africa 10% Higher than Europe (42%), Asia (41%), and North America (39%). Source:
o McKinsey and Company.
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Women Make Up Only 269% of the Global Al and Data Workforce

Despite Africa's strong female STEM graduation rates (47%), women remain a minority in the
260/0 global Al workforce. They hold only 23-30% of tech roles in Africa despite their graduation

: o - : " ° .
Wormen in Al and rates, with less than 20% in top tech leadership positions and 10% as startup CEOs. This is not

Data Globally

a pipeline problem. It is a structural conversion problem: the barriers between graduation and

professional Al participation are not academic, they are systemic.

Source: Unesco, Peopleofcolourintech



https://www.mckinsey.com/featured-insights/gender-equality/the-power-of-parity-advancing-womens-equality-in-africa
https://www.unesco.org/en/gender-equality/education/digital-divide
https://peopleofcolorintech.com/articles/africa-leads-the-world-in-female-stem-graduates-yet-few-hold-top-tech-roles/

Male-Only Teams Build 80% of Al Software: Africa Holds Only
3% of Global Al Talent

8 o o/o O Al solutions do not perfectly fit
o the African market—they

weren't built by people who

Pipeline Exclusion: The Global Picture
understand the local

Male-only teams account for roughly Africa’s Talent Deficit infrastructure. This is a structural
80% of Al software development Africa houses only 3% of the global Al exclusion problem compounded
globally (UNESCO). talent pool (African Union). at every level.

Over Half of African Women Lack Quality Internet: A Third Own No Digital Device

Lack reliable or any
internet access

Own No Digital Device There is an urgent need for data
Feminism and inclusive policies to

Over half of African / A third of African women surveyed, do ensure that as Africa grows its Al

women surveyed, not own any form of digital device
ImpactHER 2024 ImpactHER 2024 biases found elsewhere.

sector, it doesn't just replicate the



https://www.unesco.org/en/gender-equality/education/digital-divide
https://cieffa.au.int/sites/default/files/files/2024-08/digitalsurveypolicypaperpptxfinalcopy.pdf
https://cieffa.au.int/sites/default/files/files/2024-08/digitalsurveypolicypaperpptxfinalcopy.pdf
https://cieffa.au.int/sites/default/files/files/2024-08/digitalsurveypolicypaperpptxfinalcopy.pdf

% Solutions
The Digital Skills Gap |s Gendered at Every Level

This means that

40 - 44 /O For every 100 men in sub-Saharan Africa with basic spreadsheet proficiency, only 40 to 44

women have the same skill. This is not a gap at the frontier of Al. It is a gap at the most basic

Women with spreadsheet skills per 100 level of digital literacy. Closing it requires infrastructure investment, not data audits.

men in sub-Saharan Africa.
Source: UNESCO.

Al4AAFS Ghana: What Inclusion Built Into Governance Actually Produces (Case Study)

The design Principle

85 /o The AI4AFS research network in Ghana embedded a dedicated gender and diversity sub-

committee directly into its governance structure. The result was not just equitable

Multi-crop disease detection accuracy
Source: PubMed Central participation. It was a system that worked: 85% disease detection accuracy and measurable

15% reduction in crop loss reported by impact for farmers on the ground.

farmers. . . - .
Inclusion was not a constraint on performance. It was a condition of it.



https://www.unesco.org/en/gender-equality/education/digital-divide
https://pmc.ncbi.nlm.nih.gov/articles/PMC11798938/

% Solutions
Inclusive Al Could Add $1 Trillion to Africa’'s GDP by 2035

S1T

The AfDB's projection is not a ceiling. It is a floor, conditional on 'inclusive’ being

. defined operationally rather than rhetorically. Inclusive Al that excludes women
Additional GDP o . . . . . .
, from building, governing, and owning the systems is not inclusive. It is a
Potential by 2035 , ,
i Deve rebranding of the same structural exclusion.
source: African Development bank
Group

The 'Gender Dividend' Hypothesis: The Field Knows the Evidence |s Incomplete

The IDRC/AI4AD programme has explicitly called for research that models the potential ‘gender dividend' unlocked if Al-driven efficiencies lower the cost
and increase the accessibility of care, enabling greater female workforce participation. Source: IDRC.

What the hypothesis claims What intellectual honesty requires

The evidence base for this hypothesis remains incomplete. The
field itself acknowledges this. That acknowledgement is not @
weakness. It is the standard of rigour the argument demands.

Inclusive Al design produces measurable economic returns by
enabling womento participate more fully in the workforce.



https://www.afdb.org/en/news-and-events/press-releases/africas-ai-revolution-african-development-bank-report-projects-1-trillion-additional-gdp-2035-use-ai-enhance-productivity-89619
https://www.afdb.org/en/news-and-events/press-releases/africas-ai-revolution-african-development-bank-report-projects-1-trillion-additional-gdp-2035-use-ai-enhance-productivity-89619

€& Solutions

Fix the structures. The data will follow

Africa produces more women STEM graduates than any other region. Women hold less than a quarter of Al roles globally. In sub-
Saharan Africa, basic digital skills remain deeply unequal. Where inclusion has been built into governance from the start, as in Ghana, the
results are measurable. The economic case, up to $1 trillion in additional GDP, is real. But it is conditional. Conditional on treating
structural exclusion as the problem, not a side effect. The evidence base is incomplete in places. That is not a reason for inaction. It is a

reason for rigour.

Importing Al Tools Built on Non-African Data Reproduces the Exclusion at Scale

The Current Pattern The Alternative
Shifting from importing Al tools built on non-African data to
Al tools built on non-African data are imported and deployed building context-specific models with gender equity as a design
across the continent, carrying the assumptions, gaps, and biases constraint from inception.

of the contexts in which they were built. o o . o .
This is not a preference; it is a prerequisite for genuine inclusion.
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