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Abstract 

The concept of empowerment is now widely used in a number of disciplines to characterize states and 

social process of individuals and communities. Empowerment formally entered the domain of 

development economics with the work of Amartya Sen. Initial formulations of women’s empowerment 

in development focused on the issues of providing girls with education and women with the opportunity 

to earn paid income. Both outcomes were seen as key to raising household incomes and reducing 

poverty. Over time, the concept has come to mean women’s power and agency in all economic domains 

and market related interactions – earning income, spending or saving income, buying, owning, and 

selling assets, holding or inheriting wealth, starting and operating a business, acquiring a bank account 

or credit, and participating or leading a union or other form of economic collective action. 

Measurement has lagged behind conceptualization. Most analytical research by economists, primarily 

involving impact evaluation, has measured empowerment as women’s influence over household 

expenditures. This is a very narrow sliver of empowerment; not surprisingly, it is not well correlated with 

other economic or social outcomes. In this paper, we suggest measuring empowerment in 8 facets (a 

4x2 matrix): (a) attitudes and (b) behaviors; in the domains of (i) transactions and markets; (ii) social 

interactions including mobility and reproductive freedom; (iii) political and civic participation, including 

exercising legal rights; and (iv) psychology, including self-confidence and ability to seek mental health. 

This taxonomy should help researchers analyze how degrees of empowerment in different domains 

affect development outcomes at the household and individual level. 
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1. Introduction 

Women’s empowerment is now widely accepted as an objective having social, moral, political, and 

economic benefits. Enshrined in the recently adopted Sustainable Development Goals, (SDGs), most 

nations of the world have committed publicly to taking steps to advance this agenda through changes in 

discriminatory laws and by supporting changes in behavior, including those which affect economic 

opportunities and outcomes. Most countries measure a lack of empowerment for women through 

either (i) inequality of market participation (e.g. occupational/sectoral segregation, or lack of access to 

credit); or (ii) inequality of market outcomes (e.g. lower women’s wages relative to men’s). Yet 

economic empowerment much more. It is also about the economic capabilities and behaviors of women 
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and girls within households, communities, and societies, and it is shaped by the institutions which 

govern these. It includes not only what women do, but what women aspire to do. While this broader 

concept of economic empowerment is also widely recognized, experience in measuring it quantitatively, 

and in a way which could be compared within and across countries is limited.  

This paper aims to contribute to a more complete measure of women’s economic empowerment. It 

starts by reviewing how the concept of empowerment, including women’s empowerment, is used in 

several social science disciplines. Although different disciplines assign different meanings, a number of 

common elements are usually present. The paper then reviews how empowerment has been 

incorporated into the literature of economic development, utilizing the lens of behavioral economics, a 

sub discipline which attempts to marry psychology and economics to study how individuals, households 

and communities develop and modify economic behavior. Behavioral economics is helpful because it 

makes explicit the human psychology assumptions of microeconomics and the associated toolkits. 

Behavioral economics is also known for extensive use of experimental evaluation research, and the 

paper finds that this type of research has confirmed the necessity of an empowered state of mind in 

economic decisions to achieve individual and household development outcomes, especially lower 

poverty. 

Next, the specific conceptualization and measurement of women’s empowerment in the domain of 

development economic policy and projects is discussed. It is noted that some development policy 

interventions (e.g. group savings and lending, job training and placement, etc.) claim effectiveness 

because they empower women, so it is important to check on this causal relationship.  Despite 

widespread agreement on a broad definition, encompassing capabilities and behaviors, survey-based 

measurement of economic empowerment outcomes in the program/project evaluation literature has 

almost always resorted to measuring market participation and the role women say they have in 

household expenditure decisions. Yet available evidence throws significant doubt on whether these two 

outcomes are linked. And there is almost no research on how these dimensions of economic 

empowerment are related to other economic attitudes and behaviors. Finally, there is little research on 

whether empowerment in the economic domain can be separated from empowerment in other 

domains (e.g. social or political), including whether empowerment in one domain leads to another.  

The paper argues that because the attitude of empowerment is important to, and indeed often assumed 

in microeconomic and development economic literature, it is important to check and see if it is indeed 

present and undergirding the economic behavior often recognized as empowered, such as participation 

in the labor market or participating in household economic decisions. This suggests that in measuring 

women’s economic empowerment, especially in the experimental evaluation literature, it may not be 

helpful to separate the study of the empowerment attitude outcomes (sometimes called “psychological 

empowerment” or “subjective empowerment”) from the empowerment behavioral outcomes (e.g. 

starting or expanding a business or negotiating expenditure decisions). Instead, both should be 

surveyed. In addition, the paper also suggests that experimental evaluation research on women’s 

economic empowerment might benefit from studying the links with empowerment outcomes in other 

domains. This might yield insights into the most effective interventions to achieve both economic 

empowerment and broader empowerment goals.  
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2. The concept of empowerment 

The concept of empowerment is now widely used in a number of disciplines to characterize states and 

social process of individuals and communities. It is broadly defined as power (control over one’s own life 

and over resources) and agency (capability to originate and direct actions for given purposes). According 

to the Wikipedia, the term originated in community psychology; in this case it refers to “measures 

designed to increase the degree of autonomy and self-determination in people and in communities in 

order to enable them to represent their interests in a responsible and self-determined way, acting on 

their own authority”.2 From this point of view, empowerment is both a collective process and an 

outcome. In the literature of individual psychology and human development, it is a set of characteristics 

that is acquired as part of the transition to adulthood (Zimmerman and Cleary 2006). In the 

management literature, empowerment is an approach to influence employee behavior – it means to 

provide employees with resources, knowledge, and decision-making power so they can take decisions 

that improve business performance; in other words, a particularly effective delegation.3  

In the gender and economics literature (which primarily focuses on women’s welfare), both the 

individual and the community aspects of empowerment are recognized. In a one sentence definition, 

Kabeer (2012) characterizes it as:  

“the processes through which women gained the capacity for exercising strategic forms of 

agency in relation to their own lives as well as in relation to the larger structures of constraint 

that positioned them as subordinate to men”.4  

This definition reflects both the attitudes and behaviors of individual women as well as the capacity of a 

community of women to organize and act collectively. Others add to this the characteristics of the 

systems by which societies regulate individual and group behaviors – laws, norms, and customs (or in 

shorthand, the institutions). For example, the UN defines women’s empowerment as  

“women’s sense of self-worth; their right to have and determine choices; their right to have 

access to opportunities and resources; their right to have the power to control their own lives, 

both within and outside the home; and their ability to influence the direction of social change to 

create a more just social and economic order, nationally and internationally”5 

In other words, the broadest definition of empowerment incorporates both psychological and social 

development and the human rights of individuals in the society, such as the right to access opportunities 

and to organize collectively for change (in other words, legal rights as well as those restricted 

informally).  

Common elements of all frameworks include: 

                                                           
2 https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Empowerment 
3 https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Empowerment 
4 Kabeer 2012, p. 7. 
5 Cited in Kabeer, 2012. Narayan-Parker (2002) also incorporated the relationships between the individuals and 
society’s institutions.  

https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Autonomy
https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Self-determination
https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Personal_responsibility
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 both the interior dimension of aspiration and perceived self-efficacy6 as well as the behavioral 

dimension of action.  In other words, there is a recognition that until an individual has the self-

confidence and self-esteem to imagine a different situation, actions are not possible. But 

dreams by themselves do not constitute empowerment; 7 

 a recognition that individuals operate with a set of formal and informal behavioral constraints, 

which may inhibit the development of empowerment. These constraints may come from the 

culture and norms of the firm or community, or from legal structures. Kabeer points out that 

early conceptualizations emphasized the importance of women “coming together to acquire a 

shared understanding of the institutionalized nature of the injustices they faced” so that they 

could act collectively to release these constraints; and  

 the element of change – empowerment as both a process and an outcome. This could be 

individual change (e.g. a woman questioning the norms that constrain her from participating in 

some decisions in her household) or collective action to bring about a relaxation of the 

gendered constraints (e.g. excluded groups organizing to get more say over local investment 

decisions, or women organizing to challenge existing norms which limit their educational 

options or to lobby for a change in the law).   

Finally, there is a recognition that the ways in which empowerment is expressed and change occurs is 

context specific, informed by the excluded groups’ experiences, objectives, and desires.  

3. Empowerment and economic development 

Empowerment formally entered the domain of development economics with the work of Amartya Sen.  

In his seminal piece, Development as Freedom, Sen (1999) stressed that true development has to expand 

people’s choices – their freedoms. In other words, development is not just the augmentation of assets 

and income, it is an augmentation of what a person can and cannot do. Going beyond the more 

simplistic notions of human and social capital, Sen described development as a process which 

augmented people’s capabilities - their freedom to function, given their personal preferences. Sen also 

stressed the heterogeneity of individuals in their capability to respond to development policy, and 

therefore argued that in particular poor people need to be involved in development policy, in that they 

need to feel that they have a stake it the outcome.  This requires empowerment.   

The growth of behavioral economics - which tries to unify psychological and microeconomic concepts of 

human behavior in connection with markets to produce better policy – brought the concept of 

empowerment further into the mainstream of economic develop thinking. Through a series of 

experiments and observations, Banerjee and Duflo (2012) document how an aspirational deficit (a lack 

of hope) among the poor is, in and of itself, a constraint to poverty reduction. Low aspirations leads to 

low agency which leads to a lack of investment, which keeps people poor. In other words, the behavior 

of poor people is a reflection of their personal emotional experiences of lack of control over their 

environment – of crop loss owing to unexpected weather, of early and unexpected death owing to 

disease, or of the social ostracism and economic hardship that comes from violating strict norms of 

                                                           
6 Perceived self-efficacy relates to the psychological concept of “locus of control” as well as the objective aspect of 
lack of coercion.   
7 Alsop, Bertelsen, and Holland (2006), also highlight the behavioral dimension of empowerment – the 
transforming of choices into “desired actions and outcomes” (page 10). 
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caste and gender in India. The implication of their research is that development policy and programs 

need to foster agency in order to be successful at raising the incomes of the poor.  

Other economists began to test this idea in their own experimental analyses. Lybbert and Wydick (2016) 

survey this literature in a paper on the economics of hope. They cite a number of cases where low 

aspirations produce poor economic outcomes; one example is the failure to invest in education. Kosec 

et al. (2014) describe the results of number of research projects that demonstrate that forward-looking 

goals are critical for rural poverty reduction. They note that aspirations interact with constraints, so that 

if an individual has not experienced the ability to change their well-being (or seen others do it), they will 

not explore alternatives. From this point of view there may be yet another explanation for the often 

observed correlation between high inequality and low economic growth.  If the gap between my 

position and what I consider a decent standard of living is far, and this gap has been in place for a long 

time, and no one I know has been able cross it, I may be easily discouraged from sacrificing today for my 

future.  Likewise. I may be blind to potential opportunities when the underlying economic dynamic 

changes.  

Psychologists originally focused on “hope” as an individual concept.8  Garcia and Sison (2012) broadened 

this to include social and community. The state of hopefulness may be a characteristic of a community, 

and it can be augmented in individual by collective beliefs or experiences.  For example, if a community 

values social relationships, and social relationships increase positive emotions, then the community 

experience can create a sense of hopefulness about the future, as well as a sense that through the 

community, individuals can cope with life’s hardships and therefore it is worthwhile to invest in the 

future. A community which values one type of economic activity over another (or does not value 

economic activity) will influence the individual members’ aspirations and choice of activities and 

pathways. Kosec et al. (2014) also find the community experience relevant, as they showed that 

households which lived in a community that experienced exceptionally heavy flooding in an extreme 

monsoon season in Pakistan in 2010 experienced a fall in aspirations among the poorest 60% who were 

the most dependent on rain-fed agriculture (those least able to help each other cope with the disaster). 

The caste system in South Asia is another example community values and norms that negatively affect 

economic development in lower caste areas by thwarting the development of aspirations (World Bank 

2014). 

Behavioral economists in the development field also began to explore the extent to which norms – 

informal rules which constrain or enable behavior – affect economic decisions. One of the most widely 

discussed norms in the development literature is social views on educating girls; the literature is full of 

policy analysis and evaluation research on how to over come these. World Bank (2014) provides a 

number other of examples where social norms may inhibit people from adopting innovations in 

sanitation, seeking healthcare or following recommendations of health care providers, adopting 

contraception, or punishing corruption - all examples where development investments have not paid off 

as expected. Labor economists have often pointed to norms in piece-work situations, where newly hired 

workers are discouraged (sometimes violently) from exceeding the current norm for a good days’ 

production. Existing workers do not want bosses to demand that they achieve higher targets than they 

currently do, so they make sure that new workers find the increased income from a higher volume of 

individual production is not worth it. The point often missed by non-behavioral economists is that 

                                                           
8 See discussion in Lybbert and Wydick (2016), section 3 for references and discussion of this point.  
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violating norms has consequences for the individual, their family, and/or their social network (if not they 

would not be norms). 

This economic research on capabilities, hope, informal behavioral rules and economic outcomes ties in 

very closely with the concepts of empowerment discussed above. An empowered person is someone 

who has a positive view about the future, can envisage options and pathways to change their life, and 

has the confidence to pursue those pathways. Research showing that persistent exclusion leads to a lack 

of power and agency is consistent with the literature on how a gendered set of constraints affects 

women’s thought processes and behaviors. And the notion that hope (positive aspirations) is a 

community characteristic is consistent with the gender and economics literature’s focus on women’s 

need for collective action and social support to move an empowerment process forward.  

If poor people need to be empowered in order to get out of poverty traps, cope with adverse shocks, 

and take advantage of the opportunities that developments such as an expansion of education or new 

technology brings, then both women and men have to be empowered. Laws, norms and customs which 

disempower women hold back development. Power inequality in the household between men and 

women may be one reason why research finds a gap between women’s agricultural productivity and 

men’s.9 If norms and customs limit women’s and girls’ mobility, and violating those norms has social 

consequences for the family, girls will not pursue education and parents will not encourage their girls to 

make this investment. If women have no voice in local or national decisions about development options, 

they will not be invested in the outcome, and may not try to make policies or projects successful.10 They 

will not participate in the collective action needed to represent and defend their interests and shape 

their societies. Their insights will be ignored, to the detriment of project design and implementation. 

National development goals such as a longer life or freedom from hunger will not be met. Recognizing 

these links, women’s empowerment has become embedded in national, regional, international, and 

transnational development goals such as the recently enacted Sustainable Development Goals (SDGs). 

4. Women’s economic empowerment and development 

Given the many connections between empowerment and development processes, it is not surprising that 

the development microeconomics literature has increasingly included the question of women’s economic 

empowerment. Initial formulations focused on the issues of providing girls with education and women 

with the opportunity to earn paid income.11 Both aspects were seen as key to raising household incomes 

and reducing poverty.12 Over time, the concept has come to mean women’s power and agency in all 

economic domains and market related interactions – earning income, spending or saving income, buying, 

owning, and selling assets, holding or inheriting wealth, starting and operating a business, acquiring a 

                                                           
9 It is not the only factor, however; the burden on women’s time of household tasks is clearly another one.  
10 The development literature is full of examples of this problem. Several recent ones are discussed in Johnson et 
al. (2016), including a dairy project in Mozambique, where women were initially not invited to the training by the 
local project implementations staff, and thus did not properly take care of the cows provided to their household.  
11 For example, the MDG on gender equality was measured primarily by the gender disparity in educational 
enrollment. The share of women employed in nonagricultural work was eventually added as an indicator. In the 
World Bank’s Country Policy ranking of low income countries (CPIA), gender equality was initially measured by 
equality in enrollment and women’s labor force participation. Other criteria were added in 2011, including 
property and inheritance rights, protection from violence, and political participation. See World Bank (2016). 
12 See, for example, King and Mason (2001), which discussed how gender inequities in key economic spheres 
reduce economic growth and its sustainability over time. 
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bank account or credit, and participating or leading a union or other form of economic collective action. 

Pereznieto and Taylor's (2014, p. 6) broad definition of empowerment within the economic sphere (which 

builds on Golla et al., 2011) covers four main dimensions. 

 Power within: the knowledge, individual capabilities, sense of entitlement, self-esteem, and self-

belief to make changes in their lives, including learning skills for jobs or start an enterprise. 

 Power to: economic decision-making power within their household, community, and local 

economy (including markets) not just in areas that are traditionally regarded as women’s realm 

but extending to areas that are traditionally regarded as men’s realm. 

 Power over: access to and control over financial, physical and knowledge-based assets, including 

access to employment and income-generation activities. 

 Power with: the ability to organize with others to enhance economic activity and rights. 

As with the broader concept of empowerment, some definitions of economic empowerment include 

legal and structural constraints which affect woman’s economic activities outcomes (e.g. laws regulating 

whether a woman can open a bank account in her own name). SIDA includes in their definition the 

elimination of the “structural inequities in the labor market” – meaning both laws as well as norms and 

customs such as occupational/sectoral segregation (Kabeer, 2012). OECD includes the notion of fairness 

and equity of outcomes in their definition: 

Economic empowerment is the capacity of women and men to participate in, contribute to and 

benefit from growth processes in ways that recognize the value of their contributions, respect 

their dignity and make it possible to negotiate a fairer distribution of the benefits of growth.13  

But while a broad definition has become widely accepted, measurement of women’s economic 

empowerment in practice still tends to focus on two areas: (a) women’s labor market outcomes, and (b) 

women’s participation in household economic decisions.  

The focus in the economics literature on women’s labor market outcomes as empowerment outcomes 

comes mainly from a foundational assumption in microeconomics: if people have money, they can 

achieve higher welfare, and they can wield economic power (including both power to and power over 

discussed above). The expansion of group microfinance for women as a key development tool was 

justified in part by its empowering effect (Garikipati 2008). While this simplistic approach was 

challenged by Sen’s work in 1999, as well as by radical and feminist economists going back to the late 

1970s, it nonetheless permeated mainstream gender economics, especially in the development 

sphere.14 In the 2000 United Nations report on “Progress of the World’s Women”, it was argued that 

helping women generate income will increase their ability to “generate choices, exercise bargaining 

power, as well as develop a sense of self-worth, a belief in one’s ability to secure desired changes” 

(Elson and Keklik, 2000 cited in Brody et al, 2015). In their 2014 review, “Promoting Economic 

Empowerment: What Works?”, Buvinic and Furst-Nichols explicitly state they are only considering 

women’s productivity and earnings in their review, as “proxies for the more complex notion of 

empowerment” (Buvinić and Furst-Nichols 2014). The World Bank, in the 2016 edition of its flagship 

publication, World Development Indicators, explicitly linked women’s income earning opportunities with 

                                                           
13 See http://www.oecd.org/dac/gender-development/womenseconomicempowerment.htm 
14 See for example, the discussion in Brody et al. (2015) on how this implicit causality came to be included in the 
literature on microfinance and women.  



8 

 

women’s voice and agency in economic affairs (World Bank 2016, p. 10). Finally, Pereznieto and Taylor 

(2014) specify that economic empowerment is a process which leads to women’s control over other 

areas of their lives This raises two points: (i) once again causality from economic outcomes to other 

outcomes is causally included in the concept; and (ii) but “control over other aspects of their lives” 

cannot be measured or by or inferred from only by labor market outcomes or expenditure decisions.  

Yet the evidence on this causality is actually fairly weak. There is no doubt the poverty is disempowering 

as is individual lack of access to resources, as Duflo (2012) notes in her review of the evidence on 

economic development and empowerment. And while she finds substantial evidence that increased 

income earnings opportunities for women encourage parents to send their daughters to school, she also 

finds that these opportunities do not necessarily lead to broader empowerment as reflected in women’s 

status in society, the value of daughters relative to sons, political participation, or in the enforcement of 

laws on the books granting women equal rights. Kabeer, (2013) uses measures such as values, 

perceptions and attitudes, role in decision-making within the household, quality of relations within and 

beyond the family, participation in local and national-level politics and collective action to protest 

injustice or claim rights, and correlates these women’s education, labor force participation and types of 

employment in three countries. She finds that three countries, secondary education and formal wage 

employment (the latter is almost always in the public sector as private firms were less likely to hire 

women educated women) correlates most highly with the empowerment measures. However, the 

question of selectivity strongly limits the implications that can be drawn from this study. In other words, 

were the women already empowered, which is why they were able to get their education and to acquire 

a formal sector wage job? Is empowerment correlated more closely with class (richer households can 

afford to send their children for secondary education) than with gender? Somewhat weaker correlations 

were found with nonfarm self-employment, but again the question of selectivity looms.15  

In experimental analysis, Blattman finds no link between a highly effective program to help women in 

post-conflict Uganda start a self-employment trading business and improvements in women’s self-

reported empowerment, as measured by women’s status in society, self-reported physical or emotional 

abuse by their partner, or self-reported independence (Blattman et al. 2016). Using self-reported 

participation in household decision-making on expenditures as a measure of economic empowerment, 

Banerjee et al. (2015) found no effect of a program which raised poor women’s earnings, assets, and 

household consumption in six countries on broader economic empowerment (the graduation projects). 

They do find qualitative evidence the program increased women’s self-esteem, which the participants 

linked to the positive outcomes. This provides some evidence for the link between a positive mindset – 

hope, self-esteem, etc. - and better economic outcomes.   

However, when projects specifically target more complex, psychological aspect of women’s economic 

empowerment (i.e. agency) as a specific outcome (intermediate or final) and make efforts to measure 

change as a result of their women’s economic project interventions, a relationship between inputs 

(increased economic resources) and economic outcomes has been found. In the example above of the 

graduation projects, one key component was providing each participant with a mentor, to strengthen 

their sense of control and ability. Thus it is no surprise that participant’s self-esteem increased. In a 

project to teach Kenyan women to market energy efficient cookstoves, evaluators found that a 

component designed to increase the women’s self-efficacy and self-confidence produced higher sales 

                                                           
15 Hanmer and Klugman (2016) find similar results using DHS data. 
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compared with a control group that did not receive this component as part of their training (Shankar, 

Onyura, and Alderman 2015). In the WORTH project in Nepal, project components addressed both 

women’s agency and savings/business operations outcomes, and progress on both were evaluated. A 

quasi-experimental evaluation found increases in self-reported self-confidence, civic participation, and 

intra-household decision making power; a decrease in reported gender based violence, as well as 

improvements in economic outcomes (Mayoux 2008). In India, researchers found that rural women 

participants in the Mahila Samakhya program, which combined adult education and vocational training 

with support groups and life skills training, reported an increase in mobility and civic participation, as 

well as higher labor force participation (Kandpal, Baylis, and Arends-Kuenning 2012). Similar results 

were found for participants in several World Bank sponsored adolescent girls initiative (AGI) programs 

(World Bank, 2015). An important caveat is that except for the Kenyan cookstoves, none of these 

evaluations tested whether the attitude and agency aspects of the programs were necessary for the 

other economic outcomes realized. Only the WORTH project in Nepal included measures of community 

attitudes toward women’s behavior (which also changed). This project included components designed 

to facilitate this outcome as well.  

An important, and unanswered question in the impact evaluation literature, is: what are the different 

types of empowerment, and how are they linked in terms of other outcomes (economic, reproductive 

health, or other)? Brody et al. (2015) reviewed experimental analyses of the effects poor women’s 

economic self-help groups (SHGs) on empowerment for 3ie. The interventions reviewed contained two 

mandatory elements:  

(i) a group economic intervention to increase earnings such as microsavings and lending, 

and/or income skill building interventions conducted at the group level; and 

(ii) a group support element.  

The group support element was designed to develop a shared sense of identity and confidence, and 

expand women’s views of the possible. Thus, the design included an explicit concern with the power 

within aspect of economic empowerment.  

Brody et al. (2015) defined four types of empowerment: 

 Economic empowerment: the ability of women to access, own, and control resources.  

 Political empowerment: the ability to participate in decision making focused on access to 
resources, rights, and entitlements within communities. It includes legal rights as well as 
outcome such as political participation. 

 Social empowerment: the ability to exert control over noneconomic decision making within the 

household.16  

  Psychological empowerment: the ability to make choices and act on them.  

In effect, this typology (which was also used in Hunt and Samman, 2016) goes back to a narrow 

definition of economic empowerment (women’s actual interaction with markets), and puts some of 

broader elements of empowerment found in Pereznieto and Taylor’s definition and other widely used 

definitions into the political, social or psychological realm. While cleaner in terms of outcomes, it 

                                                           
16 Note that this domain includes activities with strong economic consequences, such as age of marriage, how 
many children, whether girls or women in the household go to school. 
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separates the psychological aspects of economic empowerment (do I see choices and believe that I can 

take advantage of them) from the legal system and social norms (am I allowed to exercise choices such 

as open a bank account or own property in my own name) from actual economic outcomes 

(participation in the labor market or ownership of land or financial savings) or economic bargaining 

power in the household (partial or total decision-making power on a selection of expenditures or major 

financial decisions) measured under economic empowerment. In other words, the interior or attitude 

element of empowerment is separated from the behavior (participating in household expenditure 

decisions). We don’t know, for example, whether what appears to be an “empowered” outcome was 

not actually a free choice by the woman involved but rather coerced in some way, through informal 

sanctions. 

It seems logical that psychological, social or political empowerment is needed to realize to realize 

economic empowerment. For example, how could women realize economic empowerment if they are 

not permitted to leave the house without a male relative (social disempowerment)? Unfortunately, once 

again because of the weaknesses of the underlying studies, we can’t really tell from the Brody et al. 

review how these dimensions are related. The majority of studies they included used women’s decision 

making power over expenditures as their measure of economic empowerment, and in their meta-

analysis, they found a slight positive effect. But they had only two acceptable studies that measured 

psychological empowerment as an outcome. So there is not enough evidence to judge whether there is 

an association, much less a causal effect. One interesting point is the their finding that programs which 

included training as a project input had more positive effects on women’s economic bargaining power in 

the household. To the extent that training reinforces the “norm change” empowerment messages of the 

group support in the SHG through individual psychological development, it suggest that “psychological 

empowerment (enhanced self – esteem, etc.) augments narrow economic outcomes in achieving 

economic empowerment. It is unfortunate that these studies did not actually measure baseline 

psychological empowerment and the change for program participants. Another piece of evidence for 

linkage is the finding that increased wage-earning opportunities for women lead to more girls education 

and less early marriage (Hunt and Samman 2016). However, it has been noted that increased women’s 

empowerment in one domain (e.g. economic or political) could lead to reduction in empowerment in 

another domain as men try to reassert control and privilege (Hunt and Samman 2016). 

What does all this evidence mean for development programs and projects that have the goal of 

improving economic outcomes for women? First, because a broader focus on agency is consistent with 

the understanding in development economics of the role of aspirations and informal institutions in 

enabling or preventing individuals, households and communities from seizing opportunities to raise their 

welfare, it is clear that development economics needs to focus on the “power within” and the “power 

to”, not just “the power over”. Second, it suggests that if an economic empowerment project simply 

focuses on narrow economic outcomes such as increased labor force participation or paid earnings, it 

may not achieve broader empowerment or development goals. Economic empowerment projects 

should focus on, and measure changes in, broader empowerment outcomes.  Third, more research is 

needed to understand the interactions between changes in broad economic empowerment outcomes 

(and possibly social, political and psychological empowerment outcomes), and changes in the standard 

individual and household labor market outcomes of participation, productivity, earnings, assets, and 

livelihood portfolio. Finally, the role of structural constraints in these economic processes needs to be 

considered as well, which means they also need to be measured and monitored. 
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5. Measuring women’s economic empowerment  

In project and program evaluations, researchers have used a variety of measures of empowerment and 

in particular economic empowerment, but, as noted above, by far the most common one used is 

influence on, or control over household expenditures. For example, three recent systematic reviews of 

types of development projects: (i) Brody et al. (2015) on women’s SHGs and empowerment; (ii) Banerjee 

et al.(2015) on graduation projects for ultra poor women, and (iii) Upadhyay et al. (2014) on fertility and 

empowerment all found that this was the most common measure of empowerment used in these 

project evaluations.  Indeed few other measures were used or collected.   

In some studies, however, other measures have been used. The specific measures vary across 

evaluations. This may reflect the context-specific theory of change that the project designers have 

identified and worked with, and that they expect will lead to the desired final outcome of the project. 

That desired final outcome may not have been empowerment, although in some cases empowerment 

might have been considered an intermediate objective. However, in some cases, it seems as though 

measuring changes in empowerment was an afterthought, and that it was not really incorporated in a 

theory of change. This could be because impact evaluation designs usually do not focus on the effects of 

different project components, so they are not looking to see which components affect empowerment, 

but rather whether it was a final outcome. Another confounding factor is that empowerment measures 

are often aggregated into an index, making the studies difficult to compare. 

The variables used in these studies and indices have included: 

 women’s and men’s views on gender norms (from the DHS surveys - Blattman et al. 2016); 

 women’s retained income from sale of crops or from own wages or business activities 

(Garikipati 2008); 

 self-perception of savings behavior (Ashraf, Karlan, and Yin 2010) 

 women’s views about gender roles in the labor market (Bandiera et al. 2014) 

 mobility - able to leave the house without permission (Xia et al 2011; Blattman et al 2016); 

 autonomy in decisions about household/own agricultural production; decision-making power 

over agricultural productive assets (WEAI17, discussed in various publications including Malapit 

and Quisumbing 2015, and Alkire et al. 2013); 

 time use/ allocation of household chores between men and women (WEAI, Garikipati et al 2008) 

 reproductive health views and behaviors (Bandiera et al. 2014) 

 belongs to women’s groups/speaks up in public (WEAI) 

In forming an index, some authors use the “relative deprivations” approach followed by Alkire et al. 

(2013) and Garikipati (2008), assigning a score to each dimension and then aggregating the dimensions 

into a simple index. While providing a clean variable for use multivariate statistical analysis, this 

approach does not help in understanding which dimensions matter for a specific outcome. In addition, 

Peterman et al. (2015) show that, not surprisingly, how women are ranked on empowerment is highly 

                                                           
17 WEAI=Women’s Empowerment in Agricultural Index. It includes (i) women’s role in household production 
decisions; (ii) women’s role in household decisions about use of income; (iii) women’s rights, jointly or individually, 
to own, use and control assets; (iv) women’s leadership in the community; and (v) time use. It also focuses on 
whether the choices is the women’s own, or is imposed or coerced (one made primarily to avoid negative 
consequences). 
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dependent on how the index is constructed. In addition, when Hanmer and Klugman (2016) analyzed 

the correlations among DHS indicators on attitudes and behaviors that represent dimensions of 

empowerment, they found fairly low correlations, indicating that an index of these variables maybe 

problematic.   

Can measurement be standardized across countries? The DHS surveys have, for some time, used a 

standardized set of questions in low income countries around the world to measure women’s decision 

making power in the household and women’s and men’s attitudes toward the acceptability of GBV. 

These variables are now widely used in empowerment studies. Are they reliable across countries? 

Donald et al. (2016) showed that the degree of correlation between husband’s (male partner) and wife’s 

responses on decision making power is less than perfect, and varies substantially across countries. For 

example, when couples were asked separately who decides on large purchases, of the cases where the 

women report that the man did by themselves, 1/3 of the men reported it was joint. The meaning of this 

disagreement about women’s economic empowerment in the household is unclear, although it is clear 

is that the wives often did not feel consulted. Ongoing work by Field and Glennerster has shown that 

women’s self-reported participation in expenditure decisions increased the more specific the questions 

were about particular situations (e.g. buying medicine vs. a general question about health-related 

expenditure decisions).  

One way researchers have attempted to standardize subjective or self-reported responses across 

countries, particularly in areas where the variable has a meaning which is specific to the context, culture 

and tradition is to use vignettes, or short description of different types of people and their situations. 

Respondents are asked which description is most similar to their situation. Donald et al (2016) showed 

that in a test of the WEAI index in Uganda, the vignette survey provided a more consistent measure of 

agency than the simple self-perception survey without vignettes. This was particularly important in 

measuring how social norms and customs in rural areas affect women’s choices and behaviors.  

As discussed above, broad definitions of empowerment outcomes include both attitudes (self-

perception; views about institutions governing gendered behavior) and behaviors (action taken). One 

way to standardize indices and make findings easier to interpret is to separate the two dimensions. A 

second way to is standardize dimensions. This is the approach adopted, for example, in the WEAI index; 

however the applicability outside of agriculture is limited. The empowerment classification proposed in 

Brody et. al (2015): economic, social, political, psychological may prove a useful sub-division. Put 

together, these two facets (behavior vs. attitude and dimension of empowerment) create an eight 

element classification of empowerment shown in Table 1 below. Each cell of Table 1 provides examples 

of variables which could measure the concepts shown in the cell. For example, the attitude dimension of 

economic empowerment could be measured by a respondent’s self-reported beliefs about her 

aspirations, confidence, and views on the constraints imposed on her. The behaviors dimension could be 

measured by the commonly used variables measuring income earning decisions as well as ones on 

expenditure decision making, assisted by vignettes if this proves helpful in more trials.  

To support standardization it may be helpful to define even finer sub-elements.  For example, within the 

domain of economic empowerment, attitudes toward pathways to labor market outcomes would be 

separated from confidence in saving and financial skills. In this way, researchers could identify in their 

theory of change and/or pre-analysis research plan which sub-dimension of empowerment they expect 

to improve ex ante in the project. They could then develop a context specific measure of each sub-
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dimension. While this approach might still be subject to the weaknesses identified in Peterman et al 

(2015), it would still be less ad hoc than current practice and easier to compare results across countries.  

Another advantage would be the opportunity to (i) identify which aspects of empowerment a particular 

intervention influences,18 (ii) check to see which aspects appear necessary for desired final outcomes; 

and (iii) identify associations/correlations between dimensions, and if possible, even identify which sub 

dimensions are necessary for which final outcomes. For example, Upadhyay et al. (2014) did a 

systematic review of the associations between women’s empowerment and fertility-related outcomes.  

Of the 60 studies they looked at, 37 used women’s bargaining power over expenditures (as measured by 

the DHS) as the measure of empowerment. This was the only empowerment variable which was even 

mildly standardized across the studies, which they attribute to the powerful role of DHS surveys, 

especially for the analysis of reproductive health variables. In their conclusion, they call for more 

research on operationalizing women’s empowerment. They note that:   

“The multidimensionality of women’s empowerment likely contributed to some of the null and 

counterintuitive effects of empowerment measures in this review, emphasizing the importance 

of further refinement and conceptualization of women’s empowerment measures, as well as the 

incorporation of statistical techniques (e.g., multilevel and structural equation modeling) to 

better capture this complex, latent construct in quantitative analyses.” (Upadhyay et al. 2014, 

page 13).  

 

In other words, if studies had measured empowerment across several domains, and used both 

attitudinal and behavioral measures. They might have been able to tease out which areas of 

empowerment mattered most for reproductive health outcomes.  

 

In developing measures of the dimensions of empowerment, it seems that social scientists could benefit 

by working together. For example, psychologists have developed a number of standard scales to 

measure attitudes, including the “Big Five” personality traits that are associated with academic and 

economic achievement. While these scales have to be adapted to the context used, there is nonetheless 

agreement on the five elements (and ten sub-elements). If economists were able to similarly agree on 

five dimensions each of economic empowerment attitudes and behaviors, this would facilitate 

comparison of outcomes across studies and the building up of a body of evidence on which elements of 

empowerment (economic or otherwise) matter for which common individual and household economic 

outcomes.   

 

6. Conclusions 

 

Creating and improving economic empowerment is important for development outcomes, for inclusive 

growth, for poverty reduction, and for human rights. Economic empowerment is a subset of the 

recognized empowerment domains, and is linked to others, including political and social empowerment, 

which are also recognized and part of the development process – of individuals, of communities of social 

groupings, and of states. In development projects targeted at individuals and households, economic 

empowerment tends to be measured narrowly – as either an economic outcome, or as the degree of 

                                                           
18 Of course, this requires multi-armed impact evaluations with large samples, which has become increasingly 
expensive.  



14 

 

control and influence over household resources. Yet it is much more that that – it is the process by 

which individuals and communities realize desired economic outcomes through economic behavior. As 

such, it is assumed to exist by classical microeconomic theory (whereby individuals use resources to 

improve welfare), even though research has now demonstrated that power and agency can not be taken 

for granted, especially in an initial situation of unequal power and exclusion. Lack of empowerment is 

enforced by social and economic institutions, and the empowerment process necessarily transforms 

these institutions. It therefore does not follow that an economic outcome produces a change in 

empowerment (temporarily or permanently), as the process of institutional change is rarely linear or 

constant.    

 

Many development outcomes depend on improving women’s economic empowerment. Yet as an 

intermediate or final outcome, economists have not defined an agreed set of measurements. As a 

result, it is hard to study how empowerment changes – through what pathways and interventions – and 

how changes in empowerment affect other outcomes of interest. One aspect of the measurement 

difficulty is that empowerment can be expressed through different attitudes and behaviors in different 

situations. An act or behavior that signifies economic empowerment in one setting may not be 

understood as such in another, owing to different gendered sets of constraints and different 

distributions of resources. In addition, an empowered action (behavior) needs an empowered attitude – 

the autonomous ability to formulate a goal or objective, without being coerced, (physically or mentally, 

through the imposition of norms).19 This is necessarily a self-reported state, and therefore is subjective. 

But the fact that it is subjective does not mean that it can not be measured. Other disciplines have 

developed techniques for doing this. Pain, a key outcome variable in medicine, is also a self-reported 

state, yet it is widely used in quantitative scientific studies. 

 

Some authors have subdivided empowerment into economic, social, political and psychological 

dimensions. Economists have tended to focus on behavior (actions) rather that state of mind.  Both 

dimensions (domain or area, and attitude vs. action of behavior) are probably relevant for achieving 

economic outcomes, especially where young women are concerned, given the role autonomy, self-

efficacy, and self-control play in the development of adult behaviors in adolescents. Economists and 

development professionals need to do a better job of integrating these dimensions into outcome 

measures. Ideally, some standardized measures should and could be developed to facilitate learning 

across interventions and social settings. 

 

It is also important to understand in which situations interventions could target individuals (and how), 

and in which situations it in necessary to target the enabling environment. For example, are social norms 

which empower women to seek out and use contraception necessary for increased women’s economic 

activity and earnings? What about social norms on age of marriage, autonomy in choosing spouse, or 

size of family? Or are increased opportunities for women necessary to change the above social norms. 

Given that pathways of institutional transformation are not linear, there may not be a clear answer to 

this question; at least not for all societies in all times. Nevertheless, a better understanding of the initial 

states and relationships between these domains and dimensions at the outset of a change process, and 

                                                           
19 This statement does not imply causality.  Nor does it deny that the process may be iterative – a first step of 
empowered behavior may lead to more confidence, an empowered attitude.  As the saying goes, “success breeds 
success”. 
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robust incorporation of them into theories of change for project intervention, could improve efforts to 

identify successful change strategies. This will require experimentation in a number of settings to 

improve measurement of the separate aspects. Economists can continue to benefit from working across 

disciplines (as behavioral economists now do) in these experiments.  
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Table 1: Types of empowerment outcomes 

Ty 
Empowerment outcomes 

Attitudes Behaviors 

Economic 

Believes women can work outside home 
Believe can get/change jobs (aspiration to look for a 
job) 
Believes she can improve her economic position 

Looked for job 
Went for job-related training 
Talked to parents/spouse about jobs 

Confidence in saving, business, financial skills Opened a bank account  
 

Confidence in undertaking business related activities Got credit  

Optimism about starting own business, producing on 
own or household land 

Consulted/involved in decisions about 
agricultural production 
Can decide how/when to invest in own 
business 

Thinks she has right to be involved in household 
financial decisions 
 
Perceives she has the freedom to receive/spend her 
income  
Believes household should invest to reduce household 
chores/ men and boys should do some chores 
 

Can have bank account 
Is consulted/involved in decisions about 
household spending/consumption 
Owns (jointly or separately),and/or inherits land 
Consulted on sale of asset 
Negotiates “fair” division of unpaid household 
chores 

Social 
 

Think she has the right to ask partner to use condom 
Confidence in the capacity to prevent HIV 
Confidence in be able to deal with sexual pressure 
from partner 
Thinks has a right to views about spouse, time of 
marriage, size of family 
 

Went to clinic 
Used family planning methods 
Discussed family planning methods with 
spouse 
Discussed family size, birth spacing with 
spouse 
Was consulted regarding her marriage 

Attitudes towards gender norms (e.g. mobility) 
Attitudes towards sexual harassment 
Does not condone GBV 
 
Believe she deserves education 
Believe she is capable of learning 
Confidence in ability to use/apply her knowledge 
 

Freedom to leave the house without an escort 
or prior permission 
Reported/sought help in case of GBV 
 
Requested to attend/attended school despite 
social norms not favoring girls’ education  
Prioritized studying while in school 
 

Political 

Willingness/aspiration to participate in community 
activities  
 
Desire to know, exercise legal rights 

Participates in community activities 
Forms view, votes in elections 
 
Asserts legal rights in formal or informal dispute 
resolution proceedings 

Psychological 
 

Self-esteem, self -confidence 
Optimism (hope) 
Self-Regulation (grit) 
 

Sought psychological help/counseling 
Escaped bout of depression 
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