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Preface and Acknowledgments

We were charged with leading a committee to examine the evidence on
the relationships between population dynamics, socioeconomic develop-
ment, and women’s empowerment in a rapidly changing world. We con-
ducted this work in the contexts of change, persistence, great complexity,
and wide variations between countries, regions, and cultural groups.

Throughout human history, cultures have established norms or expecta-
tions of women and men (e.g., socially constructed gender norms), in terms
of their roles, behaviors, and presentation. These social norms govern key
behaviors of population dynamics including women’s agency, sexual activ-
ity, relationship formation, control over fertility, number and spacing of
children, and gender preferences. Gender norms influence socioeconomic
development and domestic life including access to education; occupational
opportunities; expectations around responsibilities for cooking, childcare,
and maintenance of the home; and leadership opportunities. We sought to
understand these issues through analysis of women’s experiences of restric-
tion but also via exploration of women’s empowerment and how women’s
empowerment across diverse populations can influence socioeconomic de-
velopment—directly or via increases in women’s control over their repro-
ductive and all other domains of their lives.

We had the advantage of a multidisciplinary committee that brought
diverse perspectives and evidence to the task at hand. It was obvious that
no one disciplinary approach can fully explain the complexities across
women’s empowerment, population dynamics, and socioeconomic develop-
ment in our changing world, and that interdisciplinary work is essential to

X1
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xii PREFACE AND ACKNOWLEDGMENTS

understanding these dynamics. This interdisciplinary approach requires un-
derstanding and appreciating the methodologies and theoretical approaches
of diverse disciplines and how these can inform the questions at hand. It
also requires compromise.

As co-chairs, we wish to express our profound appreciation to the
committee members who listened to each other, learned from each other’s
disciplines, and came together with this report. We would also like to
thank the experts who participated in the committee’s public meetings and
provided valuable input: Daniela Behr, Amanda Clayton, Michele Decker,
Arjan De Haan, Nadia Diamond-Smith, Jocelyn Finlay, Margaret Greene,
Jody Heymann, Mala Htun, Sandra Pepera, Ndola Prata, Elizabeth Sully,
Jakana Thomas, and Aili Mari Tripp. The committee is also grateful for
the research assistance provided by Namratha Rao and Edwin Thomas of
the Newcomb Institute at Tulane University. Nafeesa Andrabi, Christine
Mirzayan Science and Technology Policy Graduate Fellow, also participated
with the project.

This report would not have been possible without the strong support
of our study director, Krisztina Marton; the steady presence of Malay K.
Majmundar, Director of the Committee on Population; and the logistical
support of Alex Henderson. We are also grateful to our sponsor, the Bill &
Melinda Gates Foundation.

It is our hope that this report will improve understanding of the com-
plex relationships between women’s empowerment, population dynamics,
and socioeconomic development by generating more multidisciplinary col-
laboratives, building theory-driven identification of best evidence measures
to help advance the field, and creating and evaluating empowerment-fo-
cused interventions and policies for their impact. Future work can inform
strategies around women’s empowerment approaches for women’s choice
and agency and also for socioeconomic development.

Anita Raj and Susan C. Scrimshaw, Co-Chairs

Committee on Women’s Empowerment, Population
Dynamics, and Socioeconomic Development
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Summary

While the concepts of women’s empowerment, population dynamics,
and socioeconomic development have been studied extensively from a
variety of disciplinary perspectives, a holistic interdisciplinary review that
reconciles the literature on these complex dynamics is absent. The lack of
consensus limits the extent to which these concepts can be applied toward
accomplishing global health and development goals. The Bill & Melinda
Gates Foundation asked the National Academies of Sciences, Engineering,
and Medicine to appoint a multidisciplinary consensus study committee
focused on advancing the state of knowledge on the impact of women’s
empowerment and associated population dynamics on socioeconomic de-
velopment. The committee was tasked with developing a conceptual frame-
work describing these dynamics and setting an agenda for future research
and data collection.

To address the charge, the committee reviewed research from a wide
variety of social science and health disciplines. While it became clear that
existing empowerment frameworks do not fully address the interactions
across women’s empowerment, population dynamics, and socioeconomic
development, these frameworks enabled the committee to identify critical
gaps and highlight women’s agency as a lynchpin in the empowerment
process.
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2 WOMEN’S EMPOWERMENT

FRAMEWORK OF WOMEN’S EMPOWERMENT, POPULATION
DYNAMICS, AND SOCIOECONOMIC DEVELOPMENT

The new conceptual framework proposed by the committee (see Figure
S-1) builds on existing frameworks of women’s empowerment and high-
lights the central role of women’s agency at the societal, community, inter-
personal, and intrapersonal levels. The framework shows how resources can
support empowerment and illustrates the role of population dynamics as a
potential mechanism through which empowerment can operate to influence
socioeconomic development. The framework acknowledges that these rela-
tionships are often bidirectional or otherwise interrelated. The framework
also recognizes the sociocultural environment, including norms, institutions,
and other structural conditions, as a critical moderator of the women’s
empowerment process and its relations with other constructs in the model.
The rightmost box in Figure S-1 shows aspirational development goals,
which are the higher-level goals anticipated when basic needs are met, hu-
man capabilities are realized, and human rights are guaranteed. We utilized
this conceptual framework to guide an in-depth literature examination on
the role of women’s empowerment in relation to population dynamics and
socioeconomic development.

Our review of the research on the impacts of women’s empowerment
on population dynamics found causal evidence related to the roles of family
formation and fertility, cash transfers, skills training, employment, and edu-
cation subsidies in shaping population dynamics. These studies often imply
that impacts on family and fertility outcomes flow through women’s agency,
but findings are largely inconsistent across studies and geographies. Reasons
for inconsistencies include differences in the terminology and measurement
of women’s empowerment, a paucity of research on the agency-related
mechanisms through which interventions have their impact, and limited
longitudinal data to clarify dynamic relationships between empowerment
indicators and outcomes and trajectories of change. Research in this area is
typically focused on women’s individual and interpersonal empowerment,
with limited attention to the understudied higher levels of women’s empow-
erment (e.g., collective resources and agency). Research also lacks attention
to the broader gender and policy context, such as the formal institutions
and norms that condition the impacts of resources invested in women and
women’s agency, and in turn, population dynamics. In addition, the inter-
ventions studied are often confined to single, small-scale geographies and
to relatively homogenous cultural contexts, limiting their external validity
and precluding an understanding of their effectiveness at scale.

A substantial body of work focuses on the relationships between
women’s empowerment and healthcare access, utilization, and outcomes,

Copyright National Academy of Sciences. All rights reserved.
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4 WOMEN’S EMPOWERMENT

specifically in the areas of reproductive, maternal, and child health. How-
ever, much of this work relies on cross-sectional data and uses unidi-
mensional and/or narrowly defined indicators of empowerment, which
limits understanding of the causal relationships between all dimensions of
women’s empowerment and a broader range of high-priority public health
outcomes for women and girls.

In terms of the impacts of women’s agency on socioeconomic develop-
ment, many studies document how women’s access to resources, including
assets and income, positively impacts socioeconomic development outcomes
for themselves, their families, and their communities. Laws that reserve
political leadership positions for women have been shown to increase
girls’ career aspirations and educational attainment. They have also been
shown to increase women’s empowerment by increasing their likelihood
of benefiting from employment guarantees and increasing their access to
financial services.

However, the evidence base isolating the specific role of women’s agency
on socioeconomic development outcomes is thinner. Impacts are often pre-
sumed to result from changes in women’s preferences, yet these preferences
are seldom measured directly. In terms of individual agency, self-efficacy is
the most directly measured dimension with the greatest empirical evidence.
Less empirical evidence exists for direct measures of women’s awareness of
their rights, locus of control, goal setting, internal motivation, and the ac-
tions women may take without others’ knowledge, despite their conceptual
importance as dimensions of individual agency. In terms of women’s inter-
personal agency, their decision-making ability is, by far, the most measured
construct. However, the specific domain of decision making is not always
measured in alignment with theoretical pathways of influence. In terms of
community-level agency, causal evidence is lacking on how changes in this
parameter (e.g., the expansion of women’s networks, changes in collective
efficacy, and changes in collective actions) impact socioeconomic develop-
ment outcomes. Lastly, evidence is particularly limited on how societal-level
changes in women’s agency affect socioeconomic development outcomes.
For example, the influences of policy levers, such as autonomous feminist
movements engaged in collective action for social change, have not been
adequately explored.

The committee’s review of policies and programs that impact direct
measures of women’s agency identified several areas in which interven-
tions have influenced women’s aspirations, self-efficacy, and decision mak-
ing. These areas include (a) financial programs, including cash transfers,
microfinance, and job training and placement; (b) women’s collectives to
support women’s economic and health status and build collective efficacy;
(c) health interventions, including family planning and sexual and repro-
ductive health programs, community health worker programs for maternal
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and child health, and peer programs for mental health; (d) youth develop-
ment interventions, including those focused on early marriage prevention
and education promotion, as well as life skills training; and (e) social and
legal protections and policies, particularly those related to gender-equal op-
portunity and safety from gender-based violence. These program and policy
approaches align with the areas in which significant changes are seen in
population dynamics (e.g., timing of sexual initiation, unions, or marriage;
health; and family planning) and socioeconomic development outcomes
(e.g., education, women’s labor market participation). While studies often
show robust impacts of these programs, existing evidence cannot neces-
sarily be generalized beyond often-homogeneous study populations and
geographically narrow contexts.

Policies for which evidence appears to be inadequate include those in
the areas of marriage, divorce and custody laws, wage equality laws, and
family leave policies. Additionally, evidence from low- and middle-income
countries regarding the role of agency at levels beyond the individual and
interpersonal is generally insufficient. Evidence on collective agency and
collective action as outcomes is limited, except in the case of women’s self-
help groups, potentially because these groups operate with the intention of
building solidarity among women. Evidence also is limited on the impact
of women’s social movements on agency at the individual and interpersonal
levels.

We identified three broad areas in which it would be especially pro-
ductive to concentrate efforts in the near future to better understand the
role of women’s empowerment in population dynamics and socioeconomic
development. These areas, discussed below, include (a) improving the mea-
surement of aspects of women’s empowerment, and in particular women’s
agency; (b) strengthening study designs; and (c) investing in international
collaborations and research harmonization.

IMPROVING MEASUREMENT

The committee’s review identified inconsistencies, limitations, and gaps
in measurement as primary barriers to advancing knowledge of the role of
women’s empowerment in population dynamics and socioeconomic devel-
opment and subsequent targeted interventions that increase empowerment.
These data limitations often mean that concepts and relationships consid-
ered important in theory are poorly defined, poorly operationalized, and
not comparable across diverse social contexts, likely resulting in confound-
ing effects. Studies often lack the full range of data elements necessary to
measure women’s empowerment and to understand the pathways of influ-
ence on population dynamics and socioeconomic development. The lack of
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longitudinal data in particular limits understanding of the trajectories of
change. The identified gaps motivated several recommendations.

RECOMMENDATION 1: Data collection on women’s empowerment
should be expanded to include the range of measures necessary to fully
capture elements of women’s empowerment, as well as the dynamics
and pathways in the committee’s new conceptual framework that re-
main poorly understood. Many of these aspects are multidimensional
and should be understood as such. These include

e Sociocultural norms and structures as conditioning factors in

the sociocontextual environment.

e  Structural dynamics and sexism.

e The role of men, including structural gender inequalities, ineq-

uitable gender norms, and masculine dominance.

* Barriers to empowerment.

e Effective methods to reduce gender inequality in productivity,

earnings, and profits.

e Effective methods to address norms surrounding women’s do-

mestic work.

e Effective methods to eliminate occupational segregation.

e  Effective methods to build resilience for women in the face of

climate change and other shocks.

e  Women’s access to health programs (e.g., social protection,
insurance, contraception, prenatal and childbirth care, infant
and child healthcare, women’s healthcare).

Girls’ and women’s education and skill building.
Girls’ and women’s social networks and supports.
Couple dynamics.

Perceptions of rights.

Time allocation and control over time.

RECOMMENDATION 2: Researchers and government data-collection
entities studying women’s empowerment should identify opportunities
to collect longitudinal data from large-scale studies to better under-
stand change over time, including the determinants of sustained gains in
women’s empowerment and the long-term effects of women’s empower-
ment on socioeconomic development.

In addition to improving measurement of women’s empowerment
broadly, this report also highlights work needed to develop better measures
of women’s agency due to the centrality of agency in the empowerment
process, and areas in which it is important to have a better understanding
of the role of agency.
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RECOMMENDATION 3: Research should prioritize the development
of direct multidimensional, construct-specific, and multilevel measures
of agency. To the extent that proxy measures are used, researchers
should strive for consistency and clarity on how such measures are de-
fined and used, and should be clear that the role of women’s agency is
assumed and not directly measured. Particular attention should be paid
to defining, operationalizing, and assessing the reliability and validity
of the following dimensions of women’s agency in diverse contexts,
leveraging the newest research:

e Individual awareness of rights, aspirations and preferences,
goal setting and choice, and internal motivation.

e Control and decision making, including economic and repro-
ductive decision making, at the individual and interpersonal
levels.

e Collective agency in formal groups and informal networks at
the community and societal levels (e.g., shared goals, collective
efficacy, collective action toward shared goals).

Studies of agency would benefit from a life-course perspective—in other
words, from recognizing that there are trajectories and turning points as
people grow and change across life stages. Agency around life transition
points and opportunities, such as reproduction or wage earning, can be
particularly important to support women to achieve their life goals.

RECOMMENDATION 4: Research on agency should include studies
of women’s agency across the entire life course and at key life stages
and milestones, with consideration of the socioecological and cultural
context and intergenerational influences on key life stages, milestones,
and inflection points.

ENHANCING STUDY DESIGNS

While this report prioritizes the discussion of existing research pointing
to causal influences on women’s empowerment (in particular, agency), and
in turn the causal effects of women’s empowerment on population dynamics
and socioeconomic development, the committee reviewed literature across
a range of methods, including qualitative research, mixed-methods studies,
and community-participatory and community-engaged research. Consid-
erable gaps exist in some areas in which improved study designs could
capture the highly dynamic nature of the interactions, disentangle exposure
from outcomes, and establish causality. We also noted that study designs
may not be explicit in their terminology related to women’s empowerment
or about the factors being measured, intervened on, and evaluated, which
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represents an additional challenge for the field. Further insight into under-
lying dynamics could be gained through in-depth qualitative exploration.

RECOMMENDATION 5: Research on women’s empowerment and
agency should prioritize study designs that:

e Test causal relationships between dimensions of women’s
empowerment and population dynamics and socioeconomic
development, and that better elucidate the role of relevant
concepts as causal factors or outcomes. These designs include
randomized controlled trials, quasi-experiments, natural ex-
periments, and longitudinal designs to establish causality; to
examine reciprocal, temporal relationships; and to distinguish
effects related to the mode of intervention delivery and quality
of implementation from the content of the intervention.

¢ Include qualitative data collection to contextualize theories of
change, to inform intervention and research design, and to aid
in the interpretation of findings that offer causal evidence.

e Are informed by the perspectives of the women and communi-
ties being studied.

e Examine multiple intervention points along the theoretical
pathways of interest.

e Provide understanding of life-course trajectories and inflection
points.

RECOMMENDATION 6: Research funders should support studies
designed to examine the effects of programs and policies intended to
enhance women’s empowerment and, thereby, socioeconomic develop-
ment. Study designs should include sufficient follow-up time to examine
sustainability of impacts, as well as measures that permit assessment of
unintended adverse effects of interventions, including outcomes (both
intended and unintended) that may not be immediate.

RECOMMENDATION 7: To establish external validity, more atten-
tion should be devoted to understanding the role of interventions and
the specific role of women’s agency as a mechanism for social change—
at the institutional and societal levels, as well as across diverse cultural
settings. Also, more attention should be paid to understanding the
feasibility, acceptability, and sustainability of, as well as engagement
with, these interventions.

RECOMMENDATION 8: Studies are needed to better understand the
impacts of integrated approaches to women’s empowerment (e.g., cash
transfers to women alongside efforts to address restrictive social and
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gender norms) and integrated women’s healthcare (e.g., service-delivery
models that can address women’s sexual and reproductive health as well
as psychosocial care needs).

RECOMMENDATION 9: Research funders should support cost analy-
ses and implementation science studies to provide guidance on scaling
up efficacious interventions. Such efforts should include systematic
tracking of program-implementation data. As evidence from experi-
mental studies continues to grow, comparative effectiveness studies
may provide best-practice guidance to government officials and civil
society organizations regarding the most cost-effective empowerment
approaches in specific country contexts.

COLLABORATION AND HARMONIZATION

Since women’s empowerment is deeply embedded into societies’ cul-
tural and institutional structures, generalizing research findings beyond
limited geographic and cultural contexts is challenging. Comparable data,
collected across diverse contexts, are essential for drawing cross-cultural
and cross-national comparisons and arriving at conclusions. The interdis-
ciplinary nature of this field further highlights the importance of collabora-
tion to set priorities, coordinate research efforts, and refine measurement
approaches that can expedite insights into these questions.

RECOMMENDATION 10: Research funders should establish an inter-
national, multidisciplinary group to increase coordination and priority
setting for the work in this area. The advisory group could include
representatives of funding organizations and other experts and stake-
holders, and it would be charged with

e Developing and publishing standards and best practices for
development and validation of measures for empowerment, so
researchers and implementers can better distinguish among the
array of measures in use.

e Coordinating work on psychometric assessment of measures
of empowerment and related concepts, and evaluating the
possibility of (and recommended processes for) harmonizing
measures and global indicators of women’s agency and em-
powerment that would be suitable for comparative use cross-
culturally and with various populations.

e Identifying questions and measures that improve measurement
of specific empowerment constructs in specific cultures and
languages.

Copyright National Academy of Sciences. All rights reserved.


https://nap.nationalacademies.org/catalog/27955?s=z1120

Women's Empowerment, Population Dynamics, and Socioeconomic Development

10 WOMEN’S EMPOWERMENT

e Setting priorities for development of experimental studies to
generate causal evidence on relationships that currently are not
well understood.

RECOMMENDATION 11: Government, program, and researcher data
collections should be better coordinated and aligned. The international
group named in Recommendation 10 could facilitate efforts to enhance
coordination and alignment across these groups.
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Introduction

The concepts of women’s empowerment, population dynamics, and
socioeconomic development have been studied extensively from a variety
of disciplines for decades, but attempts to reconcile these perspectives have
been rare, particularly in terms of applying a holistic view to the rela-
tionships and dynamics. Consequently, consensus on the role of women’s
empowerment in socioeconomic development remains lacking. This report
describes the work of a diverse, multidisciplinary consensus committee
charged with synthesizing the current state of knowledge and research
strategies for examining the impact of women’s empowerment on a range
of population dynamics and, in turn, on global socioeconomic development.
The synthesis lays the empirical basis for recommendations to improve
understanding of these important relationships.

This report builds on a prior study from the National Academies
of Sciences, Engineering, and Medicine’s (National Academies’) Commit-
tee on Population (CPOP), entitled Population Growth and Economic
Development: Policy Questions (National Research Council, 1986). That
report examined both the relationship between population growth and
economic growth, focusing primarily on macroeconomic issues, and the
role of government programs to reduce fertility beyond the provision of
family planning services. Since that report, the population growth rate has
declined in many parts of the world, and the challenges experienced across
population scenarios have changed. Increasingly, researchers from a variety
of disciplines have recognized the key role of women’s empowerment in
socioeconomic development and have argued that women’s empowerment

11
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warrants attention, regardless of its health and economic impacts (Desai,
2010; Duflo, 2012; Varkey et al., 2010).

Over the past few decades, a range of global women’s empowerment
indices have been developed to guide research in this area. However, direct
measures of women’s empowerment, especially specific aspects of empow-
erment, such as women’s agency, are not often included in impact studies.
Global data collection at scale is also not routine (Yount et al., 2023). These
challenges limit the ability to evaluate the impact of women’s empowerment
on socioeconomic development and to easily harmonize available findings.

To explore the conceptual, methodological, and policy issues central
to the interplay between women’s empowerment, family planning, fertility
decline, and population and societal impacts, generally and in low-resource
settings, CPOP organized a workshop in 2021 that led to the publication
of Family Planning, Women’s Empowerment, and Population and Societal
Impacts: Proceedings of a Workshop (National Academies, 2021). In this
workshop, experts with a range of backgrounds discussed these issues, with
particular emphasis on measurement challenges and limitations in data
availability. They noted both an inadequacy of understanding regarding
the role of women’s empowerment in observed global fertility decline and
the need to understand whether and how women’s empowerment affects
socioeconomic development.

CHARGE TO THE COMMITTEE

The Bill & Melinda Gates Foundation asked the National Academies
to appoint a consensus study committee focused on advancing the state of
knowledge on the impact of women’s empowerment and associated popula-
tion dynamics on social and economic development. Given changes over the
past few decades, including related to women’s status in low- and middle-
income country (LMIC) settings, timing is opportune for a comprehensive
study of these questions. The committee was tasked with developing a
conceptual framework describing the complex interactions among women’s
empowerment, population dynamics, and socioeconomic development. We
were also asked to consider policy options, which include identifying ev-
idence-based, multilevel levers for change, to improve women’s agency as
it relates to development goals. The charge also directs the committee to
highlight areas requiring further conceptualization and research. Box 1-1
shows the committee’s statement of task.

COMMITTEE APPROACH TO THE STUDY

To address the charge, the committee considered published evidence
across a range of relevant topics and disciplines. This review examined
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BOX 1-1
Statement of Task

An ad hoc committee of the National Academies will undertake a study that
will review and assess what is known about the impact of women’s empowerment
and associated population dynamics on global social and economic development.
The study will develop a comprehensive conceptual framework, review the current
state of knowledge, critically assess policy options, and set an agenda for future
research and data collection; the study may provide recommendations related to
these areas.

women’s empowerment frameworks and their constructs, which highlighted
the centrality of agency within the empowerment process. We then focused
on women’s agency as a critical multidimensional component of women’s
empowerment and reviewed the empirical literature on the role of wom-
en’s agency and empowerment in population dynamics and socioeconomic
development.

In addition to reviewing existing research, we also held a series of
information-gathering sessions to delve into specific topics and to comple-
ment the committee’s expertise with additional input from a wide pool of
experts. The general topics explored in these sessions included

e Emerging challenges and opportunities around women’s reproduc-
tive agency as an element of women’s empowerment;

e The role of social movements, such as feminist movements, in shap-
ing policy; and

e Successes and challenges in the context of implementing policies
that affect women’s empowerment.

The committee also benefited from additional in-depth research by sup-
porting consultants and a research fellow. A historical overview of popula-
tion control and family planning access programs was commissioned to
provide additional background for our work.

We held a series of closed-session meetings to deliberate on the in-
formation gathered and the state of the science. Deliberations drew upon
multidisciplinary perspectives and research methodologies and considered
the socioecological model as a framework to examine multilevel factors of
influence and impact. The socioecological model integrates the individual,
family, community, and societal levels of influence in which development
occurs. It is important for concepts associated with women’s empowerment,
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such as agency and choice, to be considered at the levels of the individual,
couple, family, and community; and for policies, at local, state, and national
levels.

The socioecological model also recognizes the life course as embedded
in changing contexts, including community and structural factors affecting
behavior (Bronfenbrenner, 1975, 1986). We undertake this work from a
life-course perspective—in other words, with the understanding that there
are trajectories and inflection points as people move through life stages
and events, grow, and change over time, and that these points are affected
by moment in history, context, and culture (Hutchison, 2010). Applying a
life-course perspective allows us to examine contextual exposures and ac-
cess to resources as factors affecting agency and resultant outcomes during
inflection points across life stages (Elder, 1995; Hitlin & Johnson, 2015;
Institute of Medicine, 2001; Lee-Rife, 2010; Scrimshaw, 1978).

Given the focus of this study on women’s empowerment, population
dynamics, and socioeconomic development, we use the life-course perspec-
tive to examine the life stages at which women experience major transi-
tions and inflection points related to key areas of population dynamics
(e.g., union and family formation) as well as key areas of socioeconomic
development (e.g., economic positioning and social participation). While
population dynamics and socioeconomic outcomes are relevant at all stages
in the life course, this report focuses on outcomes that are especially likely
to be affected by changes in women’s empowerment and could therefore
be of particular interest from the perspective of programs and policies in
this area.

When reviewing evidence, we considered research from a variety of
social science and health disciplines, corresponding with the multidisci-
plinary, international expertise of committee members. The research re-
viewed is based on methods ranging from experimental to observational,
including community-participatory and community-engaged research, and
extends across national and multinational settings, with a focus on LMICs.
The committee’s approach was not intended to be an in-depth systematic
review of the rich literature on the range of relevant topics. Rather, we
relied on our collective expertise and experience to identify the studies
that most directly addressed the questions of interest on the basis of strong
research designs. Given the report’s focus on the impacts of women’s em-
powerment, we prioritized findings from studies that demonstrated causal
relationships—in other words, primarily randomized controlled trials but
also other statistical approaches designed to produce causal inference from
observational data. Where possible, we highlight existing research pointing
to the causal effects of women’s empowerment on population dynamics
and socioeconomic development, as well as causal influences on women’s
agency as a lynchpin in the empowerment process.
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We note that the relationships discussed are often bidirectional or
otherwise interrelated, and the literature often discusses them as such. As
a result, even though the committee’s focus was primarily on the impact of
women’s empowerment and agency on population dynamics and socioeco-
nomic development, we chose not to limit the discussion to these directional
effects. Available findings and data that can shed light on understanding
causality versus potential bidirectionality are noted.

In addition to highlighting causal findings, we also discuss qualita-
tive research, which can reveal the nuances and context of social change
through the voices and lived experiences of women, girls, and communities.
The strength of qualitative research is in the added depth and detail it can
provide. For the purposes of this report, we prioritized studies that have
been particularly influential or insightful over the years.

One of our goals was to synthesize and comment on the strengths and
limitations of existing evidence, as well as methodological challenges and
limitations that may preclude an understanding of causal relationships.
Prioritizing studies on the basis of the strength of the evidence also enabled
us to organize the vast amount of literature into a report that highlights key
gaps identified by the committee. We acknowledge that this approach means
that studies from some geographic areas are more heavily represented in
the discussion than others, and indeed, the need to replicate studies across
diverse socioeconomic contexts is an important consideration and finding
in the report. This approach also means that the report does not necessar-
ily highlight the most recent research available in a particular area or on a
particular topic.

Another goal for this study was to propose a comprehensive framework
to guide research and policy. To ensure that a shared understanding of our
foci—women’s empowerment, population dynamics, and socioeconomic
development—informed the evidence review, we developed the working
definitions described in Box 1-2, with adherence to standards of the field.

The report focuses on individuals who were assigned female sex at birth
and who continue to identify as such, or who are indicated to be women in
the studies we reviewed. It is also notable that current research is frequently
based on data-collection procedures that rely on a proxy respondent’s re-
port, or on interviewers recording male/female based on their interpretation
of “gender presentation.” Furthermore, the report focuses on heterosexual
unions because of the paucity of global evidence from lesbian, gay, bisexual,
transgender, queer and/or questioning, intersex, and other (LGBTQI+) per-
sons, particularly from LMICs.

The report focuses on women of reproductive age, including adoles-
cents, unless otherwise noted. Although older and younger individuals may
be of reproductive age, available data tend to be limited to individuals be-
tween the ages of approximately 15 and 49 years. In addition, as discussed,
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BOX 1-2
Working Definitions of Women’s Empowerment, Population
Dynamics, and Socioeconomic Development for This Report

Empowerment is the expansion and safeguarding of an individual’s or
group’s ability to make strategic life choices and to act on those choices to reach
self-determined or collective goals.

Women’s empowerment is the application of empowerment (as defined
above) to women and girls specifically, recognizing that women’s empowerment may
occur in the context of restrictive gender norms and gender bias in structures and
institutions that disadvantage cis-gender heterosexual women as well as LGBTQI+
individuals, relative to cis-gender heterosexual men. Women’s empowerment may
be expressed or experienced differently across specific identities—for example,
based on race/ethnicity, caste, class, and religion.

Agency is an individual’s or collective’s ability to act upon personal or shared
aspirations toward the realization of self-determined or collectively determined
goals. Agency is the component of empowerment that connects enabling re-
sources and aspirations to achievements. It operates at multiple levels: individual,
interpersonal, community, and societal.

Population dynamics include the growth, composition, and distribution of
the population, and the contributing roles of fertility, mortality, and migration, either
globally or in given geographic areas. Analyses of population dynamics are typi-
cally quantitative and consider factors affecting fertility, mortality, and migration
from the individual to the population level.

Socioeconomic development is the process and achievement of social and
economic advancement at the individual, household, community, and societal lev-
els. This process includes improvements in standards of living, education, health,
civil engagement, and state capacity.

SOURCE: Definitions developed by the committee based on existing literature.

these are stages of the life course where transition points of particular im-
portance for population dynamics and socioeconomic development tend to
be concentrated and can be affected by empowerment-promotion efforts.
We acknowledge that limitations in the data and research represent major
gaps in the evidence base to date and major challenges to fostering more
inclusive research paradigms, programs, and policies.

The report also discusses challenges that arise from inconsistent use
of terminology across disciplines (e.g., definitions of “empowerment” or
“agency”). Unless otherwise noted, summaries of existing research use the
terminology employed by the authors of the studies.
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ORGANIZATION OF THE REPORT

This report presents the committee’s findings and recommendations
from the study. The chapters are organized around the main elements of
the committee’s charge. Chapter 2 provides an overview of existing frame-
works of women’s empowerment and discusses their limitations and gaps.
Chapter 3 presents a new conceptual framework, resulting from this com-
mittee’s work. The framework describes the interplay between women’s
empowerment, population dynamics, and socioeconomic development,
and highlights the key role of women’s agency in women’s empowerment.
Chapter 4 reviews key indicators of population dynamics most relevant
to women’s empowerment, including women’s agency, and discusses how
women’s empowerment affects population dynamics at multiple levels.
Chapter 5 discusses the literature on women’s empowerment and the im-
pacts of empowerment on reproductive, maternal, and child healthcare as
well as on women’s and children’s health outcomes. Chapter 6 reviews how
women’s empowerment—through an increase in women’s agency—impacts
socioeconomic development. Chapter 7 sheds further light on the empower-
ment process by reviewing programs and policy levers (or investments in
enabling resources) that have direct measures of women’s agency. Chapter 8
summarizes the report’s key findings and offers recommendations to further
elucidate the dynamic interplay between dimensions of women’s empower-
ment, population dynamics, and socioeconomic development, and to guide
national and global priorities on these issues.

Additional background information is included in the report’s ap-
pendixes. Appendix A contains biographical sketches for the committee
members. Appendix B summarizes key attributes of published frameworks
of women’s empowerment, as a supplement to Chapter 2.
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Review of Women’s Empowerment
Frameworks and Measures

The term “women’s empowerment” has been in use since the early
1970s, building from global feminist and civil rights activist movements
that demanded changes in power structures that oppressed women and
minority groups (Calves, 2009). Since that time, women’s empowerment
has become a global goal of development, as seen in United Nations (UN)
Sustainable Development Goal (SDG) 5, one of the SDGs ratified by all 191
UN Member States: to achieve gender equality and empower all women and
girls (Our World in Data Team, 2023). While national governments have
endorsed these goals, global action remains incomplete, in part because of
disagreements regarding the meaning of empowerment and how to achieve
it (Nanda et al., 2020; Yount et al., 2022). This chapter presents a brief
history of the role of women’s empowerment in population dynamics and
global socioeconomic development and reviews existing frameworks of
women’s empowerment and associated concepts, such as women’s agency,
within the empowerment process. We also review measures of empower-
ment, with a focus on agency, to guide understanding of the state of the

field.

A BRIEF HISTORY OF WOMEN’S EMPOWERMENT
IN POPULATION DYNAMICS AND
SOCIOECONOMIC DEVELOPMENT

A focus on the empowerment of women in global development ad-
vanced in the mid-1970s, when the UN General Assembly adopted the
UN Decade for Women (1975-1985). The goal of that program was to

19
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improve policies and address issues such as gender inequities in pay and
land ownership, as well as gender-based violence (Calves, 2009). Key out-
comes included the establishment of the Convention Against All Forms of
Discrimination Against Women (ratified by 170 nations by 1985) and the
positioning of women in influential global and regional decision-making fo-
rums related to labor and land rights. Other outcomes included the develop-
ment of the Commission on the Status of Women, which organized the first
three World Conferences on Women (Mexico [1975], Copenhagen [1980],
and Nairobi [1985]), and the addition of indicators of women’s inclusion
and gender inequalities among key development indicators, such as literacy
(Zinsser, 1990). However, many feminist researchers and activists criticized
the top-down approach in these forums. Instead, they called for a radical
transformation of the social, economic, legal, and political power structures
that excluded women from planning and decision-making processes and
demanded their involvement—with guidance via a gender-analysis frame-
work—on policy formation (McFarland, 1988; Moser, 1989; Rowlands,
1995, 1997; Sen & Grown, 1987). Rowlands (1995, 1997) and Longwe
(1995a,b) further spoke of women’s empowerment in terms of women’s
ability to exert power over their lives and to resist and challenge those who
have power over their lives, both individually and collectively, recognizing
women’s capabilities and their entitlement to voice and influence in social
and political spaces. Longwe (1995a,b) described the empowerment process
as one of liberation, whereby women have to take the power to achieve
gender equality.

These approaches and resultant calls for women’s mobilization and
collective action, demanding their inclusion in vision setting and decision
making, were influenced by empowerment principles defined by Freire
(1978), a political philosopher and leader in the field of popular education.
Freire described empowerment as the process through which oppressed
groups cultivate a critical consciousness of their oppression to make de-
mands (e.g., a recognition of self-determined choice as an option) and then
move to action. Freire postulated that agency allows marginalized groups
to gain freedom from oppression and to achieve self-determination. In
1995, the Fourth World Conference on Women was held in Beijing, China.
This conference established a progressive and comprehensive blueprint for
advancing women’s rights that offered the first guidance rooted in Freire’s
concepts of empowerment, to ensure participatory action of civil society
and women’s movements for global decision making (UN, 1995). There is
some divergence on whether this empowerment is a zero-sum game, as some
would say those with power over women have to give that power up for
women to have agency over their own lives, where others view empower-
ment as a process that involves women owning their power over themselves
without others having to give up power in the process (Rowlands, 1995).
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Concurrently, from the mid-1970s to the mid-1990s, the field of eco-
nomics began to shift from views of poverty as the lack of basic necessities,
such as food, shelter, and clothing, to a capabilities approach, led by Sen
(2006) and Nussbaum (2011). This new approach considered the moral
values underlying human development and the need for positive freedom.
The approach called for a reconceptualization and enactment of develop-
ment processes to support people’s ability to be or do what they need for
their self-determined well-being (Gasper, 1997). Kabeer’s work on women
and development built upon and extended the capabilities approach by
documenting how women’s grassroots organizing empowered women in
ways that could have transformative impacts on their lives (Kabeer, 1999b).
This work also clarified the elements of women’s empowerment for de-
velopment as including enabling resources, multidimensional agency, and
self-defined achievements (Kabeer, 1999b). This conceptualization differed
somewhat from Freire’s view, which focused on women and explicitly
included enabling resources as part of the empowerment process rather
than as an input into empowerment. Nevertheless, Kabeer’s approach still
aligned with Freire’s in its recognition that collective mobilization is a
central dimension of agency in the empowerment process, and that several
dimensions of agency (e.g., critical awareness and action) are required to
achieve self-determined goals.

Following these transformations in theory, all UN Member States cre-
ated and ratified the UN Millennium Development Goals (MDGs) for
2000-2015 and then the SDGs for 2015-2030. MDGs and SDGs provided
normative roadmaps for development to achieve healthy and secure societ-
ies. Both sets of goals included the goal of achieving gender equality and
empowerment of all women and girls, covered first under MDG 3 and more
recently under SDG 5 (Jackson, 2007; Our World in Data Team, 2023).
SDG § targets are as follows:

e 5.1 End all forms of discrimination against all women and girls
everywhere.

e 5.2 Eliminate all forms of violence against all women and girls in
the public and private spheres, including trafficking and sexual and
other types of exploitation.

e 5.3 Eliminate all harmful practices, such as child, early, and forced
marriage and female genital mutilations.

® 5.4 Recognize and value unpaid care and domestic work through
the provision of public services, infrastructure, and social protec-
tion policies and the promotion of shared responsibility within the
household and the family as nationally appropriate.
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e 5.5 Ensure women’s full and effective participation and equal op-
portunities for leadership at all levels of decision making in politi-
cal, economic, and public life.

e 5.6 Ensure universal access to sexual and reproductive health and
reproductive rights as agreed in accordance with the Programme
of Action of the International Conference on Population and De-
velopment and the Beijing Platform for Action and the outcome
documents of their review conferences.

Concerns regarding the lack of clear metrics on empowerment were
identified first in the MDGs (Kabeer, 2005), with indicators focused on gen-
der inequalities, such as gender gaps in wages or education, or experiences
of gender-based violence, rather than empowerment. Many goals related
to existing SDG indicators, particularly those related to empowerment,
remain undefined, unmeasured, and untracked (Our World in Data Team,
2023). For example, indicators for monitoring sexual and reproductive
health and rights focus on contraceptive access and use but tend not to ad-
dress women’s reproductive choice and agency (Our World in Data Team,
2023; Raj et al., 2021). Researchers have argued that the world is not on
track to achieve existing targets for these indicators, even as a post-2030
agenda for women’s empowerment is being developed. These concerns have
given rise to theories and frameworks focused on women’s empowerment
across disciplines, to help transform lofty goals into concrete indicators for
monitoring progress.

REVIEW OF EXISTING FRAMEWORKS
ON WOMEN’S EMPOWERMENT

To understand existing guidance offered by frameworks of women’s
empowerment for socioeconomic development, the committee reviewed
conceptual models and frameworks that were designed explicitly for re-
search or the implementation of programs. The goal of this review was to
evaluate how existing frameworks include and define empowerment and
its subconstructs.

Our review found a shared recognition of empowerment as a trans-
formative process contributing to self-determination, but there was di-
vergence across frameworks, primarily in terms of purpose and intended
audience, level of specificity of constructs, and development outcomes of
focus (see Appendix B for a summary of frameworks reviewed). Purposes
and anticipated audiences were varied and included global and key national
program and policy constituents, organizational and system-change leaders,
and researchers working in measurement and evaluation. The frameworks
were largely designed to highlight elements of women’s empowerment and
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pathways to increase it. In turn, the frameworks illustrated how women’s
empowerment may influence women’s health and development outcomes
in low- and middle-income countries (LMICs), particularly among low-
resourced and socially marginalized populations. Our review did not iden-
tify frameworks focused specifically on the role of population dynamics in
the conceptualization of connections between women’s empowerment and
global socioeconomic development. The remainder of this section outlines
key findings regarding

e The conceptualization of empowerment by purpose of the frame-
work (e.g., for theory synthesis or research application);

e Definitions of the components or elements of empowerment; and

e Specific outcomes or achievements related to women’s empowerment.

Conceptualizing Empowerment

Most of the frameworks we reviewed referenced Kabeer’s definition
of women’s empowerment, encompassing enabling resources, agency, and
achievements as described above (Kabeer, 1999b). Some frameworks also
explicitly referenced Freire’s conceptual definitions of critical consciousness,
oppression and backlash, and mobilization (Freire, 1978). Across all frame-
works, and consistent with the theories of Kabeer and Freire, agency and
critical consciousness to achieve self-determination were central to under-
standing empowerment. All frameworks and their theoretical foundations
emphasized the role of women and girls as actors for self-determination,
and many recognized the value of participatory action to create change at
the levels of the individual and the collective.

Theoretical Frameworks

Frameworks developed for theoretical understanding of women’s em-
powerment have come from economics, political science, psychology, and
public health. Women’s empowerment in the field of development econom-
ics has been led by the work of Kabeer, who defined empowerment as “the
process by which those who have been denied the ability to make choices
acquire such an ability” (1999a, p. 437), profiling resources, agency, and
achievements as the key components of women’s empowerment. Con-
versely, Kabeer defined disempowerment as occurring when choice is denied
due to past social, economic, or political inequalities (Kabeer, 1999a). Many
of the concepts central to this work were originally built on Kabeer’s work
in Bangladesh. Choice can be denied due to biased and discriminatory laws
or policies, and inequitable social and gender norms (Bill & Melinda Gates
Foundation, 2018; Kabeer, 1999a; van Eerdewijk et al., 2017). Hence,
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Kabeer recognized the empowerment process as operating at multiple lev-
els (Kabeer, 1999a; Sharaunga et al., 2019). Longwe’s (1995a,b) women’s
empowerment framework also describes empowerment as the process or
“route” by which women change the practices and laws that discriminate
against them. Longwe developed this framework based on her work in
Zambia and other parts of Africa, with an eye toward human rights and
liberation processes. The framework describes five levels of empowerment:
welfare, access, conscientization, mobilization, and control.

Frameworks for Measurement and Evaluation

Researchers have also produced applied frameworks for survey design
and program evaluation, particularly in the fields of women’s economic
development and poverty alleviation. The framework of Sharaunga et al.
(2019), developed to guide research on food security and women’s eco-
nomic agency, describes empowerment in the Kabeer tradition—as a mul-
tidimensional process of increasing individuals’ and groups’ capabilities
(e.g., enabling resources and multidimensional agency) to make choices
and to transform those choices into desired actions and economic security
outcomes. Other women’s economic empowerment frameworks, also often
guided by Kabeer, include indicators of agency as a combination of women’s
economic decision-making power, control over income and expenditures,
community leadership, control over time allocation, and confidence in
handling one’s own financial well-being (Kumari, 2020). Empowerment
programming frameworks from the field of economics focus on capacity
building with women and accountability with institutions, to ensure struc-
tural equality of opportunity and support for women, again connecting
agency and resources for empowerment, in the economic sector (Mosedale,
2006; Narayan-Parker, 2002).

The Women’s and Girls’ Empowerment in Sexual and Reproductive
Health framework applies Kabeer’s framework to reproductive health re-
search (Karp et al., 2020; Wood et al., 2021) but also emphasizes agency in
the form of motivational autonomy (e.g., the ability to act on choices; Don-
ald et al., 2020) to support contraceptive choice and use. The framework of
Edmeades et al. (2018) focuses on reproductive health and rights. For pur-
poses of measurement and monitoring programs, they define empowerment
as power-choice-act: the power to act on choice, freedom of choice, and the
ability to voice and act on one’s choice as it relates to family planning and
fertility practices (Edmeades et al., 2018). Raj et al’s EMERGE framework
(2024), designed for national survey data and measurement in health and
development, merges Kabeer’s and Freire’s theories to elucidate elements
of the empowerment process. They view Kabeer’s theory of empowerment
as centralizing resources as the mechanism for agency and for prioritizing
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policy and asset-focused interventions at scale; and they view Freire as cen-
tralizing collective action as the mechanism for agency, predicated on criti-
cal consciousness of disempowerment to achieve agency as empowerment,
and emphasizing community-based interventions for change. Hence, Raj et
al. describe these approaches as both complementary and overlapping, and
they apply them in their EMERGE framework to describe the empower-
ment process as ranging from critical consciousness and choice to agency,
with agency defined as a “can, resist, and act” dynamic, to achievement of
self-determined goals (Raj et al., 2021, 2024).

The Bill & Melinda Gates Foundation commissioned the development
of a framework to guide their funding priorities and research and evalua-
tion targets, and to document program and policy impacts for women and
development. They define empowerment as an expansion of women’s and
girls’ choice and voice through the transformation of gendered power rela-
tions, so women and girls have more control or autonomy over their lives
and futures (Bill & Melinda Gates Foundation, 2018; van Eerdewijk et
al., 2017). Their framework includes feminist theories from anthropology
and sociology, as well as from economics and health, inclusive of Kabeer
and Freire. The framework also emphasizes the importance of qualita-
tive research for women’s empowerment, given its nonlinear process and
context-specific concerns (Bill & Melinda Gates Foundation, 2018; van
Eerdewijk et al., 2017).

Frameworks Focused on Structural Empowerment

Some frameworks present empowerment as a process that exists in
a context of pre-existing opportunities and constraints, and that thus re-
quires focus on the preconditions in which women have or do not have the
capacity to freely decide or act to improve their position or status (Galié
& Farnworth, 2019). Structures can include patterns of relationships and
interactions, institutional and family norms and conventions, and policy en-
vironments that reinforce and legitimize social hierarchies, including those
that devalue women and girls as compared with men and boys (Mosedale,
2005, 2006). The structures can vary by population and context (Richard-
son, 2018a,b). These frameworks emphasize policy and social change as
well as the opportunities that can come from social movements, and they
focus on societal-level structures of accountability.

Conceptualizing Agency

Definitions of agency show some variation across frameworks. Kabeer
defines agency as the ability to reflect on and to self-determine one’s goals
and then to engage in actions individually and/or collectively to achieve
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those goals (Kabeer, 1999b). Donald et al. (2020) built on this definition by
synthesizing existing elements of agency, including motivational autonomy
(e.g., self-determined choice to achieve one’s goals; Deci & Ryan, 1991),
perceptions of control, chosen decision-making authority, efficacy to initi-
ate and engage in actions (e.g., bargaining or negotiation) to achieve goals
(McElroy & Horney, 1981), and collective action. Karp et al. also use this
approach in their framework (Karp et al., 2020; Moreau et al., 2020). Yount
et al. (2023) elaborated a comprehensive, multidimensional definition of
women’s generalized agency that more clearly defines and operationalizes
some of its understudied dimensions, including intrinsic agency or “power
within” (Miedema et al., 2018; Sinharoy et al., 2023; Yount et al., 2020),
instrumental agency or “power to” (Seymour et al., 2024; Sinharoy et al.,
2023; Yount et al., 2023), and collective agency or “power with” (Delea et
al., 2021; Yount et al., 2020, 2023). Others hold similar definitions, with
recognition of agency at the levels of the individual to the collective but
using different terminology and emphasizing the role of safety and freedom
from backlash (e.g., negative response from those who oppose the actor’s
agency) as contexts facilitating agency (Bill & Melinda Gates Foundation,
2018; Raj et al., 2021, 2024; van Eerdewijk et al., 2017).

Resources, whether human, social, or material, are described in some
frameworks as part of the empowerment process (Edmeades et al., 2018;
Leder, 2016; Yount et al., 2020) because they are seen as potentiating
agency. In other frameworks, resources are described as inputs into the
empowerment process (Bill & Melinda Gates Foundation, 2018; van Ee-
rdewijk et al., 2017). Regardless of these distinctions, the frameworks rec-
ognize empowerment as a transformative process, and definitions of agency
across frameworks focus on expansion of choice and ability to use resources
and internal strengths toward achievement of self-determined goals. The
increasing awareness of an expanded landscape of choice (e.g., critical
consciousness) as part of the transformational process of empowerment is
sometimes defined as a resource (Bill & Melinda Gates Foundation, 2018),
sometimes described as a precursor to agency (Raj et al., 2021, 2024), and
sometimes considered part of agency itself (Donald et al., 2020; Kabeer,
1999b; Yount et al., 2020). Across these perspectives, critical consciousness
is often described in terms of increased awareness of restricted choice or
opportunity due to gender inequalities and gender-based oppression.

Conceptualizing Achievements (Outcomes) of Empowerment

Achievements are the outcomes or results of agentic actions. Empow-
erment frameworks were mostly created to target sector-specific outcomes
such as health, water and sanitation outcomes, sexual and reproductive
health and rights, agriculture, and nutrition (Caruso et al., 2022; Edmeades
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et al., 2018; Karp et al., 2020; Sharaunga et al., 2019; Singh et al., 2022a;
Sinharoy et al., 2023; Wood et al., 2021). Frameworks that specified achieve-
ments or outcomes often prioritized outcomes defined by the researchers
and not necessarily outcomes defined by the populations of focus. Kabeer
notes that adherence to an empowerment framework requires goals that
are determined by those engaged in the process rather than by the sectors
providing services or conducting the research; it is important to consider
choice and preference of the populations of focus in measurement (Kabeer,
1999b). Outcomes are not characteristics of agentive acts; they are conse-
quences of these acts (Bandura, 2001). It is important for outcomes to be
recognized at the individual level, using measures of self-determined goals
and self-actualization (Raj et al., 2021, 2024; Yount et al., 2023), and at the
collective community, societal, or even global levels, using indicators such
as political representation, shared assets, collective efficacy and action, and
equitable social and gender norms (Singh et al., 2022a).

Visualization of Empowerment Based on Existing Theories

Based on the critical elements of empowerment that cut across disci-
plines, the following broad concepts emerge for consideration: resources
and the enabling environment; individual and collective agency as a key
element of empowerment; and achievement of goals toward self-determi-
nation, or in the case of collective agency, toward collective determination
and universal human rights. At the national and global scales, equitable
human development goals can be considered, in which all people experience
security, well-being, dignity, freedom, and social inclusion in a sustainable
environment (Figure 2-1).

Resources and Multidimensional .
Achievement of

Goals

Enabling Multilevel
Environment Agency

FIGURE 2-1 Visualization of women’s empowerment, building on existing theories.
SOURCE: Developed by the committee.

Measuring Women’s Empowerment

Measurement of women’s empowerment varies across studies. Research
to evaluate the validity and reliability of existing measures is lacking (Don-
ald et al., 2020; Richardson, 2018a,b; Samari, 2019; Yount et al., 2018b)
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though several new measurement initiatives are expected to yield results in
the coming years. Currently, measurement of empowerment often focuses
on selected indicators of resources and agency, with much of the published
research on LMICs coming from publicly available, multinational surveys
such as the Demographic and Health Surveys (DHS; Croft et al., 2023). The
DHS includes the following indicators of resources: schooling attainment,
having a bank account, and ownership of selected assets (including a house,
land, and mobile phone; Croft et al., 2023). The DHS also includes the fol-
lowing indicators of what researchers define as agency: decision making and
freedom of movement, as well as attitudinal variables related to the accept-
ability of partner violence against wives (Basu & Koolwal, 2005; Ewerling
et al., 2020; Gram et al., 2019; Jennings et al., 2014; Nahar & Mengo,
2022; Priya et al., 2021; Richardson, 2018b; Upadhyay & Karasek, 2012).
These variables generally align with the field’s broad definition of agency
as the ability to exert control over one’s life and to pursue self-defined
goals (Alkire, 2008; Beyers et al., 2003; Poteat et al., 2018), aligning with
Kabeer’s (1999b) prior definition of empowerment.

Views on the measurable aspects of agency can be somewhat diver-
gent by field (Beyers et al., 2003; Steckermeier, 2019; Williams & Merten,
2014). In the fields of psychology and philosophy, agency is often described
as having control over one’s circumstances, behavior, and behavioral con-
sequences, aligning with the idea of agency as autonomy. Both social and
community psychology include collective agency as operating in a similar
vein but with the collective seeking control over their shared circumstances,
behavior, and consequences. In economics, agency aligns conceptually with
the concept of bargaining power, or the relative ability of parties to exert
influence over each other for final decision making (Donald et al., 2020;
Gammage et al., 2016). This is similar to the concept of autonomy, though
social change is usually not emphasized as an outcome in the autonomy
literature. Some scholars have conceptualized interpersonal agency as the
relative bargaining power of individuals, such as between members of a
household (Basu et al., 2006; Rangel & Thomas, 2019) or between em-
ployees and employers (Biasi & Sarsons, 2022), while others have focused
on collective bargaining between groups (Folbre, 1995). Perspectives across
these fields emphasize clarity on perceptions and goals, and offer insight
into both individuals and collectives acting for self-determination. In terms
of the role of bargaining in the context of agency, feminist researchers
discuss subtle, implicit strategies used by women, such as reliance on kin
networks (Friedemann-Sanchez, 2006) as well as covert behaviors employed
to achieve goals, with the intention of avoiding potential or anticipated
backlash, such as covert contraceptive use (Gibbs & Hatcher, 2020; Heck
et al., 2018; Raj et al., 2021, 2024; Scrimshaw, 1978; Yount, 2011). Gram
et al. (2019) and Raj et al. (2024) highlight certain key features that can
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be considered to measure and understand empowerment: (a) operation
at multiple levels, from individual to household to collective to societal;
(b) influenced by internal psychological and emotional barriers as well as
external interpersonal, community, and systemic barriers; (c) influenced by
past experiences, current circumstances, or fears of the future; and (d) can
be enacted independently (self-initiated) or externally (via resources, op-
portunities, or policies).

Understanding agency also requires an understanding of individual or
collective preference to act. For some, the preference to act is described
as a process of critical consciousness. This process is characterized by an
emerging recognition of options in one’s life beyond what has been pre-
sented or is expected based on one’s social role, value, or positioning, along
with the emerging aspiration or goal to select one of these options toward
self-determination (Cadenas et al., 2022; Freire, 1978). This process can
occur at the individual or the collective level (e.g., self-help groups, commu-
nity coalitions, informal social networks; Zimmerman, 2000). For women’s
collectives, this process has been operationalized as shared awareness of
gender inequalities (Eger et al., 2018) and the development of shared goals
or aspirations that can directly address structural sexism (Gurrieri et al.,
2022). The process is affected by changes in sociocultural factors and in the
resources available to women, which alter the conditions for preference to
act. The process of changing conditions can also be applied at the societal
level, via women’s autonomous social movements (Htun & Weldon, 2012).
For example, #MeToo was a global movement of predominantly women
who collectively chose to mobilize against sexual harassment, coercion, and
violence aimed at women in the workplace, and to demand retribution from
those who perpetrated those crimes (Lee & Murdie, 2021; Vogelstein &
Stone, 2021). The consciousness raising and actions in #MeToo predicated
change (Lee & Murdie, 2021; Vogelstein & Stone, 2021).

Surveys like the DHS include only a few variables related to preference
to act, or choice, as part of understanding agency in empowerment (Basu
& Koolwal, 2005; Ewerling et al., 2020; Jennings et al., 2014; Nahar &
Mengo, 2022; Upadhyay & Karasek, 2012). Variables in the DHS prioritize
preferences regarding fertility goals (e.g., ideal number and sex of children),
desire for and timing of pregnancy, and access to and choice of contracep-
tives. The limited scope of the questions has been used to explain mixed
findings regarding associations between “empowerment” indicators (e.g.,
decision-making agency, freedom of movement) and outcomes (Ewerling et
al., 2020; Jennings et al., 2014). For example, a study using DHS data from
Sub-Saharan Africa examined associations between women’s empowerment
and men’s involvement in women’s antenatal care attendance and found
mixed results by country. Authors noted that data on women’s desire for
male partner attendance could clarify findings (Jennings et al., 2014).
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SUMMARY AND CONCLUSIONS

This literature review shows that considerable cross-disciplinary work
has been invested in developing frameworks of women’s empowerment. De-
spite some inconsistency in term usage and definitions, our review identified
a general agreement across frameworks that empowerment is a transfor-
mative process through which individual women and women’s collectives
come to recognize options beyond those relegated to them, generate new
aspirations, set goals, and become agents of social change. Women enact
agency using internal and external resources and opportunities, and they
achieve goals for self- or collective benefit. Empowerment and agency are
lynchpins of goal achievement, and the combination of enabling resources
(which may expand options) and awareness of those options may lead to
action for achievements, as defined individually or by the collective.

Despite general agreement on key aspects of empowerment, several
gaps in these frameworks are notable. First, their application for under-
standing socioeconomic development and population dynamics tends to be
limited. Also, despite conceptual reference to the individual and collective
levels, and to a lesser degree structures and organizations, multilevel eco-
logical considerations are generally ill defined or entirely lacking from these
frameworks. Moreover, most of the frameworks were designed for specific
sectors and thus focus on sector-specific (often researcher-defined) outcomes
rather than on socioeconomic development writ large. Furthermore, while
the frameworks largely suggest that the expansion of enabling resources
could shape and foster the empowerment process (e.g., from expanded
choice to agency to achievements), none were explicit in offering guidance
on opportunities to create change (e.g., enforcement of existing policies and
laws, creation and enforcement of new policies, creation and sustainment of
community support groups, the double-edged role of the media). Perhaps
most importantly, comprehensive frameworks focused on the relation of
women’s empowerment with population dynamics—alone and in tandem
with socioeconomic development—were lacking, despite the centrality of
women’s reproductive lives, other population dynamics, other dimensions
of health and well-being, and socioeconomic development itself as determi-
nants and outcomes of women’s resources and agency.

Similarly, measurement of empowerment is limited and could be
strengthened by greater focus on understanding agency and its associated
constructs at multiple levels, and the constructs’ connection with popula-
tion dynamics and socioeconomic development. Furthermore, additional
work is necessary to assess measurement properties and cross-context,
cross-time comparability of existing measures using state-of-the-art ap-
proaches to measurement assessment.
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The gaps and limitations of the existing frameworks indicate that a
new framework is necessary—one that focuses on the process of women’s
empowerment and that centralizes women’s agency to explain their role in
population dynamics and socioeconomic development. Such a framework
could also advance an understanding of the constructs of agency that can
be measured and evaluated to improve the array of outcomes in these two
domains.
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A New Conceptual Framework to
Understand Women’s Empowerment,
Population Dynamics, and
Socioeconomic Development

This chapter presents the new conceptual framework proposed by the
committee, building on existing frameworks, a review and synthesis of the
evidence base, and collective efforts to identify critical gaps and opportuni-
ties in the field. In this chapter, we describe the elements of the framework
at a high level, while subsequent chapters discuss these elements and sup-
porting literature in further detail. Our new conceptual framework (Figure
3-1) shows enabling resources (indicated here as levers for change) as po-
tential contributors to changes in women’s agency at multiple levels of the
social ecology. In turn, the process of women’s empowerment (i.e., changes
in women’s enabling resources and multilevel agency toward achievement
of self-determined goals) can affect, and can be affected by, changes in
socioeconomic development and population dynamics (indicated with bi-
directional arrows between these constructs). The dynamic, multilevel re-
lationships between the constructs of women’s empowerment, population
dynamics, and socioeconomic development are recognized to occur within a
broader historical, cultural, and sociopolitical contextual environment. This
environment may be enabling or restrictive and may ultimately moderate
associations between empowerment and priority outcomes, thus “condi-
tioning” the interrelationships between indicators of women’s empower-
ment, population dynamics, and socioeconomic development. In the case of
some of the outcomes, the effects may unfold over generations.

The conceptual framework places women’s agency as the focal point.
Represented by the circle in Figure 3-1, women’s agency contains mul-
tiple levels, from societal to intrapersonal. Agency is a key component of
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empowerment. We believe that narrowing the focus to agency allows a
clearer view of women’s ability to act.

Levers for change, represented in the boxes on the left in Figure 3-1, are
the areas we felt could influence agency, and therefore represent potential
action items to effect change. These levers range from societal to community
to individual/interpersonal. There is a direct arrow between those levers
and agency.

The two boxes on the right in Figure 3-1 focus on key indicators of
socioeconomic development and population dynamics. The bidirectional ar-
rows between both boxes and women’s agency indicate that socioeconomic
development and population dynamics are influenced by and influence
agency.

The rightmost box in Figure 3-1 represents equitable development
goals. These include a set of outcome variables influenced directly by socio-
economic development and population dynamics, and indirectly by agency
and levers for change. All these areas fall within the context of the cultural
environment and moderators of that environment. Rather than referring to
these as social/cultural “determinants,” we prefer to use the word “influ-
ences,” which implies that sociocultural and environmental factors and their
moderators are amenable to change.

This new conceptual framework differs from earlier frameworks due to
its central focus on agency in the context of population dynamics, socioeco-
nomic factors, and sociocultural factors, and the influence of levers that are
possible to change. With the exception of the underlying sociocultural influ-
ences, each box or circle in the new conceptual framework is the subject
of a chapter in this report. Using a life-course perspective, our discussion
focused on the period of adolescence through adulthood, because many
elements of population dynamics and socioeconomic development have key
inflection points and opportunities at these life stages (Figure 3-2).

MULTILEVEL UNDERSTANDING OF WOMEN’S
AGENCY IN EMPOWERMENT

Our new conceptual framework profiles the multiple levels of wom-
en’s agency in adherence with ecological systems theory (Bronfenbrenner,
1979; Reifsnider et al., 2005), considering levers for change and agency
at individual, interpersonal, community, and societal levels. With this un-
derstanding, we clarify that empowerment processes operate within and
across levels of the social ecology. For example, increases (or decreases) in
one woman’s empowerment are related to increases (or decreases) in the
empowerment of women’s collectives at the community and societal levels.
Our new conceptual framework emphasizes agency as a core component
of empowerment, central to empowerment as a transformative process. In
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Birth to Infancy
(<1 year)

Elder to Mortality Early Childhood
(65+ years) (1-4 years)

Aging . Childhood
(50-64 years) (5-9 years)

_— »
— Political
participation

Sexual initiation and

ecent work union formation

and sustainable
Adulthood livelihoods

(25-49 years) Fertility and

family planning

Maternal health
and childcare Safety

Early Adolescence

(10-14 years)

Social capital and

social protection \ Fducational

achievement

Young Adulthood .,

(20-24 years) (15-19 years)

FIGURE 3-2 Women’s empowerment and the life course.

NOTES: This figure presents some key inflection points in the life course at which
changes in women’s empowerment are most likely to affect population dynamics
(red) and socioeconomic outcomes (green). The figure is illustrative and does not
cover all potential outcomes or all the ways that these metrics may manifest across
all life stages. We highlight some of these outcomes to illustrate why much of the
work we present focuses on women’s years of menarche to childbearing and of
secondary education to employment. These are also the years on which much of the
literature is focused, for similar reasons.

SOURCE: Developed by the committee.

this new framework, agency is considered at the individual, interpersonal,
community, and societal levels.

Individual-level agency involves expansion in one’s intrinsic ability to
alter their circumstances in context but not directly in relation to others.
Individual agency includes the efficacy or felt capacity to enact change and
the motivation to enact change or the actions of change. Examples include
voting, seeking an abortion, or escaping an abusive marriage. In these cases,
a woman may act covertly, without the engagement or even knowledge of
others in her household or family, or even in the absence of laws protect-
ing or permitting these rights. Some have argued that this level of agency
is decontextualized, as if occurring in a vacuum (Khader, 2016). Our new
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conceptual framework of women’s empowerment explicitly shows how
women’s individual agency relates with other levels of agency and is condi-
tioned on the broader social and cultural context (Figure 3-1). As such, our
framework recognizes that one woman’s actions may have differing con-
sequences that depend upon the family, community, and societal contexts
in which she is embedded, with important implications for investments in
broader social, structural, and policy change.

Interpersonal agency entails the power to exercise one’s capabilities vis-
a-vis someone else, particularly one with greater authority in the relation-
ship, and to do so even in the face of resistance from others. Some use the
term instrumental agency to describe women’s actions in relation to others
(Jones et al., 2020a). We emphasize the term interpersonal agency to align
with its socioecological framework and to differentiate agentic acts that
women enact alone (individual agency) from those that women enact in re-
lation to others (interpersonal agency). For women, interpersonal agency is
often thought of as occurring within the context of households or families,
relative to a spouse or in-laws (Malhotra, 2002). However, interpersonal
agency can also occur in communities (e.g., with neighbors) or in work
environments (e.g., with co-workers). Women’s interpersonal agency may
be enacted through increasing voice or the ability to articulate practical
needs, personal views, and strategic interests that may oppose the dominant
norm in the context of power relations (Gammage et al., 2016; Klugman et
al., 2014) and through increasing influence in decisions in which preferred
outcomes differ across actors in these various contexts (Abbink et al., 2020;
Ashraf, 2009; Doss, 2013; McElroy & Horney, 1981). These acts can be
transformational in women’s social positioning and gender relations in
households, families, communities, and work environments.

Community-level agency involves engagement in or leadership of com-
munity-based formal groups or informal networks characterized by shared
awareness of gender inequalities (Eger et al., 2018), shared goals or aspira-
tions for change, shared confidence in the ability to act on these goals or
aspirations (Bandura, 2001), the coordinated articulation of these goals
and aspirations (Gammage et al., 2016), or influential joint actions in the
pursuit of shared goals or aspirations (Kabeer, 2011). Community-level
agency may be enacted in women’s collectives, which engage in community
mobilization and participatory action, and have been used effectively to
improve the conditions of women’s lives with respect to their health, politi-
cal participation, and economic position (Biskupski-Mujanovic & Najjar,
2020; Brody et al., 2015; Prost et al., 2013). Community-level agency may
also be enacted through women’s mobilization to increase the presence of
women in public spaces, often including freedom from harassment and
abuse (Boyer, 2023; Gardner et al., 2017; Yount et al., 2017).
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Societal agency involves changing and improving life circumstances,
not just for oneself or those within a collective but for the wider benefit of
others. To that end, such agency often takes the form of social movements
affecting large geographic areas, from cities to nations to transnational
environments, and includes efforts to change structures and policies that
maintain sexism and heterosexism in society (Beckwith, 2000; Hurwitz
& Taylor, 2012; Ray & Korteweg, 1999). Much work in this area comes
from the field of political science, in which different terms (e.g., “women’s
movements,” “feminist movements,” “women in social movements,” “au-
tonomous feminist social movements”) yield somewhat different definitions
(Beckwith, 2000; Htun & Weldon, 2012; Hurwitz & Taylor, 2012; Ray
& Korteweg, 1999). Nonetheless, this work broadly recognizes that these
movements often align with or are in response to sociopolitical conditions
that the movement deems objectionable, and that movements may take on
transformative or even revolutionary tones, with collectively determined
goals that drive social and political change. Fukuda-Parr (2003) argued that
these types of movements “have been the essential motor behind progress in
achieving major policy shifts necessary for human development, such as the
recognition of gender equality, the need to protect the environment, or the
promotion and protection of a comprehensive set of human rights” (p. 309).

Empowerment Constructs and Terminology

While there is overlap in conceptualization of empowerment and its
operation across levels, some inconsistency exists in definitions and terms
across studies, and these disciplinary differences in terminology can con-
tribute to confusion. For example, for some in the fields of education, psy-
chology, and public health, choice in critical consciousness is distinct from
agency or embeds agency, particularly as collective action, within it (Allen,
2008; Diemer et al., 2017; Freire, 1978; Orsini et al., 2022; Seider et al.,
2020). However, other researchers in the fields of economics, sociology,
and global development view critical consciousness as a form of agency,
specifically defining it as one dimension of intrinsic agency (Bernheim &
Whinston, 1985; Jones et al., 2020a; Martimort & Stole, 2009; Navarro-
Mantas et al., 2022; Poudel et al., 2022; Yount et al., 2020). Similarly, as
discussed in Chapter 2, we noted some disciplinary differences in the use
of agency. With consideration of these disciplinary perspectives, Box 3-1
presents key concepts indicative of various dimensions of agency.

Women’s goals and aspirations are central to an understanding of
women’s agency in the empowerment process. In research and practice, this
perspective requires attention to women’s voices, to know their desires and
preferences rather than assuming these based on a priori-determined global
health or development goals (Rappaport, 1995; Zimmerman, 2000). Other
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BOX 3-1
Key Constructs of Agency

«  Critical awareness of rights and historical denial of rights

»  Locus of control

- Sense of agency (subjective awareness of control)

- Aspirations and goal setting (expanded personal or shared choice)
- Self-efficacy (self-confidence, self-awareness of one’s capabilities)
+  Motivational autonomy (internal versus external motivation)

» Decision making

+ Bargaining/influence in decisions involving others

»  Acting on goals

+  Freedom of movement (including in previously male-dominated spaces)
»  Voice (expressing views that may oppose dominant norms)

«  Collective aspirations and goal setting (expanded shared choice)

«  Collective efficacy (shared awareness of collective capabilities)

SOURCE: Committee generated.

factors important to attend to include the sense of control as well as the
cognitive space that individuals and groups need to set well-defined goals
(Donald et al., 2020), as well as their internal motivation to pursue self-
determined goals (Ryan & Deci, 2000) or their shared motivation to pur-
sue collectively determined goals. Crucially, understanding and measuring
agency requires some knowledge of an individual’s or a collective’s goals.
Observed behaviors that are presumed to be agentic, such as the use of
a contraceptive method or employment, may be due to external pressures
(e.g., coercive programs or poverty) or social expectations rather than to
personal preferences or internal motivations; hence, observed behaviors
may not be indicators of agency (Donald et al., 2020; Malhotra & Mather,
1997; Raj et al., 2021; Yount et al., 2020). Conversely, preferences do not
always result in observed behavioral agency, as inaction may be the choice
taken due to resigned adaptation (Sen, 1987), fear of backlash (Kandiyoti,
1988; Komter, 1989), or the anticipated costs of action (Agarwal, 1997).
Hence, it is important for preferences and agency to be understood in
tandem with elucidating an individual or group’s transformative goal set-
ting and actions toward goal achievement (Allen, 2008; Diemer et al.,
2017; Freire, 1978; Orsini et al., 2022; Seider et al., 2020). Furthermore,
these choices rely both on women’s critical awareness of options and on
conditions or resources in the environment that expand the opportunities
available to women to consider an extended set of choices. Throughout our
new conceptual framework, these resources are contained in socioeconomic
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development, population dynamics, and the sociocultural environment. The
reciprocal nature of these relationships illustrates empowerment as a trans-
formative process at multiple interrelated levels over time.

Population Dynamics

Population dynamics involve the growth, composition, and distribution
of the population, with studies analyzing patterns of fertility, mortality, and
migration globally or in given geographic areas, as well as the effects of a
changing ecology on these dynamics (National Research Council, 1994).
Given our charge to understand whether and how women’s empowerment
affects socioeconomic development directly or indirectly via population
dynamics, we focus foremost on the following:

o Fertility preferences and outcomes: family size, birth spacing, and
child sex composition (i.e., desired versus achieved number and
sex distribution of surviving children); population growth; desired
versus achieved timing, number, and spacing of pregnancies; con-
traceptive preferences, access, and use.

o Sexual initiation and union formation: first sexual encounter, first
sexual union, cohabitation, and first formal marriage (i.e., marriage
celebrated and recorded according to local law and custom).

e  Migration: internal (within country) rural-to-urban migration as
well as international migration, voluntary and involuntary/forced
migration, migration intentions and outcomes for women, women
left behind.

e Morbidity and mortality: gender differences in life expectancy,
mortality, and morbidity, with emphasis on maternal and child
mortality, including age at death and sex differences in child death
and in maternal morbidity and mortality.

®  Health: the state of complete physical, mental, and social well-
being and not merely the absence of disease or infirmity (World
Health Organization [WHO] 1948) is included in our new con-
ceptual framework as part of both population dynamics and so-
cioeconomic development, because of its fundamental relevance
in both areas. Given that our framework also includes outcomes
such as social connectedness, resilience, and overall well-being, in
subsequent chapters health primarily refers to physical and mental

health.

Socioeconomic Development

Socioeconomic development is the sustained improvement in the social
and economic well-being of the population, encompassing standard of
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living (e.g., income per capita, poverty rates, and food security), human
development (e.g., education and health), civil engagement, social cohe-
sion, and state capacity (Ruck et al., 2020). Socioeconomic development
definitionally requires equitable achievement of these goals across groups
in society, including by gender (Chowa, 2019). Reducing the breadth and
depth of inequality in the achievement of socioeconomic goals is thus a
core component of development. As shown in our new conceptual frame-
work (Figure 3-1), indicators of socioeconomic development are proximal
outcomes that may contribute to broader aspirations for society, including
human rights and dignity.

The indicators of socioeconomic development we have chosen are tied
to global development goals and include the following:

e Educational achievements: These indicators relate to Sustainable
Development Goal (SDG) 4 and refer not only to the number of
years of education obtained by individuals in the population but
also to the quality of that education and the skills (technical and
socioemotional) imparted. While this indicator primarily concerns
children and adolescents, it also includes achievement of “lifelong
learning opportunities for all” (United Nations [UN], 2023).

e Decent work and sustainable livelihoods: These indicators relate to
SDGs 1 and 8 and entail the ability to find a high-quality job and
to earn an income. The International Labour Organization (ILO)
defines decent work as productive work for women and men in
conditions of freedom, equity, security, and human dignity (ILO,
1999). This definition implies that everyone who wants to work
should be able to do so, whether in self-employment, unpaid family
work, or wage employment in informal or formal sectors.

o Social capital and connection: Social capital has been defined as
“an instantiated informal norm that promotes co-operation be-
tween two or more individuals” (Fukuyama, 2001, p. 7) or as the
“features of social organization such as networks, norms, and so-
cial trust that facilitate coordination and cooperation for mutual
benefit” (Putnam, 1995, p. 67). Social capital contributes to social
connectedness, or the degree to which people have relationships
that create a sense of belonging, care, value, and support (Centers
for Disease Control and Prevention, 2024).

e Social protection: This relates to SDGs 1 and 2, and is achieved
when the poor are protected from both transitory poverty (e.g.,
due to economic shocks) and chronic poverty (e.g., persistent food
insecurity) through policies and programs designed to provide sup-
port to individuals and households facing social and economic risks
(Devereux, 2001; Hulme & Shepherd, 2003).
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e Political participation and good governance: Political participation
involves people developing and expressing their opinions on the
world and how it is governed, and their participation and efforts
to shape the political environment and policy decisions that af-
fect their lives. Political participation is a core principle of human
rights and a condition for effective democracies (United Nations
for Human Rights Office of the High Commissioner [UNHCR],
2021). More broadly, good governance requires transparent and
accountable processes and institutions, an efficient and effective
public sector that is responsive to citizens’ preferences, and respect
for the rule of law (UNHCR, n.d.).

e Peace, security, and safety from violence: This construct relates to
SDG 16 and includes safety from all forms of violence, including
those related to war or violent conflict, criminal violence, gender-
based violence, violence against children, and workplace violence.
As such, it is also related to SDG 5. “Safety” from violence entails
not only that individuals are protected from violence occurring but
also that, if violence is perpetrated, the victims are offered adequate
resources to heal physically and mentally, and that steps are put in
place to prevent reoccurrence.

e Climate resilience: This construct relates to SDG 13 and entails the
individual and collective ability to mitigate, adapt to, and recover
from climate-related shocks and stressors (e.g., extreme weather
such as heat waves, heavy rain and floods, and droughts). Effec-
tive resilience planning also considers chronic challenges, such as
the deterioration of air quality and shifts in population migration
related to climate.

e Health: (see above).

Equitable Development Goals

Socioeconomic development has a role in supporting equitable human
development goals, which are the higher-level goals anticipated when basic
needs are met, human capabilities are realized, and human rights are guar-
anteed. Foundational documents from the UN, including the UN Declara-
tion of Human Rights 1948 (UN, 1948), the 1987 Brundtland Report from
the UN World Commission on Environment and Development (Brundtland,
1987), and the first UN Development Programme Human Development
Report from 1990 (UNDP, 1990), describe equitable development goals as
security, well-being, freedom, dignity, inclusion, and sustainability. These
goals also align with the 2015 UN SDGs with expectations of 2030 achieve-
ments (UN, 2015), as well as the planning occurring for the post-2030
agenda (Lutz & Pachauri, 2023; see Box 3-2 for detailed definitions of
these goals).
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BOX 3-2
Equitable Development Goals

Security

Security includes both economic and human security. Economic security is the
ability of individuals, households, and communities to meet their basic economic
needs, including food, shelter, and clothing. The right to work and earn gainful
livelihoods and fair wages can help ensure economic security, but state-supported
health, education, welfare, and environmental programs also are important (In-
ternational Committee of the Red Cross, 2015). Human security is the ability of
individuals, households, and communities to ensure that their physical safety and
health needs are met, and their lives are free of fear (e.g., conflict, crime, natural
disasters, and disease) and free from want (e.g., poverty, lack of nutrition) (King
& Murray, 2001).

Well-Being

Well-being is broadly defined as encompassing happiness, life satisfaction, and
fulfillment (Becchetti & Pelloni, 2013; Dahl, 2012; DeNeve & Sachs, 2020; WHO,
n.d.); positive social connection, integration, and coherence (Keyes & Shapiro,
2004; Larson, 1993; VanderWeele et al., 2019); and the ability to meaningfully
and purposefully contribute to the world (VanderWeele et al., 2019; WHO, n.d.).

Freedom

Freedom is the right to lead one’s life as one wishes, as long as one does not
infringe on the rights and freedom of others. Negative freedom involves nonin-
terference by others, while positive freedom involves the removal of constraints
that impede one’s ability to achieve their full potential as they wish (Sen, 1999).
Importantly, however, if others, such as the state, impose positive freedom, this
can undermine an individual’s negative freedom, as the individual may not agree
with the state (other) on how to achieve one’s goals or potential. Families, com-
munities, or the state can impose coercive constraints on individuals and groups,
and social inequalities and discriminatory norms influence the individuals and
groups who may be targeted (Vasquez et al., 2021).

Dignity

Dignity is the condition in which one is recognized and treated as having inherent
value—that is, value beyond what they can offer in terms of their utility or abili-
ties—and receives respect and ethical treatment from their family, peers, com-
munities, and government. Dignity requires that no human or state treat another
human with contempt, abuse, alienation, exploitation, or discrimination, and that
all people are worthy of having their basic needs met and being treated equiva-
lently under law (Gewirth, 1992).

Inclusion

Inclusion refers to the ability of individuals, regardless of their backgrounds or
identities, to participate actively in economic, social, and political processes. An
inclusive approach to development requires challenging both formal institutions
and informal institutions (norms) that marginalize individuals or groups based on
gender, race, ethnicity, religion, class, caste, sexual orientation, or other identities
(Pouw & Gupta, 2017; Yang et al., 2016).

continued
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BOX 3-2 Continued

Sustainability

Sustainability is the achievement of well-being and security in a balanced man-
ner that does not compromise the ability of future generations to meet their own
needs. For economic development to be sustainable, it requires the careful man-
agement of natural resources and consideration of environmental goals—such as
the conservation of biodiversity, promotion of healthy ecosystems, and tackling
climate change—alongside social and economic goals (Purvis et al., 2019).

SOURCE: Committee generated, based on definitions used in the literature (see citations).

Sociocultural Context

The empowerment process and its connection with population dynam-
ics, health, and socioeconomic development occur within a broader social
and cultural context that can facilitate or impede women’s empowerment
and its impacts. Numerous models of the sociocultural context exist for
understanding influences on population dynamics, health, and development
(Anderson et al., 2003; Scrimshaw et al., 2022; Solar & Irwin, 2010). This
report focuses on the sociocultural context for women’s empowerment. This
context includes informal rules or social norms; formal laws; and formal
structures including religion, government, education, economic stability,
healthcare systems, and political climates, including those that reinforce
structural oppressions and discrimination (e.g., Bergenfeld et al., 2021).

In this report, we define culture as the socially learned and shared sets
of values and meanings that can govern behavior (Institute of Medicine,
2002). Culture underlies the informal and formal rules in the sociocultural
context and can be modified by lived experience (Garro, 2000), creating
a dynamic sociocultural context that can change in ways that improve or
restrict women’s empowerment. Furthermore, the context often includes
social hierarchies and structural oppressions based on gender as well as reli-
gion, race, ethnicity, caste, geographic residence, and economic status. These
intersectional hierarchies and oppressions condition trajectories of empow-
erment for different groups of women and girls. As Sen and Ostlin note in
an analysis for WHO, “Gender norms and relations are a persistent basis
[for] social hierarchies and stratification]...], intersecting with social class,
ethnicity, education, occupation, and income; influencing socioeconomic
position and the distribution of other SDH [social determinants of health];
and being influenced by the wider socioeconomic and political context,
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culture, and societal norms and values” (2011, p. 74). More recent efforts
to diagnose repressive social and gender norms within institutional contexts
offer important examples of how formal and informal institutions (norms)
operate to sustain these social hierarchies (e.g., Bergenfeld et al., 2021).

The sociocultural context affecting women may often be most influ-
ential at the level of the family or extended family and in the community,
particularly in contexts in which women’s movement is restricted or options
beyond family responsibilities are limited. Here, social norms in terms of
what a person thinks others do (i.e., descriptive norms) and what a person
perceives others expect them to do (i.e., injunctive norms) can influence
women’s and girls’ opportunities (Raj et al., 2024; Weber et al., 2019).
Studies from across low- and middle-income country contexts show that
restrictive gender norms affect preferences and behaviors related to freedom
of movement, social interactions, sexuality and fertility practices, family
responsibilities and roles, and employment participation and opportunities
(Marcus, 2021; Weber et al., 2019). These norms can be particularly restric-
tive in rural settings, where cultural change via lived experience is slower
and there is less cultural diversity. However, even in the most restrictive
contexts, women overtly and covertly challenge familial norms, societal
norms, and formal laws (Scrimshaw, 1978, 1985). Also, cultural norms
and women’s responses to them change throughout the lifecycle. Social
and cultural contexts are considered in Chapter 6, which explores research
on the relationships between women’s empowerment and socioeconomic
development.

SUMMARY AND CONCLUSIONS

Women’s empowerment has long been hypothesized as an important
means to achieve development goals while also being a goal in itself;
however, little work has clarified the role of population dynamics in this
relationship at scale. The committee’s multidisciplinary review of existing
frameworks and theories of women’s empowerment led to a novel, compre-
hensive conceptual framework linking women’s empowerment, population
dynamics, and socioeconomic development, which addresses key gaps and
opportunities in the evidence base. This new conceptual framework can

e Guide a multilevel understanding of agency across the social
ecology;

e Consider population dynamics as a potential mechanism through
which empowerment can operate to support socioeconomic devel-
opment; and

¢ Elucidate necessary resources and how they can support empowerment.

Copyright National Academy of Sciences. All rights reserved.


https://nap.nationalacademies.org/catalog/27955?s=z1120

Women's Empowerment, Population Dynamics, and Socioeconomic Development

46 WOMEN’S EMPOWERMENT

The new conceptual framework is used in this report to guide an exami-
nation of the literature on the role of women’s empowerment on socioeco-
nomic development, both directly and indirectly via population dynamics.
Subsequent chapters examine empirical evidence to assess hypothesized
relationships in the framework, as well as programs and policies that may
serve as levers for change at various multilevel intervention points along
the model, potentially increasing women’s empowerment and ultimately
socioeconomic development. Research needs are identified in cases when
this evidence is weak or lacking.
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Women’s Empowerment and
Population Dynamics

This chapter provides a critical summary of scholarship on the rela-
tionship between women’s empowerment and population dynamics, with
a focus on the multilevel elements of agency that may influence population
dynamics. The committee acknowledges the bidirectionality of the relation-
ships examined and the largely associational nature of the evidence, and
emphasizes plausible causal studies in which women’s empowerment (e.g.,
an expansion in women’s resources, agency, or choice) affects population
dynamics. Also, while we recognize the relevance of population dynamics
at the community and societal levels for economic growth and socioeco-
nomic development—and, as such, we incorporate these levels in our new
conceptual framework—this chapter largely focuses on population dynam-
ics at individual and interpersonal levels. Hence, the chapter is structured
around sections discussing population outcomes—family formation and
fertility, migration, and mortality. Furthermore, as women’s and children’s
health are components of both population dynamics and socioeconomic
development, these concepts are briefly discussed in both this chapter and
Chapter 6 (socioeconomic development), and we also dedicate Chapter 5 to
a primary focus on health, as a bridge between the two domains. Figure 4-1
highlights elements of the framework discussed in this chapter (e.g., fertility,
mortality, and migration) as well as topics in women’s and children’s health
that are discussed in Chapter 5.

47
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WOMEN’S EMPOWERMENT AND UNION FORMATION,
FAMILY FORMATION, AND FERTILITY

Association of Women’s Empowerment with
Marital Dynamics and Fertility Outcomes

A starting point to understand the relationship between women’s em-
powerment (including agency) and family and fertility outcomes lies in
recognizing that women’s value and status in families and societies are often
connected with sex, marriage, and childbearing. Hence, these aspects of
population dynamics are particularly salient for considerations of women’s
empowerment. Age of sexual initiation; age at sexual union formation; age
at first marriage; age at first birth; desired family size, composition, and
birth spacing; and the desire to become pregnant are considered key deter-
minants of partnership dynamics and fertility.

Jones et al. (2020b), McDougal et al. (2018), and Rao (2015) ac-
knowledged the complex relationship between timing of first marriage and
women’s empowerment, stressing that child marriage—the most extreme
manifestation of early union formation—is a multistage process, and that
women’s agency can and does play a role, albeit a different role, at every
stage. Furthermore, research also shows that social norms and social influ-
ences at the level of individuals, families, and communities shape the ex-
tent to which agency may matter for marriage decisions. McDougal et al.
(2018) reported that girls in Ethiopia and India were infrequently involved
in the initiation of early marriage proposals, though their decision-making
autonomy was greater in groom-initiated proposals than in marriages ar-
ranged by their parents. Girls with greater social vulnerability, such as those
without a male caretaker, had more compromised voice, choice, and agency
with regard to early marriage. Using extensive longitudinal data from Egypt
and methodologies to identify the “correct” chain of causality, Yount et al.
(2018a) found that marriage before 18 years restricted women’s economic
empowerment, while marriage after 18 was positively related to long-term
economic empowerment, measured through women’s engagement in market
work and family economic agency.

Baraka et al. (2022) provided a different perspective on the role of
women’s agency in shaping early marriage in Tanzanian communities in
which early marriage is normative. Their findings challenged the common
assumption that early marriages are simply driven by the interests and co-
ercive actions of parents or men, with limited agency of brides themselves
(Al Akash & Chalmiers, 2021; Lokot et al., 2022; Miedema et al., 2020).
Overall, these findings suggest that, although far from ideal, early marriages
may represent a tolerable scenario compared with other alternatives when
wider norms restrict women’s opportunities for success outside of marriage.
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For instance, early marriage may be considered a “better” option when the
alternative of remaining unmarried or delaying marriage fails to protect
adolescents from risks to well-being such as early pregnancy, increased
likelihood of raising children outside of marriage, and amplified exposure
to sexually transmitted infections (Schaffnit et al., 2021).

In the context of constrained choices, women’s agency may contribute
to outcomes that contradict what outsiders would define as beneficial in
the realm of marital stability (Baraka et al., 2022; Reniers, 2003). For
example, in northern Burkina Faso, Guirkinger et al. (2021) found that as
women were increasingly involved in the selection of their spouses, a higher
number of divorces were initiated by women, many women had a positive
perception of polygamy, and remarriage was on the rise and showed no
negative associations with women’s well-being. Therefore, they concluded
that women showed self-efficacy and internal locus of control in accepting
an early marriage, in that they anticipated the ability to divorce and later
remarry if they deemed their first union unsatisfactory or unsuccessful.
Lastly, focusing on marital satisfaction (rather than stability), and attempt-
ing to move scholarship in a more causal direction, Li (2023) used an
instrumental-variable approach based on genealogical data and found that
higher intrahousehold bargaining power was associated with lower marital
satisfaction for women, particularly among older women constrained by
external norms.

A related line of inquiry explores the indirect role of agency in marital
outcomes by studying outcomes across varying couple configurations, such
as couples in which both partners hold the same versus different levels of
education or couples in which women’s relative earnings are higher than
men’s. One well-established finding, at least in low- and middle-income
societies, is that couples that did not share “status consistency” (heteroga-
mous couples) tended to exhibit higher rates of conflict and marital insta-
bility, including more common instances of intimate partner violence (IPV;
Behrman, 2019; Pesando, 2022; Weitzman, 2014; Yount, 2005; Yount &
Carrera, 2006). In contexts in which new and atypical roles may threaten
male dominance (Cools & Kotsadam, 2017; Hornung et al., 1981), when
women had higher education, better occupations, or more resources than
men, increased conflict between partners could result, including less gender-
equal decision making, less female autonomy, and more violence (Ackerson
et al., 2008; Flake, 2005; Rocca et al., 2009). Research across 28 countries
on women’s asset ownership and experiences of IPV suggested that the
relationship of women’s sole (status inconsistent) and joint ownership of
a house and/or land with IPV was highly context-specific (Peterman et al.,
2017). Much of this literature, however, adopted proxies for agency that
may be seen as developmental outcomes per se, namely female educational
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attainment, earnings, and occupation. Research using actual measures of
agency, including interpersonal agency at the couple level, is lacking.

In contrast to observations on forms of status inconsistency related to
resources such as education or occupation, age inconsistency was shown
to favor men—age gaps between spouses (e.g., older husbands) were as-
sociated with earlier onset of sexual intercourse, less agreement on sexual
practices, and less overall use of contraception (Barbieri & Hertrich, 2005;
Kaestle et al., 2002). So, increases in income/education for women were
shown to create higher vulnerability, while increases in women’s age (e.g.,
reducing the age gap favoring men) were associated with lower coercion.
Research also documented that in Indian communities in which social
norms dictate greater separation of men and women and in which women
have low decision-making power, girls tended to marry at an earlier age
(Desai & Andrist, 2010).

Moving to fertility, several analyses of Demographic and Health Sur-
veys (DHS) data from low- and middle-income countries (LMICs) examined
the association between women’s empowerment and fertility preferences.
Haque et al. (2021) analyzed large national surveys for women older than
35 years from 53 LMICs, focusing on the association between women’s
empowerment (measured by participation in household decision making
and attitude toward wife-beating) and fertility preferences (measured by
women’s perceived ideal number of children and their ability to achieve
that preference). The study found that empowered women had a relatively
low ideal number of children, irrespective of the measures used to assess
women’s empowerment (Haque et al., 2021). Atake and Ali (2019) also
used DHS data from four countries in West Africa and found that women
who were more empowered desired significantly fewer children compared
with their less-empowered counterparts, although results varied by country.

On the relationship between women’s empowerment and the number
of children born, in a systematic literature review, Upadhyay et al. (2014)
documented that most studies found an inverse relationship between num-
ber of children and at least one empowerment measure. The review reported
that most studies including at least some aspects of women’s empowerment
were linked to increased spousal communication and the capacity to decide
whether to have children (Upadhyay et al., 2014). Moreover, the analysis
included two studies using DHS data from the Philippines and Bangla-
desh, which documented a significant association between empowerment
measures and unwanted pregnancy. Women’s final say in household deci-
sions and sexual matters with husbands was found to be associated with
lower odds of unwanted pregnancy (Abada & Tenkorang, 2012; Rahman,
2012). Albeit associational, these findings suggest higher sexual and re-
productive autonomy among women with higher levels of agency. Schierl
et al’s (2023) pooled analysis of DHS data from 31 Sub-Saharan African
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countries corroborated this conclusion: women’s empowerment was found
to be strongly associated with the ability to make decisions about sexual
behavior, including highly empowered women refusing sex or asking their
partners to use condoms, which increased women’s control over the risk of
acquiring HIV (Schierl et al., 2023).

A recent study from Mozambique on the influences of women’s em-
powerment on fertility-related outcomes also showed that women’s ability
to make independent decisions increased the odds of not wanting more
children. Furthermore, beliefs about violence against women and control
over resources were positively associated with having fewer children (Lopes
et al., 2022). While almost all the evidence reviewed came from cross-
sectional studies, one longitudinal study from Egypt showed that women
with greater agency were more likely to have had a birth and to have had a
greater total number of births than women with less agency. Due to social
norms in Egypt favoring a higher number of births, women with higher
agency could be fulfilling these social expectations and choosing to have
more children (Samari, 2017).

Part of the challenge in evaluating the role of women’s interpersonal
agency in shaping fertility arises from the fact that, in many instances,
spouses have similar fertility preferences (Mason & Taj, 1987). However,
when spousal preferences do not coincide, the relative weight of partners’
preferences defies generalization, even within the same setting (Blanc, 2001).
In contrast to studies focusing on individual-level measures of discordance
between spouses, Mason and Smith (2000), looking across LMICs with
differing levels of gender inequality in intrahousehold power and across
diverse gender contexts within the same country, compared outcomes when
spouses disagree about desire for more children. They found that in coun-
tries where women have greater autonomy, the decision to use contracep-
tion was more likely to be affected by the wife’s preferences than it was in
countries where gender inequality was greater. This finding was observed
for India, Pakistan, Thailand, and Malaysia but not for the Philippines.

A similar importance of social context was observed when interven-
tions were implemented. Many interventions aim at influencing family
formation and fertility outcomes by boosting various aspects of women’s
empowerment. Substantial differences exist, however, across contexts in
terms of these issues (J-PAL Policy Bulletin, 2018, Figure 1). The timing
of first union formation or marriage is heavily influenced by social norms.
In some regions, the practice of dowry payments by the bride’s family to
the groom’s family fuels early marriages, as dowry tends to increase with
the bride’s age (Chiplunkar & Weaver, 2023; Corno & Voena, 2023). This
practice can lead brides’ parents to favor early marriages, to reduce dowry
costs. Even in the absence of dowry practices, women from disadvantaged
households may marry early due to reduced opportunities, such as limited
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access to education or employment (Batyra & Pesando, 2023; Corno et al.,
2020; Kohno et al., 2020). Household income not only affects marriage de-
cisions but also influences decisions related to sexual activity. In contexts in
which sex outside of marriage is not against the norm, adolescents in low-
income households may engage in relationships with older partners who
can support them financially (Luke, 2003). Additionally, income plays a role
in adolescents’ ability to develop human capital, including education and
skills, which can empower them to make informed decisions about sexual
activity, marriage, and childbearing and to pursue economic opportunities.

Because family formation and fertility outcomes often co-move (e.g.,
early marriage is closely tied to decreased sexual and reproductive health
and earlier fertility), reviewing the causal evidence by outcome is chal-
lenging and risks redundancy. Instead, the text below is organized by type
of program investment, distinguishing between economic programs (e.g.,
financial incentives and/or schooling interventions), social norms interven-
tions (often called “empowerment” programs), life skills training programs,
political initiatives, or combinations of these investments. Chapter 5 in-
cludes a review focused on sexual and reproductive health, and thus that
topic is not a focus here.

Impacts of Women’s Empowerment Interventions
on Union Formation and Fertility Outcomes

Cash and Asset Transfers

Much of the literature on cash transfers and their potential to influ-
ence union and fertility outcomes has targeted adolescent girls, to support
their retention in school and delayed marriage and childbearing. Baird et
al. (2011) assessed the effectiveness of randomized conditional cash trans-
fer programs (CCTs) and unconditional cash transfer programs (UCTs) on
adolescent girls’ life trajectories in Malawi. When focusing on adolescent
marriage and pregnancy rates, results were particularly strong in the UCT
arm. The likelihood of ever being pregnant or married were 27% and
44% lower, respectively, in the UCT arm than in the control group at the
end of the two-year intervention. These substantial delays in marriage and
fertility in the UCT arm were seen entirely among adolescent girls who
dropped out of school after the start of the two-year intervention; rates of
marriage and fertility among girls still enrolled in school at follow-up were
negligible, regardless of the treatment arm. Additional positive effects of the
cash transfers included lower risk for stunting and HIV, as well as delayed
marriage and age at first birth (Baird et al., 2011, 2016, 2019). Importantly,
effects were lost after the cash transfers ended, and there is some indication
that delayed marriage may have affected the quality of available partners
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for marriage in adulthood. Hence, while the findings from this work, as
well as reviews of cash transfer studies (Baird et al., 2013; Kalamar et al.,
2016), document the value of conditional and unconditional cash transfers,
unanticipated negative consequences of nonadherence to norms related to
age at marriage can result from such interventions. These findings high-
light the importance of providing broader community- and society-level
interventions focused on norms when engaging in economic empowerment
interventions targeting women and girls.

In contexts without dowries and in which women had agency over their
own marriages, money transfers conditional on staying in school were as-
sociated with delayed marriage or childbearing (Alam et al., 2021; Austrian
et al., 2022). The primarily nonexperimental evidence from contexts with
dowry and arranged marriage is mixed. Alam et al. (2021), in Pakistan, and
Hahn et al. (2018), in Bangladesh, found that transfers conditional on edu-
cation and marriage were associated with reduced child marriage. However,
Heath and Mobarak (2015) documented no impact of the same Bangla-
deshi program using a different comparison group. The only policy effort
to condition financial incentives on marriage age alone was the Apni Beti
Apna Dhan (ABAD) program in Haryana, India. Despite the ABAD CCT’s
intent to enhance the value of girls in Haryana, the evaluation showed that
ABAD did not significantly delay marriages or encourage secondary and
higher levels of education, suggesting that financial incentives alone may not
change deeply entrenched and gendered social norms (Nanda et al., 2016).

Targeting child marriage, specifically by lessening families’ economic
pressure to marry girls early through a combination of economic and so-
cial norm interventions, Buchmann et al. (2021) evaluated a randomized
program in Bangladesh providing financial incentive to families to delay
marriage, alongside a girls’ empowerment program. They found that girls
eligible for two years of incentive were 19% less likely to marry below the
age of 18 (the age of consent), while the empowerment program failed to
reduce adolescent marriage. As such, the findings suggest that empower-
ment programs may be ineffective at reducing underage marriage when
adolescent brides have limited influence on marriage timing, underscoring
the key role of young girls’ agency and the influence of an enabling norma-
tive environment. This same finding was also reflected in several additional
studies (Ashraf et al., 2020; Bandiera et al., 2020; Buehren et al., 2017;
Edmonds et al., 2023).

In Bihar, India, the state-run Mukhbbyamantri Balika Cycle Yojana
(Chief Minister’s Scheme on Cycle for Girls), designed to close the educa-
tion gap among girls in the state, provided girls with funds to buy bicycles.
This is an example of a “successful” asset-transfer program. A random-
ized impact evaluation found that the bicycle program improved school
enrollment by 32% and reduced the corresponding gender gap by 40%
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(Muralidharan & Prakash, 2017). Furthermore, the authors found a 22%
decline in sexual harassment on the way to school and documented that
the program led girls to express an increased desire to delay marriage and
pregnancy. Now piloted in Zambia, a similar randomized evaluation of a bi-
cycle program found that the program had significant effects on enrollment,
graduation, absenteeism, punctuality, and empowerment (Fiala et al., 2022).

Education Subsidies

Similarly, several types of educational subsidies have been found to sup-
port school retention, delayed marriage, and delayed first births for adoles-
cent girls, though relatively less research on this type of intervention exists
compared to research on cash transfers. Duflo et al. (2015) randomized the
provision of free school uniforms to students in their last three years of
elementary school in Kenya and observed a reduction in adolescent preg-
nancy among women beneficiaries. In Zimbabwe, using a randomized con-
trolled trial (RCT) design, Hallfors et al. (2011) found that a comprehensive
support program for orphan girls, including uniforms and a school-based
helper/tutor to solve problems, combined with food programs, increased
the likelihood of participants reporting over time that the consequences of
sex were an important factor in their desire not to have sexual intercourse.
However, the authors did not find self-reported sexual intercourse to be a
reliable measure among girls who reported ever having had sexual inter-
course at any one of the survey time points. Duflo et al. (2024) random-
ized secondary school scholarships in Ghana and found large impacts on
childbearing onset, age at first cohabitation, partner characteristics, and
incidence of unwanted pregnancy. Using a quasi-experimental approach
in five Sub-Saharan African countries, Bhuwania et al. (2023) found that
tuition-free secondary education reduced the probability of marriage and
childbearing before 15 and 18 years of age, respectively, by providing girls
with more autonomy and independence in decision making.

Quasi-experimental research in this area includes a study conducted
in the context of changes that eliminated primary school fees in Uganda
(Keats, 2018). The study found that women with more education tended
to delay fertility and had lower fertility overall. A higher level of maternal
education was also correlated with improved child health indicators. A
similar study examined the role of education on fertility, in the context of
the introduction of universal primary education in Nigeria (Osili & Long,
2008). The study found that each additional year of education reduced fer-
tility before the age of 25 by 0.26 births. Ozier (2018) linked eighth grade
standardized test score data to responses from a survey of young adults
in Kenya and found a reduction in teen pregnancy among women with
higher test scores, believed to be associated with admission to government
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secondary school. A recent study that leveraged the expansion of access
to girls’ or mixed schools in Jordan, to investigate the effects of access to
school on women’s education and fertility, found that an additional year of
schooling reduced total fertility by 0.3-0.4 births (Zhang & Assaad, 2024).

Knowledge and Skills Training

When social norms allow girls to have some control over their sexual
relationships, access to health information may change their beliefs about
sexual behaviors and marriage, and building skills to support options be-
yond marriage and childbearing may, in turn, influence marriage and child-
bearing outcomes (Chang et al., 2020). Among women regardless of age,
contraceptive knowledge and access was shown to contribute to improved
birth spacing, which can reduce maternal and infant morbidity and mortal-
ity; birth spacing is thus viewed as a proxy indicator of reproductive agency
for women (Molitoris et al., 2019; Wolfers & Scrimshaw, 1975). A review
by Upadhyay et al. (2014) identified six studies that examined associations
between women’s empowerment indicators, including decision-making con-
trol, reproductive coercion, and birth spacing, and five of these six studies
found significant associations, despite differing measures of birth spacing.
One recent study from Kenya that used attitudes toward IPV as an indica-
tor of empowerment found that shorter birth intervals were associated with
more permissive attitudes toward IPV (Kudeva et al., 2020).

Intervention evaluation studies also show the potential utility of knowl-
edge and skill building on early marriage and fertility outcomes. Using an
RCT design, Dupas (2011) showed that equipping young women with
information about the health risks associated with sexual relationships
with older partners (e.g., “sugar daddies”) reduced (typically unwanted)
adolescent pregnancies, especially pregnancies with older partners. Blending
knowledge and skills training, Amin et al. (2016) used an RCT design to
evaluate the effectiveness of a program named BALIKA, aimed at delay-
ing child marriage through community-based skills development for girls
in Bangladesh. All girls participating in the BALIKA program met weekly
with mentors and peers in safe, girl-only locations called BALIKA centers,
which helped girls develop friendships, receive training on new technolo-
gies, borrow books, and acquire the skills needed to navigate the transition
from girlhood to adulthood. Girls used these skills within their communi-
ties, which helped build confidence, demonstrate their achievements, and
elevate their profiles within their communities. Girls living in BALIKA
communities were one-third less likely to be married as children than were
girls living in communities not reached by the BALIKA program. Girls who
were single at the beginning of the study were one-fourth less likely to be
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married by the end of the study. Relevant for the purposes of this commit-
tee, in communities where girls received life skills training on gender rights
and negotiation, critical thinking, and decision making, girls were 31% less
likely to be married as children at endline than were girls in the control
communities. Similar programs leading to declines in child marriage are
documented by Stark et al. (2018) in Ethiopia. In contrast, recent studies
in Nepal and Bangladesh evaluated the impact of sexual and reproductive
health education and training girls for leadership and advocacy, in the con-
text of efforts to change community norms among parents and leaders, but
found no impact on delayed first marriage (Naved et al., 2024; Yount et al.,
2023). Reduced child marriage showed an association with level of engage-
ment in the program in Bangladesh (Naved et al., 2024). A positive effect
of vocational skills training is also evident from some studies. Bandiera et
al. (2020) evaluated a policy intervention aimed at jump-starting adolescent
girls’ empowerment in Uganda by providing adolescents with vocational
training and information on sex, reproduction, and marriage. After four
years, the program led to sharp declines in teen pregnancy, delayed entry
into marriage or cohabitation, and declines in the share of girls reporting
sex against their will. Weaker impacts were observed on outcomes such
as views and aspirations tied to the ideal age at marriage. One concern is
that scale up of the program was limited. Furthermore, similar programs in
Tanzania, Bangladesh, and Zambia found small or no impacts on education,
marriage, or childbearing (Austrian et al., 2020; Buchmann et al., 2021;
Buehren et al., 2017; Waidler et al., 2022).

Adoho et al. (2014) evaluated the impact of the Economic Empower-
ment of Adolescent Girls and Young Women (EPAG) project in Liberia, a
randomized intervention aimed at providing livelihood and life skills train-
ing for 2,500 young Liberian women. The EPAG program increased wom-
en’s employment by 47% and earnings by 80% through positive effects on
a variety of empowerment measures, including increased access to money,
improved self-confidence, and decreased anxiety about circumstances and
the future. Despite evidence of shifts in gender norms and more gender-
equitable allocation of household tasks, the evaluation found no net impact
on fertility, sexual behavior, or opinion about the suitable age at marriage
for women. Also, in the context of Liberia, Ozler et al. (2020) evaluated
the effectiveness of Girl Empower, a mentoring program combined with
a cluster-randomized cash-transfer intervention, which sought to equip
adolescent girls with skills to make healthy, strategic life decisions that
would keep them safe from sexual abuse. The program led to noticeable
positive changes in gender attitudes, life skills, and sexual and reproductive
health but did not affect girls’ reports of sexual violence, level of school-
ing attained, or psychosocial well-being. Nonetheless, adding a monetary
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incentive to the empowerment program reduced the likelihood of marriage
and the number of sexual partners in the previous 12 months by over 50%.

Makino et al. (2021) documented positive impacts of two RCTs in
Bangladesh and Zambia. The former, providing academic skills training,
had a significant impact on discouraging child marriage in villages where
girls’ participation in paid work was particularly high. The second study,
providing empowerment intervention and safe spaces, had a significant
impact on delaying pregnancy, especially for illiterate girls in communities
where premarital sex was relatively common.

Employment and Other Economic Opportunities

Studying the effects of the explosive growth in the Bangladeshi gar-
ment industry through a natural experiment exploiting the timing of access
to garment sector jobs, Heath and Mobarak (2015) found that access to
factory jobs lowered the risk of early marriage and childbirth due to two
factors: older girls postponing marriage because of a higher likelihood of
being employed, and younger girls remaining in school.

Jensen (2012) performed one of the few studies seeking to empiri-
cally establish the causal effect of increased opportunity for paid work
on marriage and fertility decisions, in contexts in which those decisions
are taken by parents. The author worked with business process outsourc-
ing centers to organize recruiting sessions in randomly selected villages in
Northern India, providing an exogenous increase in women’s labor force
opportunities for women in these villages. The study found that women in
treated villages were less likely to marry and have children and more likely
to pursue additional schooling and training. The study also reported that
women in treated areas wanted fewer children and desired to work steadily
throughout their lifetimes.

Heath and Jayachandran (2016) reviewed evidence on the effects of
increases in female education and labor supply on socioeconomic develop-
ment. They concluded that

both education and labor force participation have been shown to delay
fertility and lead to healthier children once a woman does have children.
However, effects over the life course (such as completed fertility) or that
depend on general equilibrium adjustments (such as the timing of mar-
riage or partner choice) are less clearly established and probably context-
dependent. A valuable area for future research would be to characterize the
factors that determine the heterogeneity in these relationships. Less is also
known about potential negative consequences of labor supply on women,
such as decreased leisure or increased domestic violence (p. 16).
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National Political Quotas and Legal Change

A series of policy levers may affect marriage dynamics by boosting
women’s agency. For instance, Castilla (2018) conducted a natural experi-
ment in India, exploiting random variation in the cross-district timing of
the first election to include reserved seats for women Pradhans, to explore
the impact of women in leadership positions on age at first marriage, likeli-
hood of child marriage, and age at gauna (e.g., the ceremony that indicates
the start of marital life and the consummation of marriage). She found that
the likelihood of child marriage decreased by 20 percentage points, and age
at marriage increased by 2.3 years, after reserved seats for Pradhans were
implemented, consistent with both a “role-model” effect and increased voice
and representation of women. Castilla proposed that changes in gender
norms could be a mechanism for the change (Beaman et al., 2009, 2012;
Castilla, 2018).

Also in India, Deininger et al. (2013) evaluated the impact of changes
in the Hindu Succession Act, which granted equal inheritance shares to
daughters and sons, and found that this amendment increased women’s
likelihood to inherit land, their educational attainment, and age at marriage
(by 0.54 years) for women who married after the Hindu Succession Act.

Changes in marriage-related laws—such as changes in the legal age at
marriage or laws pertaining to divorce—may affect partnership outcomes
through women’s agency. A study using a difference-in-difference design
showed that the Revised Family Code 2000 in Ethiopia, which increased the
minimum legal age of marriage from 15 to 18 years, was associated with
an increased age of marriage among young women, which could be a di-
rect effect of the law or an indirect effect of women’s changed expectations
regarding marriage and their increased economic opportunities (Hallward-
Driemeier & Gajigo, 2015). Similarly, evidence from the Egyptian Khul
reform, which introduced unilateral no-fault divorce for women in Egypt,
showed reduced IPV, increased educational attainment, delayed entry into
the labor market, and mechanisms consistent with an increase in women’s
bargaining power within the couple (Corradini & Buccione, 2023). Other
research, mostly in high-income societies, has demonstrated that changes
in divorce laws have important consequences on the balance of decision-
making power between partners in intrahousehold decision making (Bras-
siolo, 2016; Chiappori et al., 2002; Stevenson & Wolfers, 2006; Voena,
2015), which in turn may affect marital stability (Gonzalez & Viitanen,
2009; Matouschek & Rasul, 2008; Wolfers, 2006). For example, Kneip et
al. (2014) found that introduction of unilateral divorce laws across 11 Eu-
ropean countries was associated with increases in age at first marriage and
incidence of divorce, particularly among couples with children.

Pension systems can also affect women’s fertility decisions. A quasi-
experimental study in Namibia found that women reduced their fertility
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in response to the expansion of a pension program in the country (Rossi
& Godard, 2022). Donald et al. (2024) analyzed data from six RCTs of
business-training and land-titling programs in Sub-Saharan Africa that
increased women’s earnings and household wealth, and found increases
in women’s fertility—with results driven by those women most in need of
sons for support in old age or widowhood. Future research investigating
the relevance of these findings for other contexts is important, as is research
to causally assess the impact of women’s access to social protection and
insurance programs on their fertility.

Fertility Decline and Gender Equality

Evidence on the impact of the fertility decline on changes in gender
equality is limited. One study of fertility decline and women’s empower-
ment in China (Wu et al., 2012) showed that women with lower fertility do
less housework and tend to be more satisfied with their family status than
women with higher fertility. Other studies indicated that fertility decline
does not predict other aspects of women’s welfare, including household
gender equality and gender-based violence (Stoebenau et al., 2013). In many
contexts around the world, women’s employment and earnings decline pre-
cipitously after the birth of the first child, whereas men’s do not (Kleven et
al., 2023). Gendered norms and roles have not shifted alongside or follow-
ing fertility decline. This resistance to change is mostly attributed to deeply
entrenched inequitable gender norms and systems (Yount et al., 2016).

Fertility declines can have detrimental impacts on gender equality
through two primary mechanisms. First, when the son preference is strong,
a decline in fertility can increase the skewness of the sex ratio. A vast body
of demographic research has documented that declining fertility, coupled
with continued preference for sons, is associated with declining proportion
of girls to boys (Das Gupta & Bhat, 1997; Larsen et al., 1998). Jayachan-
dran (2017) provided evidence that, in India, this association is likely
causal: using an innovative survey in Haryana, she showed that respondents
reported preferring a more skewed sex composition when asked about a
hypothetically low versus hypothetically high total fertility level. The study
estimated that the fertility decline could explain up to 50% of India’s recent
increase in sex ratio skewness in the past 50 years.

Second, increased sex ratio skew can exacerbate the practice of bride
importing. To the extent that bride importing is associated with low agency
of exported/imported women, this may be detrimental for gender equality
(Kawaguchi & Lee, 2017; Mukherjee, 2013). Proportions of marriages
with international brides grew rapidly in the late 1990s in Taiwan and
early 2000s in Korea (Lee, 2010). This change occurred as the effects of
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an increasingly adverse sex ratio became noticeable. Bride importing in
Taiwan, Korea, and China increased as adverse sex ratios began to create a
marriage squeeze (Cho, 2018). In South Korea, for example, male-to-female
sex ratios for individuals ages 25-34 began to diverge from 2003 onward.
In the same period, the number of foreign brides increased from about
25,000 to about 140,000. Interestingly, despite many economic similarities,
Japan saw neither a substantial rise in adverse sex ratio over the period of
fertility decline nor a vast increase in foreign marriages, providing a use-
ful counterfactual (Lee, 2010). While international bride import receives
considerable attention, substantial import of brides within countries with
demographic diversity also exists, generally from distant regions to areas
with marriage squeeze. Research in China and India documented a sub-
stantial increase in marriage arrangements in which brides were imported
into areas with adverse sex ratios (Kaur, 2016). Finally, a study of Indian
states showed that states with adverse female-to-male sex ratios had greater
reports of child trafficking with a 10-year lag (Prakash & Vadlamannati,
2019). However, child trafficking was also reported more frequently in
states with greater women’s empowerment, raising questions about whether
these states experience more trafficking or greater reporting of trafficking.

WOMEN’S EMPOWERMENT AND MIGRATION

Voluntary Migration

Ample evidence suggests that work migration can lead to large income
gains for migrants and the families they leave behind (Clemens, 2011).
While the proportion of women among labor migrants rose steadily be-
tween 1960 and the early 2000s (Donato et al., 2011; United Nations
Population Fund & International Organization for Migration, 2006), work
migration remains disproportionately male, raising the question of whether
women’s empowerment programs can increase women’s ability to take
advantage of migration opportunities. The answer depends on the context.
Social barriers to women’s work-related migration are documented by a
study in Bangladesh that examined women’s migration before and after
construction of a bridge that increased communication and reduced mobil-
ity costs. Comparing areas benefiting from bridge construction with those
that did not benefit, and comparing younger cohorts that came of age
once the bridge opened with older cohorts using a difference-in-difference
analysis, the study found that increased access improved the likelihood of
women’s migration for marriage but not for work (Amirapu et al., 2022).
The authors suggested that social barriers reduce women’s likelihood of
taking advantage of reduced migration costs.

Copyright National Academy of Sciences. All rights reserved.


https://nap.nationalacademies.org/catalog/27955?s=z1120

Women's Empowerment, Population Dynamics, and Socioeconomic Development

62 WOMEN’S EMPOWERMENT

In contexts in which women are the primary migrants, such as for
domestic labor,! the returns from migration (e.g., earnings and well-being
while away) may be muted if women migrants lack resources and agency
both prior to and during their migration period. Blaydes (2023) provided
descriptive evidence from a survey of Filipino and Indonesian women who
returned from employment stints as migrant domestic workers in the Arab
Gulf states. The study documented high rates of mistreatment, such as
excessive working hours and delayed salary payment, as well as nontrivial
rates of emotional and physical abuse. Using a different survey instrument,
Bazzi et al. (2021) provided similar evidence for temporary migrant women
from Indonesia. Women who chose to migrate disproportionately came
from poor households and had low education levels, so it is possible that
programs that boost female education or local employment opportunities
could reduce risky migration behaviors. Using an RCT with Indonesian
women, Bazzi et al. (2021) showed how empowering potential international
migrants with information on which placement agencies provided higher-
quality placements reduced international migration and improved outcomes
for women who chose to migrate.

India is an interesting context in which to explore the relationship
between women’s empowerment and migration. In India, about 208 mil-
lion Indian women marry away from the villages and towns of their birth,
arguably the largest permanent migration in the world. Two aspects of
women’s agency (and lack thereof) have been shown to be associated with
the desirability of marrying women into villages outside their natal villages,
particularly at a distance. One aspect relates to kinship norms, particularly
in the north-central area, whereby women cannot marry men tied to them
in kinship. Hence, women have to marry outside their villages, resulting
in migration at marriage (Dyson & Moore, 1983; Ghurye, 1955; Uberoi,
1993). However, women migrate for marriage even in areas where kinship
norms do not prohibit within-village marriage (Chatterjee & Desai, 2019).
In both situations, lack of women’s agency in their marriage choices is a
key factor making village exogamy feasible. Even in the 21st century, 95%
of Indian women noted the involvement of their parents and other fam-
ily members in the selection of their marriage partners (Desai & Andrist,
2010).

At a macro level, a policy brief from the Organisation for Economic
Co-operation and Development (OECD) suggests that higher levels of dis-
crimination against women in origin countries parallel higher levels of fe-
male migration but only up to a certain threshold—very high discrimination

In particular, women pioneered and dominated migration from Jamaica and the Philippines
to the United States, due to employer preference for female service workers (Foner, 2009;
Tyner, 1999).
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appears to curtail women’s abilities to migrate (Ferrant et al., 2014). While
discriminatory social practices may lead to increased migration, migration
to countries with lower levels of discrimination may also lead to changes
in norms in the origin countries, through what has come to be defined as
social remittance (Levitt, 1998). To deal with this reciprocal relationship,
OECD data were extended to assess the two-way relationship between dis-
criminatory social institutions and migration, using instrumental variables
with the date of ratification of the Convention on the Elimination of All
Forms of Discrimination Against Women and religiosity as instruments for
the level of discriminatory social institutions (Ferrant & Tuccio, 2015).
Results showed that the unequal status of women and their low decision-
making power within the family constrained their ability to choose their
own development pathways, resulting in a lower probability of engaging
in international migration. In addition, an undervalued status of women
within the family was shown to reduce the size of the female migration flow.
Therefore, high discrimination at the family level seems to affect women’s
migration opportunities. A similar effect is not observed for men (Ferrant
& Tuccio, 2015).

Forced Migration

Literature on forced migration (Klugman, 2022) has documented its
impact on the increasing vulnerabilities of women. However, the way that
women’s empowerment or lack thereof influences the likelihood of forced
migration has received much less attention. One study reported results
from a five-year-long intervention in Nepal, Bangladesh, and India aiming
to prevent trafficking of women workers and their exploitation (Zimmer-
man et al., 2021). The study did not show that interventions empowering
women through knowledge and attitude change resulted in reduced forced
servitude. The authors argued that systemic changes and increased sup-
port systems for women workers in their destination countries, rather than
simply changes in their own knowledge and attitudes, may be important to
reduce women’s vulnerabilities.

WOMEN’S EMPOWERMENT AND MORTALITY

Estimating the Magnitude of Missing Women

Sen (1990, 1992) was among the first to estimate the millions of “miss-
ing” women among the population of the Global South, particularly East
and South Asia. Observing that China and India had much higher ratios of
men to women than other parts of the world, Sen (1990) concluded that
over 100 million women are “missing” due to the neglect and maltreatment
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of women and girls. These imbalances reflect gender inequalities in several
outcomes, including mortality—Sen’s original focus—as well as in morbid-
ity and the risk of induced abortion, which is also discussed by Lane et al.
(1998) in the context of Egypt. The specifics of Sen’s “100 million” calcu-
lation remain a matter of controversy. Initial debates focused on whether
researchers should use sex ratios from West or Sub-Saharan Africa to es-
timate the sex ratio that would likely be observed in Asian populations in
the absence of gender discrimination (Coale, 1991; Sen, 1992). Subsequent
research clarified three core issues that affected the calculation of the miss-
ing women: the age structure, the natural sex ratio at birth, and the overall
level of mortality in the population. Accounting for these three factors, Bon-
gaarts and Guilmoto (2015) estimated that 126 million women, or 4% of
women globally, were missing due to discrimination in 2010. Their results
were driven by excess female mortality from birth through late middle age,
principally in China and India. Within those countries, they estimated that
10% and 7% of women were missing, respectively.

It could be argued that the absence of these women—along with the
implied excesses in morbidity and mortality—result from limits in women’s
agency, since premature mortality necessarily implies a loss of control over
one’s life. Greater agency could possibly enable women to avoid premature
mortality and unnecessary morbidity as adults, while also empowering
them to shield their children, especially daughters, from the same outcomes.
These influences could operate at multiple levels—by empowering women
at the individual level and also by transforming communities, governments,
and societies to protect women and girls.

Among adults, most excess female deaths occur in middle age rather
than old age (Anderson & Ray, 2010; Bongaarts & Guilmoto, 2015). Causes
of excess female deaths vary by region, but one consistent source in early
adulthood and middle age is maternal mortality, defined as death during or
soon after pregnancy from causes related to pregnancy or birth. Maternal
mortality has declined substantially in all regions but remains very high in
some regions (Alkema et al., 2016). Globally, the maternal mortality ratio
nearly halved between 1990 and 2015, from 385 to 216 maternal deaths
per 100,000 live births. However, maternal mortality remains more than
an order of magnitude higher in Sub-Saharan Africa, where deaths stood
at 546 per 100,000 live births in 2015, than in developed regions, where it
stood at 12. In Sub-Saharan Africa, a woman experiencing 2015 mortality
and fertility rates throughout her lifetime would have a 3% lifetime risk of
dying from maternal causes (Alkema et al., 2016). Another cause of death is
IPV and femicide, which has gained currency in global research and politi-
cal discourse (Graham et al., 2021).
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Mortality

To what extent does women’s agency protect against excess mortal-
ity among adult women? Data are scarce at the individual level, but at
the polity level, event-study evidence indicates that rising women’s agency
is associated with reduced maternal mortality. Comparing countries that
instituted parliamentary gender quotas at different times, Bhalotra et al.
(2023) estimated that increases in women’s political representation caused
maternal mortality to fall. Between 1990 and 2015, 22 developing countries
instituted parliamentary gender quotas, which reserve parliamentary seats
for women. The timing of these reforms lined up with a 6-7 percentage
point increase in the proportion of women in parliament and a 7-13%
reduction in the maternal mortality ratio. Antenatal care and skilled birth
attendance became more prevalent, fertility declined, and young women’s
educational attainment rose, all of which may have played a role in the
maternal mortality impact.

Additional evidence comes from India, where amendments to the Hindu
Succession Act in the late 20th century increased women’s inheritance rights
in several states. One can think of these legal reforms as simultaneously
improving women’s rights at the societal and individual levels. Cross-cohort
increases in women’s inheritance rights at the state level coincided with
cross-cohort increases in women’s say in household decisions and in their
autonomy to travel away from home by themselves (Heath & Tan, 2020).
Calvi (2020) demonstrated that these changes also coincided with reduc-
tions in underweight status, anemia, self-reported illness, and mortality.
These reductions were especially pronounced in older women, highlighting
how disempowerment and neglect extend the “missing women” phenom-
enon to older ages in India, despite its concentration from birth to middle
age globally.

Fertility decline reduces maternal morbidity and mortality risks associ-
ated with pregnancy and childbirth through a mechanical effect, in that
fewer pregnancies/childbirths mean fewer opportunities for pregnancy/
childbirth complications. Fertility decline may also reduce maternal morbid-
ity and mortality by decreasing high-risk births—namely, first births among
adolescents, high-parity births, closely spaced pregnancies, and births to
older women. Women with fewer births may also have the strength and
health to withstand complications of pregnancy that women with many
births may not have. Using decomposition techniques, Jain (2011) estimated
that 38-50% of maternal lives saved in 2008 in India, Pakistan, and Ban-
gladesh could be attributed to fertility decline in these countries between
1990 and 2008.

Evidence on the causal mechanisms underlying these individual asso-
ciations is scarce, but cultural determinants of women’s agency within the
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household and extended family offer insights. In India, when multiple adult
brothers live in the same household, wives of younger brothers are assigned
lower status. Pre-marriage characteristics are comparable between wives of
younger and older brothers, so that comparisons of post-marriage outcomes
shed light on the health effects on women’s intrahousehold positioning.
Compared to other wives in the same household, wives of younger brothers
were found to have less say in household decisions and were more likely
to be underweight (Coffey et al., 2022). The weight finding is thought to
be related to the practice of eating in order of social rank, such that house-
hold heads eat first, followed by their sons, then their grandchildren, and
then their daughters-in-law. The youngest daughter-in-law cooks the food
and eats it last (Palriwala, 1993). Consistent with this interpretation, other
Indian datasets have indicated that women with less say in household deci-
sions were more likely to eat last (Hathi et al., 2021), and women who ate
last were more likely to be underweight (Coffey et al., 2018).

The birth of a girl was also shown to reduce a woman’s standing in an
Indian household (Das Gupta et al., 2003). Using data from India, Milazzo
(2018) documented evidence of “missing” mothers of first-born daughters
relative to first-born sons, suggesting increased mortality, and found that
among survivors, mothers of first-born daughters were more likely to suffer
from anemia than mothers of first-born sons. Notably, Indian mothers with
first-born daughters reported having more say in household decisions than
those with first-born sons (Heath & Tan, 2018), implying that if women’s
agency explains the health and survival differences, its mechanism of action
goes deeper than everyday household decisions. The mechanism is likely
related to the tendency of mothers with first-born daughters to endure more
pregnancies, more abortions, and more closely spaced births, all of which
carry health risks. One can interpret the increased reproductive burden
as a restriction on agency, but it is different from control over everyday
household decisions.

India displays well-known fissures in women’s agency at a societal
level, with implications for child survival. Dyson and Moore (1983) fa-
mously noted that South India exhibited lower infant and child mortality
than North India, which they attributed to the greater agency of women in
the South. Along with lower overall infant and child mortality, Dyson and
Moore (1983) documented that South India also had lower female-to-male
ratios in infant and child mortality, which they again argued was due to
greater female agency in the South. Carranza (2014) linked South India’s
greater equality in survival between boys and girls to the economic value
of women, which was seen to be greater where clayey soils prevented deep
tillage, as in the South. She documented that women comprised a larger
share of workers in districts with clayey soils, and child sex ratios were
correspondingly less biased.
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Women’s education, a well-known driver of empowerment, may also
reduce child mortality. Using data from Nigeria, Caldwell (1979) first
documented that maternal education predicted lower child mortality. The
association is ubiquitous in LMICs (Balaj et al., 2021), although some have
questioned its robustness to controlling for the family’s socioeconomic
status and geographic area of residence (Desai & Alva, 1998). Recent
evidence from policy-induced education expansions in Africa suggested
an effect, however. In Zimbabwe, an education reform sharply expanded
access to secondary schools in 1980. Children of mothers from affected
cohorts were substantially less likely to die than their counterparts born to
mothers from earlier cohorts (Grépin & Bharadwaj, 2015). In Malawi and
Uganda, education reforms sharply expanded access to primary schools in
the 1990s. Subnational regions that were more affected by the reforms saw
larger declines in child mortality (Andriano & Monden, 2019). Notably, in
neither case did the schooling expansion affect women’s reported decision-
making power in the household.

Son Preference and Girls

Girls experience direct effects of women’s disempowerment at a societal
level, but the specific effects of maternal agency are unclear. In India, the
patterns of girls’ excess mortality overall and by birth order suggest gender
bias in the allocation of nutrition and healthcare. In classic research on Pun-
jab, Das Gupta (1987) documented that girls’ (but not boys’) mortality risk
rose dramatically with birth order, a result she interpreted as discrimination
by son-preferring parents against later-born girls. Furthermore, because
parents are more likely to continue having children after a girl than after a
boy, girls were also found to have more siblings on average, depleting per
capita resources (Clark, 2000). Nevertheless, advantages for boys including
increased childcare time, breastfeeding duration, and vitamin supplementa-
tion emerged even in infancy, as suggested by a study restricting the sample
to families with young children whose mothers had not yet had the op-
portunity to have other children (Barcellos et al., 2014). Nonetheless, some
discrimination against infant girls may be intended to make a subsequent
conception more likely (Jayachandran & Kuziemko, 2011). Boy-girl dis-
crimination in India also worsened during droughts and recessions, which
disproportionately harmed girls’ survival (Bhalotra, 2010; Rose, 1999). In
China, infanticide historically played a larger role in skewing sex ratios, at
least until ultrasounds enabled a shift toward sex-selective abortion (Coale
& Banister, 1994). The practice has a centuries-long history (Johansson,
1984; King, 2014; Scrimshaw, 1984). A large body of evidence suggests
that son preference and the preferential treatment of sons over daughters
are not restricted to India and China but are observed more widely across
Asia, North Africa, and the Middle East (Yount, 2001, 2004).
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Prenatal ultrasounds became accessible by East and South Asian par-
ents in the 1980s, leading to a proliferation in sex-selective abortion. In
recent data, the sex ratio at birth was significantly male biased in Albania,
Armenia, Azerbaijan, China, Georgia, Hong Kong, India, South Korea,
Montenegro, Taiwan, Tunisia, and Vietnam (Chao et al., 2019). Due to
their large populations, India and China accounted for at least 90% of the
23-30 million missing female births that accumulated worldwide since the
late 1970s (Bongaarts & Guilmoto, 2015; Chao et al., 2019). Again, imbal-
ances were concentrated in later-born children (Yi et al., 1993), consistent
with sex-selective abortion.

Focusing specifically on sex-selective abortion, Nandi (2015) assessed
the impact of a ban on sex-selective abortion on infant mortality in India. In
1996, the Prenatal Diagnostics Techniques Act aimed at stopping prenatal
sex determination and sex-selective abortion. Through a quasi-experiment
leveraging variation in the timing of the law across Indian states, the study
found that the law significantly increased likelihood of female births, thus
improving female-to-male sex ratios at birth, while no change was observed
in female infant mortality.

The disparate treatment of male and female children and fetuses pointed
to persistent norms of son preference and the broad disempowerment of
women in many cultures, but not in all (Engle et al., 1984). In countries
where there was son preference, efforts to empower women had mixed
effects. In India, for example, increases in women’s inheritance rights due
to amendments to the Hindu Succession Act exacerbated son preference
because the amendments made daughters costlier in addition to improving
women’s rights (Bhalotra et al., 2020). However, in a well-known example
from South Africa, pension receipt by grandmothers improved height-for-
age and weight-for-height among granddaughters but not grandsons (Duflo,
2003).

SUMMARY AND CONCLUSIONS

This chapter critically reviewed the evidence on the relationships be-
tween women’s empowerment and a range of population dynamics, with
particular attention to family formation and fertility, migration, and mortal-
ity. We included associational evidence, which more often operationalizes
measures of relative resources (e.g., relative schooling, work, age, and as-
sets) as well as direct measures of individual and interpersonal agency (as
defined in this report) and related these measures to interpersonal popula-
tion dynamics. We then emphasized causal evidence, mainly taken from
RCTs, which allowed us to isolate the impacts of investments via cash trans-
fers, educational subsidies, skills training, and political and legal changes.
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We documented a rich range of causal studies that explored impacts
on marital and fertility outcomes. Importantly, the majority of these stud-
ies implied that impacts on marriage and fertility outcomes flow through
women’s agency; however, they do not assess mediation explicitly. Causal
studies related to leading causes of mortality are more limited and more
often take the form of natural experiments rather than RCTs. Lastly, ex-
perimental and quasi-experimental studies in the migration domain are
virtually nonexistent.

While a vast literature attempts to link indicators of women’s empower-
ment to population dynamics, results are often inconsistent across studies
and geographies. These discrepancies may in part result from the diversity
in indicators and lack of attention to mechanisms through which these
relationships are expected to operate. In many cases, presumed indicators
of empowerment, such as women’s education, cannot be disentangled from
secular trends in societal development; and women’s education (both a re-
source and possibly an achievement) does not directly measure or guarantee
her choice and agency. As discussed, studies showed that educational expan-
sion resulting in decline in child mortality in Sub-Saharan Africa was not
accompanied by increases in women’s decision-making agency (Andriano
& Monden, 2019). Second, some of the analyses of the effects of women’s
empowerment broadly, as well as women’s agency specifically, on popula-
tion outcomes ideally require longitudinal data over an extended period to
understand immediate and sustained social change. Unfortunately, these
kinds of data are rarely available. Third, most of the research focused on
women’s individual and interpersonal empowerment (e.g., resources and
agency), yet the gender context seems to be an important moderator of
individual-level relationships (Blanc, 2001; Desai & Johnson, 2005; Mason
& Smith, 2000; Nanda et al., 2016; Peterman et al., 2017). Mason (2002)
found that 40-80% of the variation in women’s reported empowerment
in the domestic sphere could be explained by aggregation of responses to
normative questions about women’s and men’s roles. Unfortunately, inter-
ventions are often limited to small geographic areas within single countries,
and thus to relatively homogenous cultural contexts, which hinders infer-
ences to wider contexts as represented in the committee’s new conceptual
framework and certainly limits inferences to other national settings. Fourth,
data limitations often affected the committee’s ability to derive comparable
results across diverse social contexts and to eliminate confounding effects.

Comparing the available empirical evidence to theoretical pathways
along the dimensions of individual, interpersonal, community, and societal
levels of agency, a few patterns emerge. First, existing evidence adequately
maps theoretical pathways at the individual and interpersonal levels only,
particularly in the areas of fertility and family formation. At the individual
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level, agency is most often measured as self-efficacy or through indirect
measures of skills and knowledge, while intrinsic motivation and aspira-
tions are rarely measured explicitly. Conversely, at the interpersonal level,
agency is most often proxied, relying on measures of status inconsistency
between partners, such as differences in age, education levels, decision-
making power, and occupation. Empirical evidence measuring agency with
clear constructs at the community and societal levels is missing, primarily
due to the complexity, vagueness, and, at times, sensitivity of measuring
social and gender norms.
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Women’s and Children’s Health

This chapter reviews research on the relationship between women’s em-
powerment and various dimensions of women’s and children’s health and
well-being, focusing largely on the strongest evidence base related to sexual
and reproductive, maternal, and newborn/early child health. The commit-
tee has adapted the World Health Organization’s (WHO’s) definition of
health as a state of complete physical, mental, and social well-being and
not merely the absence of disease or infirmity (WHO, 1948). Health—and
importantly the highest standard of health—is considered a universal, fun-
damental human right, regardless of economic or social position, political
beliefs, religion, or race and ethnicity (WHO, n.d.). Yet stark differences
in outcomes and opportunities for health and well-being exist between
men and boys compared to women and girls worldwide. Gender is an
important social influencer of absolute health outcomes, and of disparities
in health outcomes, for women and girls. The health of women and girls
is heavily shaped by structural environments, cultural and gender norms,
societal roles and relationships, and inequities in access to the social and
environmental conditions for good health (WHO, n.d.). Beyond biological
differences in risk and susceptibility between females and males (as assigned
at birth) that may contribute to higher rates of some of the leading diseases
and lower rates of survival among women, underlying structural and social
factors drive gender-based health inequities for women and girls (Langer et
al.,2015). As such, empowerment of women and girls has significant impli-
cations for health—as empowerment relates both to population dynamics
and to socioeconomic development, and more broadly to societal well-being
and Sustainable Development Goals.

71
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Given the significant overlaps between key dimensions of health and
both population dynamics and socioeconomic development, as well as
related empowerment, the committee conceptualizes health as operating
within both of those domains. As in the prior chapters and indicated in
the framework presented in Figure 5-1, we acknowledge the bidirectional
nature of the relationships between empowerment and health. But in this
chapter, where possible, we place greater emphasis on how women’s em-
powerment—at various levels of the social ecology—impacts health-related
outcomes. We operationalize health outcomes as done in several key areas
with the largest evidence base: access to family planning (including con-
traception, abortion, sexual activity); access to women’s healthcare and
health service utilization; women’s physical, mental, and maternal health
outcomes; and child health (including nutrition). Due to overlaps in the
literature, some topics that can be considered health related are primarily
discussed in other chapters (e.g., mortality is discussed in Chapter 4). As
mentioned, for practical reasons, in this report the committee chose to focus
on women of childbearing age, but we acknowledge the critical importance
of understanding the link between women’s empowerment and health at
older ages as well.

WOMEN’S EMPOWERMENT AND
ACCESS TO FAMILY PLANNING

When it comes to reproductive choice, women’s empowerment and
agency are important for the right to decide about the number, timing, and
spacing of their children; to decide about their reproductive activities; and
to realize fertility goals and preferences. The interpersonal and sociocul-
tural context includes the roles of women’s male sexual partners, family,
peers, community, and environments. Women’s choices are influenced by
the likelihood and actuality of the survival of their children to adulthood,
as well as by broader multilevel influences discussed later in this chapter.
Among the means defined above, contraceptive acceptability and effective,
desired use result from the complex interplay between women’s agency and
partner dynamics and are conditioned by the same fundamental drivers
inherent to assurance of reproductive rights—equitable access to services
and methods, freedom from discrimination, economic and environmental
resources, and supportive cultural norms and policies. Contraceptive use
results from interactions between the availability of safe, acceptable, and
affordable contraceptives; women’s agency; sexual partner communication
and power dynamics; family pressures; and cultural norms.

Evidence on family planning programs designed to improve wom-
en’s agency and sexual and reproductive healthcare utilization, contra-
ceptive use, and birth spacing is robust. Empirically, increased options in
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contraceptive products and contraceptive access provided privately, as well
as life skills training, can increase contraceptive use, which can in turn
translate into informed choices about sexual activity and, at times, later
onset of sexual intercourse (Ashraf et al., 2014; Bandiera et al., 2020). A
randomized controlled trial (RCT) in Mozambique found that introducing
female condoms to women led to a substantial increase in the proportion
of women who used female condoms, especially among women with lower
bargaining power, who were previously having unprotected sex (rather than
using male condoms; Cassidy et al., 2021).

RCTs evaluating family planning counseling and education interven-
tions have shown significant impact on contraceptive use among women
across multiple national settings and world regions (Mwaikambo et al.,
2011; Nanvubya et al., 2022; Zakiyah et al., 2016). They have also proven
cost effective (Zakiyah et al., 2016). More recent evidence indicated that
gender-transformative family planning interventions (e.g., those that coun-
ter traditional gender norms by including male partners and centralizing
women’s voice and choice) also showed significant positive effects on con-
traceptive use but primarily in the form of condom use (Ghanotakis et
al., 2017; Raj et al., 2016, 2022). Bapolisi et al. (2020) provided a clear
example of these gender-transformative sexual and reproductive health in-
terventions engaging men, in the context of the Democratic Republic of the
Congo. Using a longitudinal parallel mixed-methods approach combined
with matching techniques, the study assessed the impact of the Mawe tatu
program, an intervention linking village savings and loan associations for
women with men-to-men sensitization, to transform gender-inequitable
norms and behaviors. These two project arms were combined with an
educational component about family planning and sexual and reproductive
health. The authors found evidence of a positive effect of this combined in-
tervention on the household economy, on child nutritional status, on the use
of reproductive health services including family planning, and on reducing
sexual and gender-based violence. Studies on gender-transformative family
planning with married couples in India yielded similar findings regarding
increased contraceptive use, male engagement in family planning, men’s
reports of relationship quality, and women’s reports of satisfaction with
family planning, as well as reductions in partner violence and traditional
masculinity norms (Averbach et al., 2023; Chatterji et al., 2023; Fleming et
al., 2018; Raj et al., 2016, 2022).

A quasi-experimental trial design by Ahmed et al. (2015) in rural
Bangladesh examined the effect of integrating family planning with a com-
munity-based maternal and newborn health program on improving post-
partum contraceptive use and reducing short birth intervals (< 24 months).
The study found contraceptive prevalence rates in the intervention arm to
be 15% higher than in the control arm at 12 months, and birth intervals of
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less than 24 months to be significantly lower in the intervention arm. Simi-
larly, Karra et al. (2022) conducted an RCT in Lilongwe, Malawi, to assess
the causal impact of improved access to family planning on contraceptive
use and pregnancy spacing. The intervention arm received four services over
a two-year period: (a) up to six family planning counseling sessions, (b) free
transportation to a clinic, (c) free family planning services at the clinic or
financial reimbursement for services obtained elsewhere, and (d) treatment
for contraceptive-related side effects. The authors found that contraceptive
use after two years of intervention exposure increased by 5.9 percentage
points, mainly through an increased use of contraceptive implants. Fur-
thermore, the treatment group’s hazard of pregnancy was 43.5% lower 24
months after the index birth, suggesting longer birth spacing. Moreover,
a recent study showed that providing personalized digital counseling to
women regarding modern contraceptive methods may be as effective in
increasing contraceptive use as providing subsidies (Athey et al., 2023).

Additional evidence comes from Naz and Acharya (2021), who evalu-
ated the impact of the Family Advancement for Life and Health (FALAH)
project, a family planning program implemented in 31 districts in Pakistan,
using a quasi-experimental approach comparing outcomes of multiple chil-
dren from the same mothers before and after the project. The study found
that FALAH increased interbirth intervals by 2.4 months on average and
reduced the proportion of short birth intervals by approximately 7.1 per-
centage points.

One relatively understudied aspect of access to family planning is access
to infertility treatment. A recent systematic review and meta-analysis by
WHO indicated that, globally, approximately one in six people have expe-
rienced infertility at some stage in their lives, equivalent to a lifetime preva-
lence of 17.5% and a period prevalence of 12.6% in 2022 (WHO, 2023).
Availability and access to infertility treatment remain limited in low- and
middle-income countries (LMICs), especially in Sub-Saharan Africa. We are
not aware of any causal study examining the relationship between women’s
empowerment or agency and uptake of infertility treatment. Conversely,
correlational studies have shown that infertility is associated with various
physical and mental health issues. Infertility can lead to social ostracization
or divorce; intimate partner violence; and poor economic, mental, or other
health indicators (Kiani et al., 2020, 2021; Polis et al., 2017).

WOMEN’S EMPOWERMENT AND ACCESS TO ABORTION

Comprehensive abortion care, which includes information provision,
abortion management, and post-abortion care, is an integral component of
women’s sexual and reproductive health. In 2020, WHO included compre-
hensive abortion care in its published list of essential healthcare services.
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The WHO Abortion Care guideline released in March 2022 strives to
facilitate evidence-based decision making for quality abortion care that is
effective, efficient, accessible, acceptable, person-centered, equitable, and
safe (WHO, 2022).

Clarke and Miihlrad (2021) examined the impact of progressive and re-
gressive legislation targeting access to abortion services on women’s health
in Mexico using a two-way fixed-effects approach. While the Federal Dis-
trict of Mexico decriminalized and subsidized early-term elective abortion
(progressive), other states increased sanctions on “illegal” abortions (regres-
sive). On the progressive end, the authors documented sharp declines in
maternal morbidity, especially due to hemorrhage in early pregnancy, sug-
gesting considerable improvements in health outcomes flowing from legal
access to abortion. On the regressive end, small or null impacts on women’s
health were observed in the states that increased sanctions. It is important
to note that when women are denied legal access to abortion, some will seek
other means to terminate a pregnancy (e.g., Scrimshaw, 1985).

In the context of India, Rastogi and Sharma (2022) explored whether
legal restrictions on prenatal discrimination against females led to shifts by
parents toward postnatal discrimination. Leveraging the same cross-temporal
and cross-spatial variation described in Nandi (2015), they also docu-
mented an increase in female births, yet this was accompanied by less hu-
man capital investment in those children, providing evidence of postnatal
discrimination. Specifically, females born in states affected by the ban were
2.3, 3.5, and 3.2 percentage points less likely, respectively, to complete
grade 10, complete grade 12, and enter university. The study found these
effects to be primarily concentrated among the poorest households that had
no resources to evade the ban.

WOMEN’S EMPOWERMENT AND WOMEN’S ACCESS
TO HEALTHCARE AND SERVICE UTILIZATION

Beyond family planning, associations between women’s empowerment
and health-related knowledge, behaviors, care access, and service utilization
in LMIC contexts are well documented, particularly in relation to sexual
and reproductive health (e.g., HIV), maternal health (antenatal/postna-
tal), and newborn/early child health services. A multitude of studies have
conducted secondary analyses of Demographic and Health Surveys (DHS)
data across various countries and settings globally. For example, Htun et
al. (2021) analyzed Myanmar DHS data to identify barriers to accessing
healthcare among 7,779 married women aged 15-49 years. This study
focused on women’s decision-making power and disagreement with justi-
fication of wife-beating, which are described in the study as indicators of
women’s empowerment but could also be considered indicators of women’s
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agency. Barriers to healthcare access include not getting permission to go
to the doctor, not being able to get the money needed for advice or treat-
ment, long distances to a health facility, and not wanting to go alone. Using
logistic regression, the authors found that women with high empowerment
scores experienced fewer barriers when accessing healthcare services gener-
ally when compared to married women with low or middle empowerment
scores. Barriers to healthcare access were also reduced among women
residing in urban areas and those with a higher level of education, fewer
children, and richer households. Reviews of the literature involving LMICs
show similar predictors of women’s control over decision making to seek
healthcare for themselves, including women’s education and employment;
husbands’ education and employment; and household wealth (Idris et al.,
2023; Osamor & Grady, 2016).

In an analysis of Nepal DHS data, Khatiwada et al. (2020) identified
significant associations between various dimensions of women’s empower-
ment, which they defined as including education, occupation, owning a
bank account, media exposure, internet use, and access to skilled birth
attendants during delivery. These findings were consistent with those of
a prior analysis of DHS data from 31 countries where data on women’s
empowerment were available, 21 of which were African countries (Ahmed
et al., 2010). That study found that women experiencing empowerment
inequities were less likely to utilize health services. Empowerment was mea-
sured based on five questions, with a possible score of 0-5, asking women
about their involvement in decisions related to their own healthcare, large
household purchases, daily household needs purchases, visits to their family
or relatives, and daily meal preparation. Women with the highest empower-
ment scores were found to be significantly more likely to have attended four
or more antenatal care visits and to have had a skilled birth attendant than
were women with the lowest empowerment scores.

There is also growing research specific to the role of expanding infor-
mation and communication technologies such as mobile phones, be they
simple-feature phones or smartphones enabling full internet connectivity.
With technology maturation and expansion of mobile data networks, mo-
bile phone capabilities have expanded from enabling communication to
provision of information and delivery of services (Aker & Mbiti, 2010). The
increased affordability of mobile phones has also translated into enhanced
financial independence and better labor market prospects, especially for
women (Suri & Jack, 2016); food security and dietary quality (Bhandari,
2017; Sekabira & Qaim, 2017); better educational outcomes (Aker et al.,
2012); and more decision-making power for women in domestic and pub-
lic domains such as care work (Wekwete, 2014) and politics (Abubakar
& Dasuki, 2018; Varriale et al., 2022). One influential study leveraging
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a natural experiment suggested that access to the Kenyan mobile money
system M-PESA increased per capita consumption levels and lifted 2% of
Kenyan households out of poverty. This study also documented more pro-
nounced impacts for female-headed households, which seemed to be driven
by changes in financial behavior (e.g., higher saving) and labor market
outcomes such as occupational choice, especially for women who moved
out of agriculture and into business (Suri & Jack, 2016).

A large-scale study covering over 200 countries found that the ex-
pansion of mobile phones was associated with lower gender inequalities,
higher contraceptive use, and lower maternal and child mortality, with
particularly strong associations among the poorest countries and commu-
nities (Rotondi et al., 2020). By complementing macro-level information
with micro-level data and quasi-experimental techniques, the study also
showed that ownership of mobile phones narrowed the information gap
about reproductive and sexual health and increased women’s indepen-
dent decision making (Rotondi et al., 2020). Some of this evidence is
consistent with a correlational study from India suggesting that women’s
mobile phone use is positively associated with women’s physical mobility,
nonsurgical contraceptive use, and higher community connectivity among
women (Rajkhowa & Qaim, 2022). Associational evidence even suggests
that benefits may transmit intergenerationally. For instance, using DHS
data from 29 countries, Pesando and Qiyomiddin (2023) found that infants
born to women owning mobile phones fare consistently better in terms of
birth weight. Identified mechanisms are consistent with the idea of broader
knowledge and access to healthcare services, and associations were found
to be stronger in countries where infant health is poorer, yet mobile phone
diffusion is higher, highlighting the comparatively higher potential of the
mobile phone diffusion for global development in the poorest contexts.

Focusing on experiences of intimate partner violence, some evidence in-
dicates that mobile phones may help women overcome physical boundaries,
especially women who are separated from support networks and are bound
within their husbands’ social spheres. A recent study covering 10 low-
income countries and employing instrumental-variable and nonparametric
matching techniques found that women’s independent (e.g., independent of
women’s male partners) ownership of mobile phones was associated with
a 9-12% lower likelihood of emotional, physical, and sexual violence over
the previous 12 months, even after controlling for characteristics proxy-
ing for socioeconomic status, household resources, and local development
within the community (Pesando, 2022). The study also showed that mobile
phone ownership was positively associated with women’s decision-making
power within the household and male partners’ lower acceptability of
intimate partner violence. Importantly, this was not observed in all coun-
tries, with Angola emerging as an exception—here, women’s mobile phone
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ownership was associated with higher likelihood of experiencing intimate
partner violence. This evidence is consistent with the idea that, in some
contexts—especially where digital gender gaps are still wide, independent
device use is limited, and shared device use is still the norm—mobile phones
may serve as “disempowering” devices: independent (or even concealed) use
of mobile phones may in fact trigger violent reactions from male partners,
who feel threatened by “new” status imbalances within the household
unsettling norms of male dominance. Large-scale comparative studies (Mc-
Dougal et al., 2019) as well as qualitative research in selected low-income
countries support this possibility (Mpiima et al., 2019; Uduji & Okolo-
Obasi, 2018). In line with the above disempowering scenario, technology
and media may also spread gender-traditional ideas and strengthen gender
stereotypes, thus reinforcing backlash effects, as shown by Forsyth and
Ward (2022) in Honduras and Gray (2014) in Malawi.

A comprehensive overview of the implications of mobile phone expan-
sion for dynamics of gender equality in areas such as health, agriculture,
education, food security, labor markets, business, and participation in poli-
tics can be found in Pesando and Rotondi (2020). One central tenet of this
expanding scholarship is that the full potential of mobile phone technology
cannot be reached if digital divides by gender persist. Women are still far
less likely to own mobile phones on their own, use them less often when
they have access, and have poorer information and communication tech-
nology skills compared to men, thus creating second-level (skill-related)
digital divides on top of first-level (access-related) divides (Blumenstock &
Eagle, 2010; Fatehkia et al., 2018), and therefore highlighting a key area
for policy intervention.

Access to healthcare has also been found to be a significant contributor
to women’s empowerment and agency, illustrating the reciprocal nature of
empowerment and healthcare access. Asaolu et al. (2018) analyzed DHS
data from 19 countries in Sub-Saharan Africa, defining women’s empow-
erment as attitudes toward violence, labor force participation, education,
and access to healthcare. In this study, access to care was described as the
distance to health facilities, ability to afford services, and the permission
to access services. The study concluded that removing healthcare barriers
can empower women by providing resources that allow women to exercise
their agency.

Other studies show an association between women’s empowerment and
antenatal and postnatal service utilization. In an analysis of four rounds of
Ethiopia DHS data of 61,635 women ages 15-49 years from 2000-2016,
Shibre et al. (2023) found that highly empowered women used more an-
tenatal and postnatal care services than poorly empowered women did.
This study utilizes empowerment, defined as decision making, social inde-
pendence, and attitudes toward violence, as an equity stratifier to assess
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inequalities in the uptake of maternal child health (MCH) services, includ-
ing early antenatal care and four or more antenatal care and postnatal care
services. Similarly, a cross-sectional study with 200 women in Bangladesh
aimed to identify the patterns between women’s empowerment, in terms
of mobility and decision making, and health-seeking behavior (Mainuddin
et al., 2015). This study found that only 12% of women were empowered
or had the agency to make their own decisions about seeking healthcare,
and that women’s empowerment could enhance decision-making authority
related to health-seeking behavior. Additional studies using DHS data from
LMICs showed that enhanced decision making could increase chances of
attending antenatal care visits during pregnancy, receiving skilled ante-
natal care, making the first prenatal visit during the first three months of
pregnancy, and delivery in a hospital (Fawole & Adeoye, 2015; Mokam &
Zamo Akono, 2022; Sripad et al., 2019).

An analysis of DHS data in Bangladesh evaluated dimensions of wom-
en’s empowerment alongside the continuum of care (CoC) for maternal
health (including pregnancy, delivery, and postpartum care) among 4,942
married women of reproductive age who had at least one live birth in the
past three years (Rahman et al., 2021). After adjusting for individual-,
household-, and community-level variables, women with higher social in-
dependence were found to have more antenatal care visits, higher retention
of skilled birth attendants, and higher completion of full CoC than women
with low social independence. Indicators under the social independence do-
main, including frequency of reading newspapers or magazines, education,
age at first cohabitation, and age at first birth, were found to be important
predictors of CoC.

Finally, Nieuwenhuijze and Leahy-Warren (2019) systematically re-
viewed 97 primary research articles (qualitative, quantitative, and mixed
methods) from LMICs and high-income countries, focused on empower-
ment in the areas of birth experience, maternal and newborn health out-
comes, use of maternity services, participation in care, and satisfaction with
care. This review identified four consequences of women’s empowerment
in pregnancy and childbirth, finding that women’s empowerment based on
decision-making indicators during pregnancy and childbirth could increase
women’s satisfaction with the birth experience, deeming it positive, exud-
ing a sense of accomplishment, and providing an opportunity to heal from
a previous traumatic birth. Empowerment was also found to contribute to
the woman’s overall health as well as the health of her baby and family, en-
hancing self-confidence and emotional well-being, increasing self-advocacy
in terms of more assertive interactions with providers, and contributing to
a sense of control over choice and decision making.
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WOMEN’S EMPOWERMENT AND HEALTH OUTCOMES

Maternal Health

Associations between women’s empowerment and a broader range of
women’s physical, mental, and maternal health outcomes have also been
studied, though the evidence base is generally less robust than it is for
healthcare access and service utilization. For example, a few recent studies
found that women’s empowerment was associated with better maternal
and newborn health outcomes. Kabir et al. (2020) analyzed DHS data from
Bangladesh, including data from 27,357 women and 9,234 mother-child
pairs. This study measured empowerment using the Women’s Empowerment
Index (WEI), including indicators related to education, access to sociofamil-
ial decision making, economic contribution and access to economic decision
making, attitudes toward domestic violence, and mobility. The study found
that women with WEI scores in the highest quartile, when compared to
women with WEI scores in the lowest quartile, had 32% lower adjusted
odds of having a low-birth-weight baby. Moreover, the WEI is moderated
by household income, with women in the highest WEI quartile experienc-
ing 54% lower odds of undernutrition in the highest wealth quartile group
and 18% lower odds in the lowest wealth quartile group when compared
to women in the lowest WEI quartiles within the respective wealth quar-
tile groups. This study concluded that the likelihood of a woman being
malnourished or delivering a low-birth-weight baby decreased as levels of
empowerment increased.

A few studies also found associations between women’s empowerment
and select mental health outcomes, most often in the context of pregnancy
and parenting. A longitudinal analysis in rural Burkina Faso by Leight et al.
(2022) analyzed the association between the project-level Women’s Empow-
erment in Agriculture Index and outcomes of stress and maternal depres-
sion. The study found that maternal distress was negatively correlated with
women’s empowerment scores. Women with high self-efficacy had a 6 per-
centage point decline in the probability of high maternal stress, and women
reporting respect among household members had an 11 percentage point
decline in the probability of postpartum depression. A qualitative study in
Pakistan of 19 symptomatic pregnant women aged 18-37 years found that
autonomy, specifically decision-making power and peer/family support,
was an important protective factor against prenatal maternal anxiety and
an enabling resource for maternal mental health (Rowther et al., 2020).
More generally, a longitudinal study by Richardson et al. (2019) analyzing
baseline and follow-up interviews with 2,859 women in rural India found
that one standard deviation increase in agency was associated with a 7%
reduction relative to the mean in psychological distress symptoms.
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Women’s Morbidity and Gender Gaps in Morbidity

Morbidity data need to be considered along with mortality data, as
morbidities increase risk for years of life lost. Women experience more mor-
bidity than men, and women lose more years of life due to disability than
men (James et al., 2018). Nutritional deficiencies and neurological, mental,
and musculoskeletal disorders account for the bulk of this pattern, but ma-
ternal morbidities also contribute to these differences (James et al., 2018).

Women’s Empowerment and Women’s Morbidity

At the individual level, women with greater agency tend to exhibit
lower morbidity. A study of five African countries found that women with
greater influence over household decisions and women less accepting of
domestic violence had higher body mass index (Jones et al., 2020a). An-
other study of 26 African countries found that women were less likely to be
anemic or underweight in couples that agreed that the wife played at least
an equal role in major household purchase decisions (Annan et al., 2021).
Similarly, a study in India found that exposure to domestic violence raised
the risk of anemia and underweight in women (Ackerson & Subramanian,
2008). These differences in morbidity may in part relate to the greater use of
healthcare, especially reproductive healthcare, by women with greater au-
tonomy and decision-making power (Allendorf, 2007; Bloom et al., 2001;
Pratley, 2016) or in areas that have been more exposed to local female
leadership (Dupas & Jain, 2024).

Child Health

An array of evidence—correlational and causal, at multiple levels of
analysis—suggests that women’s empowerment improves the health of
their children. In individual-level data, children of women with greater
agency have been shown less likely to be malnourished and more likely to
survive. Systematic reviews of studies from low-income contexts demon-
strated that greater maternal agency was associated with better healthcare
and health among their children (Abreha & Zereyesus, 2021; Carlson et al.,
2015; Pratley, 2016), including complete childhood immunizations cover-
age (Thorpe et al., 2016). The most common outcome in the literature is
nutritional status, but studies also found associations of autonomy with
increased antenatal care, skilled birth attendance, and vaccination, as well
as decreased child mortality.

Associations suggest multiple ways through which women’s empow-
erment could matter for child health, reflecting the multiple components
of women’s empowerment. A study of five African countries found that

Copyright National Academy of Sciences. All rights reserved.


https://nap.nationalacademies.org/catalog/27955?s=z1120

Women's Empowerment, Population Dynamics, and Socioeconomic Development

WOMEN’S EMPOWERMENT AND WOMEN’S AND CHILDREN’S HEALTH 83

women with more intrinsic agency, measured by attitudes about domestic
violence, had taller and heavier children; women with greater instrumental
agency, measured by influence over household decisions, had children who
were less anemic (Jones et al., 2020a). Other studies focused on concor-
dance in spouses’ reports of who makes household decisions. For example,
a study of 26 African countries found that children were less likely to have
low height-for-age, low weight-for-height, or incomplete vaccination status
when their mothers and fathers agreed that the mother had at least equal
say in household decisions or when their mothers claimed more power
than their fathers (Annan et al., 2021). Other studies focused on the dis-
tinction between community- and individual-level agency. For example, a
study of 12 African, Latin American, and South Asian countries found that
women’s decision-making power predicted children’s immunization status,
nutritional status, and survival more consistently across communities than
across women within communities (Desai & Johnson, 2005).

India stands out for having especially large and statistically significant
associations between women’s decision-making power and children’s health
across all outcomes and all levels of analysis (Desai & Johnson, 2005).
As seen for research on women’s agency and women’s health, India also
provides a great deal of insight into the relationship between women’s
positioning in the family and child health. In joint Indian households, in
which multiple adult brothers live in the same household, the children of
lower-ranking wives were shown to have higher neonatal mortality and
lower height-for-age (Coffey et al., 2022).

Lower fertility can also improve children’s health and mortality if, due
to smaller family size, parents can invest more in each child’s health and
development. Yount et al. (2014) examined how fertility decline affected
girls’ well-being and gender gaps in children’s well-being in poor countries,
using several years of DHS data. They found that fertility decline and
women’s later first birth were associated with gains in girls’ survival at ages
1-4 years, vaccination coverage at ages 12-23 months, and nutrition at
0-36 months. The study demonstrated that the gender gaps in child health
reduced as women’s median age at first birth increased.

Causal evidence for this so-called “quantity-quality” tradeoff is lacking,
however—it is unclear whether factors that cause delayed childbearing (e.g.,
greater education) also cause improvements in child health, or whether
health improvements stem from lower/delayed fertility itself. However, ear-
lier work on child survival, birth spacing, and birth order for nearly 3,000
low-income women in Ecuador demonstrated the negative impact of high
birth order and closely spaced births on the survival of infants and young
children (Wolfers & Scrimshaw, 1975).
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Effects of Women’s Socioeconomic Development on Women’s
and Children’s Health via Women’s Empowerment

Several studies have shown that multilevel interventions that strengthen
women’s empowerment through addressing socioeconomic development
can improve women’s healthcare access and health outcomes (Das et al.,
2023; Fawole & Adeoye, 2015; Mokam & Zamo Akono, 2022; Yeo et
al., 2022). Key socioeconomic development programs designed to impact
healthcare access and outcomes through women’s empowerment include
increased access to educational opportunities, media exposure, employment
and socioeconomic mobility, healthcare payment participation, household
decision making and autonomy, and reduced gender-based violence and
child marriage (Bamiwuye et al., 2013; Das et al., 2023; Fawole & Adeoye,
2015; Htun et al., 2021; Khatiwada et al., 2020; Mokam & Zamo Akono,
2022; Ntoimo et al., 2022; Shibre et al., 2023; Shimamoto & Gipson, 2019;
Woldemicael, 2007; Yaya et al., 2018; Yeo et al., 2022). For example, com-
munity health worker interventions including home visits, cash transfers,
and participatory women’s groups were shown to promote equity in MCH
(Blanchard et al., 2019).

A survey designed by de Brauw and Peterman (2020) evaluated the
impact of a conditional cash transfers (CCT) program in El Salvador on
maternal health service utilization outcomes, including prenatal care, skilled
attendance at birth, birth in health facilities, and postnatal care. This study
found that CCTs could reduce barriers to healthcare by providing financial
incentives and enhancing women’s decision-making agency and empower-
ment. The treatment group receiving CCTs had an increase in skilled at-
tendance at birth following the intervention.

Exploratory research conducted in southeast Nigeria by Ezenwaka et
al. (2021) utilized qualitative interviews and thematic analysis of service
utilization pre- and post-program to explore how CCTs influence the up-
take of MCH services. Results from this study showed that pregnant women
who received CCT were more motivated to attend health facilities, resulting
in improved utilization of maternal health services, with increased utiliza-
tion among CCT participants from 2012 to 2015 in the areas of antenatal
attendance, antenatal first visit, antenatal fourth visit, delivery by a skilled
birth attendant, pregnant women receiving their second dose of tetanus
toxoid, and the number of children under one year of age who were fully
immunized. Another RCT by Vanhuyse et al. (2022) included 2,522 women
in the intervention group who received CCTs and 2,922 women in the con-
trol group. The study found that those receiving the intervention attended
a significantly higher proportion of antenatal care appointments than those
in the control group.
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Effects of Policy and Community Interventions
for Women’s Empowerment on Health Outcomes

In terms of the role of policies in maternal and child health outcomes, a
study that leveraged variation in the gender composition of state legislatures
after close elections between male and female candidates found that in-
creased women’s representation was associated with reduced neonatal mor-
tality in India (Bhalotra & Clots-Figueras, 2014). Antenatal visits, skilled
and institutional birth delivery, nutritional supplementation in pregnancy,
tetanus injection in pregnancy, and early breastfeeding also increased—as
did the presence of a health center, dispensary, or hospital—suggesting
public health investment as a mechanism. At the local level in India, re-
served spots for women on village councils—which were randomly assigned
to one-third of villages—increased spending on improved drinking water
facilities (Chattopadhyay & Duflo, 2004), which can improve children’s
health. However, spending did not increase on education and sanitation,
which surveys suggested were less important to female constituents than
drinking water. In other words, women’s political agency can elevate the
interests of children but not uniformly.

The historical United States provides further evidence of a policy-level
effect of women’s agency on child health. A classic study focused on the
staggered expansion of women’s suffrage across states in the early 20th cen-
tury. Tracking the evolution of state child mortality rates and public health
spending during this expansion, Miller (2008) estimated that enfranchis-
ing women raised public health spending by one-third and reduced child
mortality by 8-15%, principally due to decreases in diarrheal disease and
other hygiene-related causes.

Community-based interventions were also shown to increase health
awareness and service utilization among women, while being cost effec-
tive. Sharma et al. (2020) evaluated a peer-educator intervention in India
focused on transfer of knowledge about various aspects of MCH, which
aimed to create a supportive environment within the household and com-
munity. Via a nonexperimental, post-test evaluation of the treatment group
using a mixed-methods approach via qualitative interviews and thematic
analysis of 37,324 women, both of which included indicators related to
women’s awareness and utilization of MCH services (Sharma et al., 2020),
the authors found that the intervention increased women’s awareness of
MCH services, shifted the attitudes of family members toward maternal
health, and educated women on saving money to use for emergencies or
other health services, such as transportation to the hospital at the time of
delivery. In a mixed-methods study of a participatory women’s group in-
tervention focused on women’s health, nutrition, and family planning, the
authors interviewed and surveyed 5,355 women before the intervention and
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5,128 following the intervention (Harris-Fry et al., 2016). They found that
women’s participatory groups could significantly improve women’s health
knowledge, including improvements in women’s dietary diversity scores and
participation in healthcare decision making, as well as knowledge regarding
contraception, treatment and prevention of sexually transmitted infections,
nutrition, and anemia prevention. Other interventions aimed at mitigating
domestic violence (Krishnan et al., 2012), improving community health and
nutrition (Pradhan et al., 2023), and addressing upstream causes of food
insecurity all showed promise in enhancing women’s empowerment and
reducing negative health outcomes.

Using a clustered RCT design, Handa et al. (2014, 2015, 2017) evalu-
ated a national poverty program named Kenyan Cash Transfer for Orphans
and Vulnerable Children, an unconditional transfer of US $20 per month
to eligible households. The program aimed to positively affect sexual and
reproductive health outcomes and socioeconomic development of women,
girls, and their families by improving household-level economic stability,
investing in educational opportunities, promoting equitable household and
community gender norms, and increasing young women’s life aspirations
and reproductive agency. The program reduced the odds of early initiation
of sexual activity by 31%, yet it had no effects on outcomes such as con-
dom use, number of partners, and transactional sex. Additional findings
indicated that, while the program reduced the likelihood of pregnancy
by 5 percentage points, there was no significant impact on likelihood of
early marriage. Program impacts on pregnancy appeared to work through
increasing the enrollment of young women in school, financial stability of
the household, and delayed age at first sexual encounter. Another random-
ized cash transfer, conditional on girls’ monthly high school attendance in
South Africa, decreased the risk of physical intimate partner violence by
delaying girls’ sexual initiation and reducing the number of sexual partners
(Kilburn et al., 2018).

SUMMARY AND CONCLUSIONS

As described in this chapter, a significant body of largely descriptive
and associational survey research exists to support relationships between
women’s empowerment and healthcare access, service utilization, and out-
comes. The areas that received the greatest attention (and that have causal
evidence) include interventions and programs designed to improve sexual
and reproductive health access, family planning use, antenatal health, and
infant to young child health outcomes, in part by affecting women’s agency
or also by affecting indicators of socioeconomic development. Notably,
interventions designed to address educational and economic opportunities
and social capital have shown positive effects on family planning outcomes
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(e.g., decreased early marriage, older age at sexual debut, reduced unin-
tended pregnancy, and improved healthcare access) in LMICs, most notably
in Sub-Saharan Africa. This work has mainly focused on measuring agency
at the individual level and through indicators of self-efficacy, reproductive
autonomy, and householding decision making.

Beyond the RCT and quasi-experimental designs cited in this chapter,
a larger portion of the existing work has relied upon DHS data and/or sec-
ondary analyses of cross-sectional data, has been conducted in limited and
specific geographical and clinical settings, and has used empowerment indi-
cators based on somewhat narrow definitions or unidimensional measures.
As noted in Chapter 4, associations between health outcomes, women’s
empowerment, and socioeconomic development are often bidirectionally
framed in the literature. As such, our new conceptual framework considers
health fundamental to population dynamics and socioeconomic develop-
ment. Finally, the greatest body of work reviewed focused on individual-
level conceptualizations and targets for empowerment, with less overall
evidence existing for measurements and interventions designed to affect
agency and subsequently the health of women and girls at community and
societal levels.

Overall, future research is warranted to expand the evidence base, to
further illuminate causal associations between women’s empowerment and
health and healthcare access using primary data collection, longitudinal
and prospective designs, quasi-experimental RCTs, and mixed-methods
policy-evaluation approaches. Studies are warranted using a broader range
of multidimensional measures of both empowerment indicators and prior-
ity outcomes that relate to patient-/woman-/community-centered health
and healthcare experiences, importantly of quality and respectful care and
both within and outside the formal healthcare sectors. Additionally, studies
focused on a holistic set of physical, mental, reproductive, and behavioral
health conditions most salient to women and their families and communi-
ties, across the life course (including beyond reproductive and economically
productive years) and across generations, are critically important.
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Women’s Empowerment and
Socioeconomic Development

This chapter reviews the state of knowledge on the relationship be-
tween women’s empowerment (e.g., an expansion in women’s resources,
choice, agency, or achievements) and various socioeconomic development
outcomes. Similar to the preceding chapters, while the committee acknowl-
edges the bidirectional nature of the relationship, as indicated in our new
conceptual framework shown in Figure 6-1, this chapter places greater
emphasis on how women’s empowerment—at various levels of the social
ecology—impacts socioeconomic development. As described in Chapter 2,
by socioeconomic development we mean the sustained improvement in the
social and economic well-being of the population. We operationalize socio-
economic development as consisting of multiple dimensions of well-being,
such as human development (e.g., education, nutrition, skills development,
health outcomes, and access to quality care); material standard of living
(e.g., access to decent work and sustainable livelihoods); social capital and
cohesion; social protection; governance and the quality of public services;
peace, security, and safety from violence (especially intimate partner violence
[IPV]); and climate resilience. The chapter is organized around these topics,
with health outcomes primarily discussed in Chapter 5. We recognize that
reducing the breadth and depth of inequality in achieving these outcomes,
including along gender lines, is a core component of socioeconomic devel-
opment. We also acknowledge that important dimensions of socioeconomic
development with links to women’s agency, such as maternal and child
health and sexual and reproductive health, overlap with population dy-
namics and have thus been covered in previous chapters. Furthermore, we
are aware of the large body of literature that relates population dynamics
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to the socioeconomic outcomes listed above, but in this report, we opt to
emphasize the arrow that links women’s empowerment to socioeconomic
development.

As discussed in prior chapters, literature on the role of women’s empow-
erment faces several methodological challenges, in part due to the variety of
ways this concept is measured and its context-specific nature. These chal-
lenges are related to the difficulty of finding exogenous variation that drives
women’s empowerment. In the area of socioeconomic development, studies
that attempt a causal identification use legal or institutional changes that
enhance women’s control over assets or their access to income as natural
experiments; or they use programmatic interventions, such as conditional
cash transfers, in the context of randomized controlled trials (RCTs). Some
of the studies we reviewed directly measured women’s empowerment (e.g.,
through household bargaining or decision-making measures) and identi-
fied empowerment as a mediator for impacts of socioeconomic outcomes.
However, because of the challenges of operationalizing and measuring
empowerment, many of the studies did not explicitly measure the effects of
the legal changes or interventions on women’s agency but instead examined
their effects on the socioeconomic development outcomes of interest, such
as female labor force participation or social protection. These studies then
implicitly attributed the effects to the mediating role of women’s empower-
ment or resorted to theoretical models of household bargaining and deci-
sion making to make the case.

In addition to examining the links between women’s empowerment
and various socioeconomic development outcomes, this chapter briefly
reviews the state of knowledge about the relationship between women’s
empowerment and macroeconomic outcomes, such as sectoral allocation
of resources, productivity, and economic growth. Much of this literature
used theory-based computable general equilibrium models to quantify the
effects of women’s empowerment (or gender equality more broadly) on
macroeconomic outcomes. These studies examined potential effects on
macroeconomic outcomes through three main channels: an investment
channel, in which women’s increased decision making affects the alloca-
tion of investments into human versus physical capital; a labor-allocation
channel, in which lifting barriers to entry for women in various occupations
and sectors can increase economic growth; and a fertility channel, in which
women’s empowerment can affect economic growth through reduced fertil-
ity. These model-based approaches are methodologically distinct from the
theory-agnostic statistical approaches discussed elsewhere in this report.
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CHILD NUTRITIONAL STATUS AND SCHOOLING

Although educational achievement and health are listed as separate di-
mensions of socioeconomic development in our new conceptual framework,
we opt to discuss child nutritional status and schooling together, since exist-
ing literature often treats them together as indicators of parental investment
in child human capital. Several broad reviews of the association of women’s
agency, autonomy, and empowerment with child nutritional status have been
conducted (Carlson et al., 2015; Ruel & Alderman, 2013; Santoso et al.,
2019). Carlson et al. (2015) focused on the notion of women’s autonomy,
which they conceptualized as women’s household decision-making control
along with women’s attitudes about the legitimacy of domestic violence.
The authors acknowledged, however, that the literature they reviewed used
many proxy measures of what they term “autonomy,” which we may view
as “agency” in our new conceptual framework, impeding cross-national and
cross-cultural comparability. Nonetheless, this review strongly suggests that
improving maternal agency is conducive to improving children’s nutritional
status. Ruel and Alderman’s review (2013) of the impact of agriculture,
social safety nets, early child development, and schooling interventions on
nutritional outcomes holds similar recommendations but highlights that
much of what we see in the value of women’s empowerment in this realm
is specific to what has been done with agricultural programs.

Santoso et al. (2019) conducted an even broader review of 62 associa-
tional studies linking women’s empowerment to child nutritional outcomes,
using 200 indicators of empowerment and testing 1,316 associations with
various child nutrition outcomes. This review did not find a conclusive rela-
tionship between women’s empowerment and child nutrition, with 82% of
associations with stunting outcomes and 84 % of associations with wasting
outcomes being statistically insignificant. The authors attributed this result
to limitations in study design related to poor selection of empowerment
indicators, exclusive reliance on cross-sectional rather than longitudinal
data, and improperly controlling for pathway variables that may mediate
the relationship. Jones et al. (2020a) attempted to distinguish between the
domains of empowerment and to account for pathways of influence using
structural equation modeling in their study of the relationship between
women’s empowerment and child nutrition in five African countries. They
found that assets, intrinsic agency (which they measured via attitudes ac-
cepting of domestic violence), and instrumental agency (which they mea-
sured as women’s decision-making control) were positively associated with
maternal body mass index (BMI). In turn, maternal BMI was positively
associated with both the height-for-age and weight-for-height z-scores of
their children. The authors also found that their attitudinal measure was
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associated directly with several indicators of child nutritional status as well
as indirectly, through improved maternal nutrition.

Using a novel operationalization of women’s empowerment based on
a comparison of a woman’s perception of her own decision-making power
relative to her husband’s perception, Annan et al. (2021) studied asso-
ciations with various household well-being outcomes, including children’s
health and education, in 23 Sub-Saharan countries. The study found that
women assigning themselves higher decision-making power than their hus-
bands assign them, which the authors refer to as “taking power,” is as
effective as agreement between women and their husbands in terms of
reducing girls’ stunting and wasting measures and increasing boys’ likeli-
hood of receiving a full course of vaccinations. Generally, the authors found
that women “taking power” was better for child outcomes than was being
“given power,” but women who took power were subjected to significantly
higher incidence of emotional violence.

Several studies attempted to identify a causal relationship between
women’s agency at the societal or interpersonal levels and children’s nutri-
tion and schooling outcomes. We begin with studies that exploited legal
changes as natural experiments to identify causal effects. At the community
level, laws that reserve leadership positions for women, such as a 1993 law
in India, were shown to increase girls’ career aspirations and educational
attainment (Beaman et al., 2012) and women’s economic empowerment
through public work programs and access to financial services (Deininger
et al., 2020). At the interpersonal level, researchers studied the impact of
changes in divorce laws on household decisions, through their effect on
women’s bargaining power (Corradini & Buccione, 2023; Roff, 2017; Ste-
venson, 2007). A law that enhanced women’s unilateral divorce rights in
Egypt—a context in which divorce laws strongly favor men—was shown to
increase investment in child human capital (Corradini & Buccione, 2023).
The extension of alimony rights and obligations to cohabiting couples in
Brazil was shown to increase hours worked by adult females and to in-
crease investments in the education of children (Rangel, 2006). Kumar and
Quisumbing (2012) examined how women’s perceptions of the division
of household assets upon divorce affected women’s well-being and child
schooling outcomes in rural Ethiopia. The authors found that in households
that perceived divorce allocations to favor men, children’s schooling was
negatively affected, more so for girls than boys.

There is considerably more research on the role of women’s agency as a
mediating factor in the relationship between women’s economic empower-
ment and socioeconomic development outcomes. A longstanding result in
the international development literature is that household spending deci-
sions depend on the gender of the income recipient, and that when income
accrues to women rather than men, it is more likely to be spent on children’s
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nutrition and education rather than on privately consumed items, such as
tobacco and alcohol (Doss, 1996; Duflo, 2003; Hoddinott & Haddad,
1995; Quisumbing, 2003). It has long been recognized that this result is at
odds with a household decision model in which the household makes deci-
sion as a unit (also called the unitary household model). This discrepancy
can only be explained by a model of the household in which decisions are a
result of a bargaining process between two or more individuals with differ-
ing preferences, with the decision outcomes depending on their relative bar-
gaining power (the so-called collective household model; Alderman et al.,
1995; Chiappori, 1992, 1997). This approach was expanded in the 1990s
and early 2000s into a broader research agenda on “gender and intrahouse-
hold decisions and outcomes” (Quisumbing, 2003; Rogers & Schlossman,
1990). Evidence in favor of collective household models showing that assets
or income accruing to women result in different household decisions is,
therefore, indirect evidence on how shifts in women’s bargaining power—or
agency—affect household decisions, even if women’s bargaining power or
agency are not directly measured.

Exploiting a natural experiment related to agricultural reforms in post-
Mao China that differentially increased demand for male and female labor
depending on the product mixes in each region, Qian (2008) showed that
increases in the relative share of income going to female household mem-
bers in tea-producing regions resulted in higher survival rates for girls
and improved educational attainment for all children. Conversely, a 2011
amendment to the Chinese Marriage Law that reduced women’s rights to
housing property upon divorce led to significant reductions in household
spending on children’s education, which one study attributed to women’s
reduced bargaining power after the law was adopted (Li & Sun, 2023).

Using indicators of human and physical capital brought by men and
women at marriage as a proxy for bargaining power, Quisumbing and
Maluccio (2003) showed that in Bangladesh and South Africa, more assets
brought to the marriage by women increased expenditures on children’s
education, but the opposite was true in Ethiopia. Using the assets brought
into the marriage and the distribution of assets upon divorce as proxies for
bargaining power, Fafchamps et al. (2009) showed that increases in wom-
en’s bargaining power had a positive effect on child nutrition and school
attendance, but their results did not extend to all dimensions of household
welfare. Using a fully elaborated collective household model and data from
Mexico, Reggio (2011) explicitly estimated a mother’s bargaining power
using information on decision making about major household purchases
and the age difference between husband and wife. The study found that an
increase in a mother’s bargaining power was associated with fewer hours
of child labor for her daughters, but not for her sons.

Analyses of the impact of the expansion of an old-age pension pro-
gram to the Black population in South Africa in 1993 showed that benefits

Copyright National Academy of Sciences. All rights reserved.


https://nap.nationalacademies.org/catalog/27955?s=z1120

Women's Empowerment, Population Dynamics, and Socioeconomic Development

WOMEN’S EMPOWERMENT AND SOCIOECONOMIC DEVELOPMENT 95

accruing to women had a large impact on the nutritional status of their
granddaughters, while no similar effect was found for benefits accruing to
men. Men’s and women’s benefits had similar impacts on the nutritional
status of grandsons (Duflo, 2003). Lancaster et al. (2006) showed that when
power was more evenly distributed in the household, there was a higher
tendency to spend on jointly consumed items, like children’s education. This
and similar results have made it a standard practice to designate women
rather than men as the recipients of cash transfers targeted to poor house-
holds, to maximize the transfers’ socioeconomic benefits (Gitter & Barham,
2008; Molyneux & Thomson, 2011). Evidence also suggests that women’s
bargaining power mediates the effects of economic shocks on children’s
human capital. Dovis et al. (2021) showed that the impact of a father’s
employment shock on the participation of adolescent daughters in intensive
domestic work in Egypt was modulated by the mother’s bargaining power.

DECENT WORK AND SUSTAINABLE LIVELIHOODS

Few studies examined the impact of women’s agency on women’s labor
force participation or access to decent work. In fact, most existing literature
examines the opposing direction of causality, namely the effect of access to
work and economic opportunities on women’s agency and decision making
(De Hoop et al., 2018; Grogan, 2023; Heath, 2014; Heath & Mobarak,
2015; Jensen, 2012; Kabeer, 1997; Kabeer et al., 2018; Pike & English,
2022; Salem et al., 2018).

A few studies examined the relationship between women’s intrahouse-
hold bargaining power and their labor supply. Several studies used the
Hindu Succession Act of 1956 in India as a natural experiment, which
exogenously shifted women’s unearned income by improving their ability
to inherit property, to show that the passage of the Act positively shifted
women’s labor supply, contrary to the predictions of the standard labor sup-
ply model (Heath & Tan, 2020; Sapkal, 2017). The research attributed the
positive effect to increased control over income and bargaining power, and
women’s increased agency. In contrast, the introduction of unilateral no-
fault divorce laws between 2008 and 2018 in all 32 Mexican states, which
made it easier for women to obtain a divorce, did not increase women’s
labor force participation and had a small positive effect on hours worked
for employed married women (Hoehn-Velasco & Penglase, 2021). Hall-
ward-Driemeier and Gajigo (2015) examined the effect of a legal reform
in Ethiopia that expanded wives’ access to marital property and removed
restrictions on working outside the home. They found that women exposed
to these reforms were significantly more likely to work in occupations that
required work outside the home and that employed more educated workers
in paid and full-time jobs. Conversely, a 2011 change in the Marriage Law
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in China that reduced women’s rights to housing property upon divorce led
to a reduction in women’s work outside the home and women’s assumption
of a higher burden of household chores (Dong, 2022).

A small but growing literature demonstrates that strengthening wom-
en’s agency over assets can improve livelihoods. For example, Ali et al.
(2014) found that a land-regularization program in Rwanda led to large in-
creases in agricultural investment. This effect was particularly pronounced
for female-headed households, suggesting that this group suffered from high
levels of tenure insecurity, which the program reduced. In Ghana, strength-
ening women’s tenure security led to shifts away from farm work, with
large increases in women’s business profits (Agyei-Holmes et al., 2020).

In an RCT in India, Field et al. (2021) found that digital financial in-
clusion could encourage women’s labor force participation. They studied
an intervention that helped women open their own bank accounts, trained
women to use those accounts, and signed them up to receive direct de-
posit of wage payments for work under India’s public workfare program.
The evaluation showed that this intervention, by giving women increased
control over their wages, increased women’s agency and decision-making
power in the household and increased their participation in the labor mar-
ket. Similarly, providing female factory workers with private, blocked sav-
ings accounts in Cote d’Ivoire—thereby shielding their income from family
and others in their social networks—increased their work attendance by
10% and earnings by 11% (Carranza et al., 2022). Furthermore, changing
the way microfinance loans were disbursed from cash to digital accounts
enabled women in Uganda to expand their businesses by allowing them to
resist social pressures to share money with others in the household (Riley,
2024).

McKelway (2021) conducted an RCT in which women in India were
offered a psychological intervention to increase generalized self-efficacy, and
its effect on their labor supply was assessed. The study found short-term ef-
fects on women’s labor supply but no long-term effects on women’s employ-
ment. In Kenya, Orkin et al. (2023) found that a 60-90-minute workshop
aimed at increasing aspirations and encouraging women to set goals and
act on them increased their labor supply compared to a placebo workshop.
Other research examined the impacts of psychology-based entrepreneurship
training, finding positive impacts on women’s business income and profits
mediated by changes in entrepreneurial self-efficacy, personal initiative, and/
or entrepreneurial locus of control (e.g., Alibhai et al., 2019; Campos et al.,
2017; Glaub et al., 2014).

Another strand of the literature examines the impact of engaging men
to enhance women’s agency—through couples’ training or intrahousehold
transfers of productive assets or information—on women’s livelihoods and
well-being. A couples’ training in Uganda that shifted decision making and
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increased women’s group participation resulted in increased food security
and perceived well-being (Lecoutere & Wuyts, 2021). In a similar con-
text, targeting women versus men with agricultural information increased
women’s agricultural decision making, women’s subsequent adoption of
recommended practices and inputs, and yields on fields that were managed
by women (Lecoutere et al., 2023). Including wives in an agricultural exten-
sion training for men on cash crops in Cote d’Ivoire led to a large increase
in joint farm management and, subsequently, to better economic outcomes
on the farm (Donald et al., 2022). However, Ambler et al. (2021) found
that although the transfer of a productive asset from husbands to wives
increased the wives’ access to resources and agency, there were no shifts
in food security, health, or educational outcomes, though life satisfaction
improved for women and their husbands.

Improved access to childcare may free up women’s time and increase
their time agency, allowing them to participate in earnings and livelihood
activities. Although the positive effects of women’s access to childcare on
their labor force participation are well documented in developed countries
(Bick, 2016; Givord & Marbot, 2015), the evidence base in low-income
settings is thinner. In Rio de Janeiro, Brazil, de Barros et al. (2013) showed
that the odds of a mother having a job improved from 36% to 46% when
she won a spot in a lottery for free childcare for low-income families.
Household incomes increased by 16%. Clark et al. (2019) examined the ef-
fects of childcare in an informal settlement in Nairobi, Kenya. The authors
found that women who were offered vouchers for subsidized early childcare
were 8.5 percentage points more likely to be employed than those who
were not given vouchers and had 24% higher monthly earnings. Martinez
and Perticara (2017) randomized applicants to an afterschool program for
children ages 613 in Chile and found that program participation increased
employment by 5% and labor force participation by 7%. In urban Burkina
Faso, Ajayi et al. (2022) found that mobile creches increased women’s
hours worked and monthly income. Bjorvatn et al. (2022) offered childcare
subsidies to households in urban and peri-urban Uganda, and found that
single mothers offered the subsidy were 29% more likely to be employed
and had 45% higher incomes. Across the sample, the childcare subsidy led
to a 19% increase in household income. Lastly, Donald et al. (2023) found
that opening community-based childcare centers in the rural Democratic
Republic of the Congo not only increased women’s engagement in commer-
cial agriculture and overall income but also benefited husbands, with large
increases in overall agricultural productivity and income for households.
Husbands increased their economic participation, for example by starting
a business, and increased their income.
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SOCIAL CAPITAL AND CONNECTION

Existing literature generally illustrates that groups and even nations
with higher levels of social capital are more likely to be cohesive and recip-
rocally trusting, which in turn can facilitate positive civic engagement and
action (Kawachi et al., 2008; Newton, 2001).

In the fields of public health and economics, focus on social capital is
typically at the levels of individual and community. Research from these
fields demonstrated that social capital was more likely among people with
higher levels of education, income, and asset ownership, and tended to be
higher for men relative to women and for middle-aged adults relative to
younger adults (Kawachi et al., 2008; Villalonga-Olives et al., 2018). A
large body of associational research looked at the reverse relationship—how
social capital differentially affected men’s versus women’s advancement.
Some of this work documented how the gender homophily of networks
could disadvantage women because, relative to men’s networks, women’s
networks tended to have lower social and economic standing and less
proximity to power (Groysberg, 2010; Ibarra, 1992, 1993; Lutter, 2015;
McPherson et al., 2001). Additionally, an intervention study in Benin, which
provided health education with microfinance, found that effects on social
capital (measured using questions on group membership, support networks,
participation in village meetings and public positions, and influence in the
village) were greater for women in single-sex groups compared to mixed-
gender groups, suggesting that women-to-women support may be impor-
tant in some contexts and possibly for specific issues (Karlan et al., 2017).

Overall, causal evidence on approaches designed to increase social
capital for health is promising, but studies do not directly include em-
powerment indicators as an outcome or mediator despite alignment with
empowerment theories. From the public health field, longitudinal studies
evaluating interventions designed to affect social capital at the individual
level (e.g., via building social networks and social support) as well as at the
community and institutional levels (e.g., via use of existing social networks
to strengthen community or group capacities and assets) showed significant
improvements on network connections, strength of connections, and ac-
tions including civic participation (Villalonga-Olives et al., 2018). Further-
more, this study demonstrated some effectiveness in healthcare utilization
and health outcomes, including those related to mental health, maternal
and child health, water and sanitation, and climate concerns (Villalonga-
Olives et al., 2018). However, 25 years of public health work in this area
have yielded too few intervention trials and some inconsistent findings on
health outcomes (Shiell et al., 2020), and no research recognized women’s
empowerment as part of evaluating social capital interventions.

Research on social capital interventions has also been conducted in the
field of political science, with mixed results. Historically, the field was called
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to view social capital as endogenous and not as a means nor an outcome
for intervention (Jackman & Miller, 1998). However, evidence regarding
the importance of social networks as a means of trust building and cohe-
sion at the national level (Newton, 2001) led to greater work on interven-
tions to promote social capital, though these studies remain few. One such
example is a randomized field experiment of a participatory development
intervention conducted in rural Sudan with 24 communities (16 treatment
communities and 8 control communities). This study measured norms and
network density in the communities by surveying select residents, and it
assessed perceptions of local governance and civic participation via house-
hold surveys (Avdeenko & Gilligan, 2015). No effects were seen on social
networks or norms, but civic participation and perceptions of a more open
local governing body increased. These findings suggested that the impact of
this intervention may have come from its effect on governing institutions
more than its effect on networks. In contrast, a qualitative analysis of an
intervention designed to improve social capital to reduce violence among
youth in Cali, Colombia, suggested that drawing on the strong internal
bonds of pre-existing groups and linking these groups to the wider commu-
nity and municipal institutions was useful in reducing public and domestic
violence (Snoxell et al., 2006).

Intervention studies have also focused on life skills and cash transfers
for women and girls, to assess the impact of these interventions on social
capital in post-conflict and conflict settings. These studies also yielded
mixed findings. A multicomponent intervention for “ultra-poor” women in
Afghanistan offered training and linkage to sustainable livelihoods, asset
transfers (often cows), unconditional cash transfers, and coaching (Bedoya
etal.,2023). A two-armed RCT was used to evaluate the program, and sig-
nificant effects included improved social capital for women. Furthermore,
these effects were largely sustained even after U.S. troop withdrawal from
Afghanistan, showing the improved resiliency for women receiving the
intervention. A three-armed cluster RCT conducted in Liberia (post-Ebola
and post-conflict) evaluated three groups: Group 1—Girls’ Empowerment
(GE), a mentor-facilitated life skills intervention for 13-14-year-old girls;
Group 2—Girls’ Empowerment Plus (GE+), which added cash transfers
to GE; and Group 3—a control condition (Ozler et al., 2020). The GE
interventions had no impact on girls’ social capital. A two-armed cluster
RCT evaluated a safe-spaces plus life skills intervention for South Sudanese
adolescent girls recruited from refugee camps in Ethiopia (Lindsay et al.,
2018). The intervention showed a significant effect on girls’ social supports
and connections; however, observed effects only held true for girls in com-
munities that were not severely affected by conflict (Buehren et al., 2017).
Finally, a two-armed cluster RCT evaluated effects of a group intervention
offering microfinance with IPV prevention and support counseling for
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women in South Africa (Pronyk et al., 2008). This intervention showed
significant effects on community participation; strength of networks; and
collective reciprocity, solidarity, and action two years subsequent to the
intervention initiation. A review of evaluations testing the effect of cash
transfers on risk for IPV revealed some mixed findings, but many indicated
reduced risk for IPV and none indicated increased risk for IPV (Buller et
al., 2018). Buller et al. (2018) proposed that cash transfers reduce women’s
risk for IPV by increasing their emotional security and well-being, as well
as their empowerment in terms of decision-making control. Research also
suggests that cash transfers can reduce mental health stress, though findings
are mixed depending on country context (Maara et al., 2023).

In the above review of interventions to affect social capital, we could
find no causal evidence specifically focused on women’s empowerment to
increase social capital, nor could we find any studies that assessed whether
observed effects on social capital were mediated by women’s agency. This
is an important area for further inquiry.

SOCIAL PROTECTION

As defined in Chapter 3, as an outcome, social protection captures
food security, resilience to shocks, smooth income (or consumption), and a
safety net for the poorest residents. Studies have found that women absorb
household shocks by reducing their own nutrient intake before that of their
children (Bhutta et al., 2009; Christian, 2010) and by selling off female
assets like jewelry (Rao et al., 2019). This pattern of women as “shock buf-
fers” was also found during the recent COVID-19 pandemic, during which
women took on a greater share of the increase in domestic and care work
and suffered economically as a consequence (e.g., Goldstein et al., 2022).
Another pathway identified in the literature explores how women’s lack of
access to information and communications technology (ICT) could affect
social protection. Such technology is crucial for information acquisition on
upcoming shocks and in post-disaster situations, for maintaining familial
and social ties, and for receiving cash remittances—which are important
sources of resilience (Bernier & Meinzen-Dick, 2014; Frankenberger et al.,
2013; Mukoya, 2020). Bridging the “digital divide” and increasing women’s
ownership and control over ICT may thus be a pathway for increased social
protection.

A wide-ranging literature documents associations between women’s
agency and social protection, and describes how certain resources are
implicitly linked to greater social protection through women’s agency. As
mentioned earlier in this chapter in the discussion on child nutrition and
schooling, women’s increased bargaining power was associated with in-
creased household expenditures on child health and education, which can
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increase resilience in the long run (e.g., Quisumbing & Maluccio, 2003).
Households headed by women with higher economic agency, physical capi-
tal empowerment, psychological empowerment, and farm financial man-
agement skills empowerment were found to be more food secure (e.g.,
Sharaunga et al., 2016). Moreover, women’s access to land was correlated
with household food security across contexts (e.g., Alemu, 2015). Some lit-
erature demonstrates that increasing women’s land rights and knowledge of
their rights could lead to adoption of practices that increase resilience, such
as soil and water conservation practices and agroforestry on agricultural
lands (Meinzen-Dick et al., 2019; Quisumbing & Kumar, 2014).

A recent systematic review (Perera et al., 2022) looked at studies that
evaluated the effects of social protection programs on socioeconomic de-
velopment outcomes (e.g., education, health, safety) and empowerment
indicators (e.g., economic empowerment, voice, agency) in low- and mid-
dle-income countries (LMICs). Evaluated programs included social assis-
tance (77%), labor market programs (40%), social insurance interventions
(11%), and social care interventions (9%). The authors found that, overall,
these programs were more effective for women than men in affecting so-
cioeconomic development and empowerment outcomes, but family support
was important for women to benefit from the programs. Furthermore, the
study found that the social assistance and social insurance programs sup-
ported women’s savings and investments (e.g., economic empowerment).
Evidence on the value of social care interventions was limited.

Levels of women’s agency were found to predict whether women were
insured and by how much—for example, through women’s willingness to
pay for index insurance-based products (Akter et al., 2016; Bageant &
Barrett, 2017; Clarke & Kumar, 2016). Some studies documented a rela-
tionship between women’s inclusion in decision making over water and
better-functioning water systems with expanded access to water, which
could lead to strengthened resilience to shocks (e.g., United Nations Devel-
opment Programme, 2006). One study in Tanzania found that women share
water more equitably than men do, especially in times of scarcity (Lecoutere
et al., 2015). Lastly, women’s self-help groups have been recognized interna-
tionally as central to social protection efforts (e.g., Asaki & Hayes, 2011),
due to their role as platforms for distributing, targeting, and advocating
for resources by communities, and as sources of mutual aid for their mem-
bers. Notably, however, a tension may exist between social protection for
households and for women. While lending to women likely reduces house-
hold vulnerability, the benefits to women are not as certain, because loans
procured by women can be diverted into enhancing the household’s assets
and income (Garikipati, 2008). This tension highlights the importance of
women controlling the resource in question—and the importance of con-
sidering the potential backlash she might face from doing so.
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A growing literature also documents causal relationships between
women’s empowerment and greater social protection. Graduation programs
designed to increase the agency of extremely poor women led to higher
levels of total consumption and food security and stronger social and finan-
cial support (e.g., Bossuroy et al., 2022). Similar livelihood programs for
adolescent girls also affected household-level food security (Adoho et al.,
2014). Women’s financial inclusion—through products as simple as savings
lockboxes—helped households cope with adverse health shocks by allowing
them to smooth their consumption through self-insurance rather than shed-
ding livestock assets (Aker et al., 2020; Dupas & Robinson, 2013). Lastly,
though insurance tends to be more effective than savings at managing food
insecurity and shocks, field experiments showed that female farm managers
were less likely to purchase agricultural insurance and more likely to invest
in savings for emergencies (Delavallade et al., 2015).

POLITICAL PARTICIPATION AND GOOD GOVERNANCE

As discussed, a growing body of research focuses on the role of technol-
ogy, and specifically mobile phones, in women’s empowerment and shifting
attitudes. For example, Varriale et al. (2022) conducted an analysis using
micro-level data from the AfroBarometer covering 36 African countries and
estimated that regular mobile phone use was associated with more positive
attitudes of women toward women’s participation in politics.

Women’s greater agency in politics—defined here as the increased ca-
pacity for women to influence political decision making—can influence
socioeconomic outcomes in two main ways. First, to the extent that women
have distinct priorities from men, an increase in the consideration given to
women’s priorities could change the types of programs or policies put in
place. Second, to the extent that women behave differently than men when
in political positions (e.g., if they are less likely to be corrupt or more
responsive to voters’ priorities), an increase in women’s representation in
politics could alter the effectiveness of public spending. There is descriptive
evidence for gender gaps in both priorities and behavior. Turning first to
priorities, Clayton’s (2021) review listed a series of studies from across the
globe showing how women tended to report more concern about health-
care and poverty while men reported more concern for national safety and
infrastructure. A national study in India also suggested that the gender and
caste of women state legislative representatives may matter for district-level
investments in child schooling (Halim et al., 2016). Concerning behavior,
both a cross-country analysis and a within-country, across-time analysis
by Swamy et al. (2001) showed that corruption was less severe in loca-
tions where women held a larger share of parliamentary seats and senior
positions in the government bureaucracy and comprised a larger share of
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the labor force. Survey evidence also suggested that Indian female leaders
elected under the reservation system were less corrupt than male leaders
(Beaman et al., 2010).

Establishing the causal impact of increased women’s political agency
on policy outcomes is difficult because countries with more women in lead-
ership positions, or countries where women’s votes are more likely to be
pivotal, may differ from countries where women have less political agency.
To credibly establish causality, studies have exploited sudden changes in
laws or rules governing women’s suffrage or representation. For example,
Miller (2008) exploited the sharp timing of state-level women’s suffrage
laws in the late 19th-/early 20th-century United States to document how the
increase in female suffrage led directly to an increase in healthcare spend-
ing: politicians were immediately responsive to the fact that the composi-
tion of the electorate had changed. Similarly, Fujiwara (2015) showed that
a technology-induced decrease in de facto de-enfranchisement of the poor
in Brazil led to a shift in government spending toward healthcare that was
particularly beneficial to the poor. Since women were disproportionately
poor, they disproportionately benefited. The same study found positive
downstream effects of political inclusion on both the utilization of health
services (e.g., prenatal visits) and newborn health (e.g., low-weight births)
for less-educated mothers. This finding is consistent with Kudamatsu’s
(2012) cross-country evidence on democracy’s effect on health outcomes
in Sub-Saharan Africa.

As discussed in Chapter 4, introduction of gender quotas in politics
is a common tool to increase women’s representation in government. Evi-
dence from India, where gender quotas at various levels of government are
often not imposed consistently across geographies, showed that quotas
influenced policy outcomes in ways that benefitted women and children
in particular (Beaman et al., 2010; Chattopadhyay & Duflo, 2004; Clots-
Figueras, 2011). A recent review of the evidence on quotas by Clayton
(2021) concluded that by making gender issues salient to legislators as well
as by increasing the share of legislators who are women, quotas typically
increase “legislative attention to issues related to women’s rights, public
health (particularly children’s health), poverty alleviation, and, in agrarian
rural contexts, access to potable water” (p. 239). Whether this increase
is a net “positive” for socioeconomic development depends, of course, on
whether legislative attention is zero sum. In that case, an increased focus
on issues that are of greater relevance for women’s well-being may decrease
attention given to other issues that are of greater concern to men. This shift,
in turn, may lead to backlash or retaliation for nonadherence to prevailing
gender norms (Raj et al., 2024).
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PEACE, SECURITY, AND SAFETY FROM VIOLENCE

This section reviews the evidence on how women’s empowerment im-
pacts security and safety from violence at both a societal level (e.g., the
avoidance of war) and at the individual or household levels (e.g., reducing
IPV). Starting with the societal level, some studies suggested that greater
societal gender equality had a pacifying effect on the willingness of politi-
cal leaders to use violence to achieve political goals (Hudson et al., 2012),
but causality was difficult to establish. Some scholars argued that greater
representation of women in state/national legislatures increased the likeli-
hood that a conflict would terminate in a negotiated settlement (Best et al.,
2019), but here again, causality was difficult to establish.

At the individual and community levels, studies showed that women
holding less decision-making control and having attitudes more accepting
of IPV were more likely to report IPV (Dalal et al., 2022; Garcia-Moreno
et al., 2013; Garg et al., 2021; Mootz et al., 2022; Muluneh et al., 2021;
Sardinha et al., 2022). Family contexts and community norms of violence
against women also affected women’s risk for IPV. Cross-national research
showed that women who have witnessed IPV in their parents’ relationships,
experienced abuse in childhood, and who reside in contexts with attitudes
accepting of IPV were more likely to report a history of IPV in their cur-
rent relationships (Mootz et al., 2022; Muluneh et al., 2021; Shakya et al.,
2022).

Research showed mixed associations between women’s agency and risk
for IPV. For example, in Bangladesh, women’s participation in microfinance
was not significantly associated with their experiences of physical, psy-
chological, sexual, or economic IPV; however, their participation was sig-
nificantly positively associated with other agency outcomes, including their
intrinsic voice/mobility; instrumental agency (e.g., using financial services,
voice with husband, voice/mobility outside the home); and collective agency
(Yount et al., 2021). A 2016 systematic review of the effects of microfinance
(e.g., savings and credit) programs, which included controlled trials, obser-
vational studies, and panel data analyses, showed mixed effects on IPV and
mostly null effects on decision-making ability and mobility (Gichuru et al.,
2019). Considering digital technology as a proxy for women’s agency, us-
ing cross-national Demographic and Health Surveys (DHS) data, Pesando
(2022) found that women’s independent ownership of mobile phones was
associated with a 9-12% decreased likelihood of emotional, physical, and
sexual violence over the previous 12 months (except in Angola)—a result
that was robust to the use of matching techniques and instrumental vari-
able estimates.

Causal evidence generally finds that increases in women’s agency lead
to decreases in women’s experiences of IPV. Through a cluster RCT in
Uganda, Chioda et al. (2023) found that a school-based upper-secondary
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life skills intervention expanded women’s agency and reduced the incidence
of IPV. Shah et al. (2023) found that an intervention to improve girls’ goal
setting regarding their sexual and reproductive health and a soccer interven-
tion, which “educates and inspires young men to make better sexual and re-
productive health choices” both reduced IPV through different mechanisms;
notably, the intervention showed no impact on contraceptive use despite
increasing supply access (Shah et al., 2022). An RCT of facilitated group
discussions for men around gender relations in the Democratic Republic
of the Congo found that the program led to a decrease in the probability
and severity of physical IPV but only among women who experienced high
physical and moderate sexual violence at baseline (Gurbuz Cuneo et al.,
2023). In Rwanda, the Bandebereho intervention, which involved couples in
a curriculum focused on topics such as gender and power, couple communi-
cation and decision making, IPV, and reproductive and maternal health, led
to large reductions in physical and sexual IPV, along with more equitable
decision making (Doyle et al., 2018), and impacts were sustained up to six
years later (Doyle et al., 2023).

Eggers del Campo and Steinert (2022) conducted a meta-analysis of
19 RCTs assessing the impact of economic empowerment interventions on
women’s exposure to IPV. The analysis showed that women’s economic
empowerment led to a significant reduction in the pooled measure of
emotional, sexual, and physical IPV. The authors found tentative evidence
that these effects may be amplified when gender sensitization training is
included in the interventions. Some studies included in the meta-analysis,
however, showed increases in IPV, often in the form of controlling behavior
and economic coercion.

Lastly, increasing the availability of justice centers and police stations,
in which female officers provide policing and legal services to reduce gen-
der-based violence, appeared to be associated with increased reporting and
prosecutions (Natarajan & Babu, 2020; Sviatschi & Trako, 2024). Research
from Peru exploited the gradual rollout of women’s justice centers across
districts and villages and found a 10% reduction in self-reported domestic
violence, female deaths due to aggression, and hospitalizations due to men-
tal health after a women’s justice center opened (Sviatschi & Trako, 2024).
Women living near an all-women’s justice center were more likely to report
shared decision making with partners.

Fewer studies have examined policy and intervention effects on sexual
violence, sex trafficking, female genital cutting (FGC), and other forms of
violence against women. There is a dearth of literature, particularly from
LMICs, demonstrating significant reductions in sexual violence and sex traf-
ficking. Much of the existent work is either with adolescents and focused on
dating violence, or with college students and focused on rape (DeGue et al.,
2014; Rivera et al., 2021; Vladutiu et al., 2011). These programs, largely
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conducted in school contexts, showed that education, normative shifts,
bystander behavior (e.g., “see something, say something”), and role models
such as coaches as educators and supports can reduce sexual violence and
dating violence. There is a lack of rigorous evaluation of interventions to
affect sex trafficking, sexual exploitation, and sexual harassment, highlight-
ing the need for greater focus on these pervasive gendered risks.

Evidence on effective interventions to prevent FGC shows more prom-
ise. Regression discontinuity analysis with DHS data from Burkina Faso
showed a significant reduction in FGC following policy changes, but the
authors recognize that the policy change happened simultaneously with
community-level intervention efforts, suggesting that both top-down and
bottom-up approaches may be important (Crisman et al., 2016). It should
also be noted that these types of policies show greater effect in the Global
North than the Global South, likely because of laws in national contexts
where FGC is not normative (Boyle & Corl, 2010; Njue et al., 2019).
Largely, across Africa, policies on FGC have little effect, both because
these laws often do not co-occur with social norm change efforts and be-
cause the laws may not be strictly implemented (Muthumbi et al., 2015).
Community-level social norm change interventions show some success in
Africa (Berg & Denison, 2012; Diop & Askew, 2009; McChesney, 2015;
Parvez Butt, 2020).

CLIMATE RESILIENCE

Much of the literature on women’s empowerment and climate resilience
examines gender differences in exposure to climate shocks and differences
in preferences and capacity in terms of response. Women tend to have
less access to resources necessary to respond to climate change, such as
assets, land and water, human capital, and technologies. Gender-specific
constraints related to time, wealth, norms, and skills can hamper women’s
adaptation and resilience (Food and Agriculture Organization, 2023). Eas-
ing these constraints could improve climate resilience, though rigorous
evidence is scarce.

In addition, associations between women’s agency and mechanisms
that could lead to greater climate resilience have been documented across
countries. In particular, increased women’s agency was linked to higher
adoption of climate adaptation strategies that involved increased agricul-
tural information and knowledge, such as climate-smart agriculture (e.g.,
Mittal, 2016) and higher investment and planting (e.g., Madajewicz et al.,
2013). A systematic review of studies conducted in Sub-Saharan Africa
found conservation agriculture to be associated with women’s increased
participation in agricultural decisions, increased income, and increased
food security—but also with increased workloads and health risks (Weke-
sah et al., 2019). Moreover, a documented relationship was found between
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women’s bargaining power in the household and the extent of diversifica-
tion and commercialization of agricultural and livestock systems (Tavenner
et al., 2019). Some evidence of differential investment also exists, for ex-
ample higher farm investment than off-farm investment among women,
resulting in less diversification (Andrews et al., 2012). Other studies found
that women were more likely to adopt crop and livelihood diversification
strategies important for reducing climate risks (De Pinto et al., 2020; Mer-
sha & Van Laerhoven, 2016).

The importance of women’s groups and collective action emerges
strongly in the literature on climate resilience. Women’s groups can function
as effective avenues for conveying climate change and weather information,
thereby enhancing awareness of practices that promote resilience to climate-
related challenges (Dey et al., 2018; Farnworth et al., 2017). Establish-
ment of community development councils and civic education leadership
training was shown to increase women’s decision-making authority and
the adoption of drought-preparedness measures by households (Grillos,
2018). Activism by women’s organizations has played a role in interna-
tional climate policy processes, such as the establishment of the Women
and Gender Constituency at the United Nations Framework Convention on
Climate Change’s Convention of the Parties (Picard, 2021; Resurreccion,
2013). Another channel emerges at the macro level, when gender-specific
preferences regarding the environment are empowered through women’s
leadership: greater female representation in governing bodies was associ-
ated with a lower climate footprint across contexts (Altunbas et al., 2022;
Mavisakalyan & Tarverdi, 2019; McKinney & Fulkerson, 2015).

Causal evidence directly relating increased women’s agency to increased
climate security and resilience is very thin. Gender-responsive approaches
are rarely incorporated into “shock-sensitive” social protection programs,
and research is lacking on how gender-responsive strategies within social
protection intersect with climate change, providing limited insight into the
effectiveness of such approaches in mitigating gender inequality in the con-
text of climate change impacts (Bryan et al., 2023; Holmes, 2019).

MACROECONOMIC CONSIDERATIONS

So far, this chapter has detailed research on the effects of women’s
empowerment on socioeconomic development outcomes at the levels of
the individual, household, community, and society. But for many, the topic
invokes macroeconomic considerations that have so far been outside the
scope of inquiry. How does empowering women affect investment, sectoral
allocation, productivity, and economic growth?

One strand of literature on these questions compares the economic
growth experiences of countries that exhibit differing extents of struc-
tural gender inequality, using cross-country growth regressions (Kabeer,
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2016). Many studies focus on gender gaps in education and labor force
participation. A meta-analysis of studies on education, which included
cross-country studies and single-country studies, found that greater gender
inequality in average educational attainment predicted lower economic
growth (Minasyan et al., 2019). Similarly, studies on women’s work found
that gender inequality in labor force participation predicted lower eco-
nomic growth (Klasen, 2002; Klasen & Lamanna, 2009). Other aspects of
societal-level measures of women’s agency, including those directly related
to women’s agency, are harder to measure in a consistent way for many
countries and thus have received less attention. However, a recent extension
of the literature investigated measures of women’s political empowerment—
indices of women’s civil liberties, civil society participation, and political
participation—finding positive associations with economic growth (Dahlum
et al., 2022). These exercises are useful for identifying correlates of eco-
nomic growth, but specific causal mechanisms are difficult to disentangle.

Because of this difficulty, research on macroeconomic consequences
of increasing women’s empowerment necessarily relies more on economic
theory and less on theory-agnostic statistical tools. Macroeconomists have
worked toward quantifying specific mechanisms by specifying general-equi-
librium models that embed various aspects of women’s empowerment and
calibrating those models to the data (Cuberes & Teignier, 2014; Santos Silva
& Klasen, 2021). Some of these models directly study pathways involving
conventional factors of production: investment in physical capital, invest-
ment in human capital, and the size and sectoral allocation of the labor
force. Others study indirect demographic pathways, especially the decline
of fertility and consequent changes in the age structure of the population
(e.g., the demographic dividend; Bloom et al., 2003).

The sections that follow review model-based approaches to understand-
ing macroeconomic consequences of women’s empowerment. These model-
based approaches are methodologically distinct from research cited in other
sections of this report, and they lay out interesting economic mechanisms
in specific terms. The work does not always focus specifically on women’s
agency but instead on diverse forms of gender inequality, from control over
household economic resources, to wage discrimination, to arranged mar-
riage. We cast a wide net and try to draw out the implications for women’s
agency, even for models of other forms of women’s empowerment and
disempowerment. However, we narrowed the scope by including only quan-
titative models that are fit to data in a way that is relevant to contemporary
LMICs. We omitted purely theoretical exercises and quantitative exercises
that used less-relevant data.
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Investment Channel

Investment is a classic starting point for considering the determinants
of economic growth. How do aggregate saving and investment depend on
women’s empowerment? Two quantitative macroeconomic models explore
this issue in a way that offers insights into the effects of women’s agency.

The first model studies the macroeconomic effects of empowering
women to have more control over household economic resources (Doepke
& Tertilt, 2019). The authors highlighted a tradeoff between investment in
physical and human capital. Household savings went toward the former,
while spending on children’s health and education went toward the latter.
To study these mechanisms, they built a model in which women and men
exert differing control over household decisions. Incorporating the empiri-
cal finding that money in the hands of women rather than men is more
likely to be spent on children (Duflo, 2012), they used the model to compare
the effects of cash transfers targeting either gender.

Doepke and Tertilt found that the economic development consequences
of gender-targeted transfers depended on the economy’s production tech-
nology. When the most important factor of production is human capital,
money in the hands of women is more likely to boost economic growth
because women spend it on their children’s human capital development.
However, when physical capital or land are more important, money in the
hands of men is more likely to boost growth because men put it in savings.
Consistent with their theoretical claims, Doepke and Tertilt found that in
the experimental evaluation of Mexico’s cash transfer program Progresa,
transfers to women raised spending on children but reduced the savings
rate. Although the authors specifically studied the allocation of cash, other
drivers of women’s agency are likely to have similar effects in their model.

An earlier model by Tertilt (2005) offered other insights into women’s
empowerment and investment. Tertilt studied how two marriage institu-
tions that are thought to restrict women’s agency—polygyny and bride
price in Sub-Saharan Africa—may reduce savings and economic growth.
She developed a macroeconomic model incorporating these institutions,
illuminating how they incentivize a father to have many daughters and
profit from their marriages. The resulting overinvestment in the number
of children crowds out saving and, consequently, investment in physical
capital. The model looks at the role of marriage laws, rules, and norms,
and finds that enforcing monogamy reduces fertility and increases sav-
ings and output per capita. Notably, economic models like Tertilt’s ignore
the cultural embeddedness of polygyny and related institutions. As such,
these models are more useful in their ability to illuminate macroeconomic
mechanisms rather than in guiding policy. Consistent with the proposed
mechanism, Tertilt documented that investment rates and capital-output
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ratios were much higher in predominantly monogamous economies than in
predominantly polygynous economies. The original analysis focused on the
impact of enforcing monogamy rather than specifically promoting women’s
agency. However, in follow-up work, Tertilt (2006) found that transferring
consent from fathers to daughters had similar effects. Such a transfer of
consent could directly improve women’s agency.

Labor Allocation Channel

In many LMICs, women face barriers to working, especially in certain
occupations and industries. How do these barriers affect economic growth?
Three quantitative models of sectoral choice shed light on this question.
In all three cases, the key insight is that barriers to women’s work, either
in specific sectors or overall, lead to the misallocation of talent, thereby
shrinking the economy.

One thread in the literature on this topic explores the consequences
of barriers to women working as managers or entrepreneurs. Cuberes and
Teignier (2016) specify a model of occupational choice in which women
face restrictions of increasing strictness on working, on working in self-
employment, and on working as managers. These restrictions lead to the
misallocation of female talent. Many women who would be productive in
self-employment or managing others are prevented from doing so. Cali-
brating their model to data from many countries, the authors found that
restrictions on the type of work women do caused substantial losses in per
capita income in developing countries.

Chiplunkar and Goldberg (2023) noted that barriers to female man-
agement and entrepreneurship have ripple effects for female labor force
participation more broadly, due to the greater tendency of female entre-
preneurs to hire female workers. To quantify this effect, they developed a
model with gender differences in economic frictions faced at multiple levels,
as in Cuberes and Teignier (2016), and included an informal sector—a key
feature of many low- and middle-income economies. Estimating the model
using data from India, they found that policies supporting female entre-
preneurship raised female labor force participation, female earnings, and
aggregate output. Consistent with the channel emphasized by Cuberes and
Teignier, one key mechanism for the increase in aggregate output was the
reallocation of workers from firms owned by unproductive men to higher-
productivity firms owned by productive women.

Another thread in the literature on labor misallocation focuses on
industry rather than occupation. Lee (2024) built and calibrated an eco-
nomic model to study the effects of the misallocation of women’s labor
across industries on aggregate economic development. He documented that
women were underrepresented in nonagricultural relative to agricultural
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jobs, especially in lower-income countries, and used this fact to motivate
an economic model in which women faced greater barriers to working in
services or manufacturing. The model extended a well-known framework
developed by Hseih et al. (2019) to quantify the effects of employment
barriers faced by women and racial minorities in the United States. In Lee’s
application to lower-income countries, the barriers to nonagricultural work
led to a pernicious form of misallocation: women better suited for services
or manufacturing instead had to work in agriculture or not at all. This
mismatch of skills reduced labor productivity, both within agriculture and
across the economy at large.

Fertility Channel

A final set of quantitative macroeconomic models explored how fertil-
ity affects the macroeconomy and, to a more limited extent, how it may
mediate the effect of women’s empowerment. A large body of literature
explores the first link, with early contributions featuring prominently in the
National Academies of Sciences, Engineering, and Medicine’s precursor to
this report (National Research Council [NRC], 1986). Model-based efforts
to understand how the link mediates the effect of women’s empowerment
are more limited.

Cavalcanti and Tavares (2016) recently attempted to understand this
mediating role by analyzing the consequences of gender wage discrimina-
tion in a model that includes saving, labor force participation, and fertility.
The modeling of wage discrimination and labor force participation mirrors
the labor misallocation literature, but the addition of saving and fertility
distinguishes this work. Applying their model to data from the United States
and around the world, the authors found that reductions in gender wage
discrimination increased market participation by women, which directly
increased output per capita. But an indirect fertility channel turned out to
be nearly as important quantitatively, with the increase in women’s work
leading to lower fertility, which raised the capital-labor ratio, which raised
output per capita.

That study aside, many macroeconomic studies that aim to quantify
the economic growth consequences of fertility decline take fertility decline
as exogenous. In other words, they disregard its root causes, including
women’s empowerment. Nevertheless, insofar as expansions in women’s
agency contribute to fertility decline, these studies can help shed light on
how women’s empowerment may affect macroeconomic outcomes through
the fertility channel. In the mid-20th century, Coale and Hoover (1958)
pioneered the classic approach to quantifying the macroeconomic conse-
quences of exogenous fertility decline.

Ashraf et al. (2013) updated Coale and Hoover’s approach, specifying
a macroeconomic accounting framework and simulating it under various
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fertility trajectories. Their framework quantified seven channels through
which reduced population growth can affect per capita economic growth:
(a) by raising land per worker, (b) by raising physical capital per worker,
(c) by reducing the number of dependents per working-age adult, (d) by
raising the average experience of workers, (e) by raising labor force partici-
pation rates by working-age adults, (f) by raising investment in children’s
human capital, and (g) by freeing parents from childcare responsibili-
ties. Coale and Hoover emphasized channels (a) and (b), but the previous
National Academies report on this topic (NRC, 1986) argued that these
channels were quantitatively modest at best. Channel (c), involving favor-
able changes in the age structure, is known as the “demographic dividend”
(Bloom et al., 2003). Notably, over the long run, sustained fertility decline
causes population aging, which brings new economic challenges (Kotschy
& Bloom, 2023). So, the framework’s implications depend heavily on its
parameterization.

Ashraf et al. (2013) parameterized their framework using data and
projections for Nigeria, finding that meaningfully large reductions in
fertility—moving from the medium to low variant of the United Nation’s
fertility projection for Nigeria—moderately boosted output per capita, by
6% at a 20-year horizon and 12% at a 50-year horizon. Early on, reduc-
tion in the number of dependents per working-age adult was the primary
channel, and freedom from childcare responsibilities was the next-most im-
portant. At 50 years, increases in land, physical capital, and human capital
per worker became important, while the childcare channel mattered less.
Karra et al. (2017) extended Ashraf et al.’s framework to allow for multiple
sectors of economic activity and for the effect of lower fertility on women’s
schooling. These additional channels doubled the economic growth benefits
calculated by Ashraf et al.

Taking Stock of Macroeconomic Considerations

Quantitative economic models suggest nuanced effects of women’s
empowerment on macroeconomic dynamics. Alleviating constraints on
women’s work, both overall and in specific occupations and industries,
may reduce the misallocation of talent and raise output per capita. Giving
young women greater control over marriage may raise saving and output
per capita, at least in polygynous societies. Increasing women’s control over
household economic resources may have ambiguous effects, depending on
the importance of physical and human capital in production. Also, fertility
decline may moderately increase output per capita in high-fertility popu-
lations, but external validity is unclear for populations that have already
undergone substantial fertility decline.
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SUMMARY AND CONCLUSIONS

Overall, a great deal of evidence suggests that exogenous shifts in the
determinants of women’s bargaining power, such as women’s access to as-
sets or income, significantly affect household decision making in favor of
investments conducive to long-term socioeconomic development, such as
children’s education and nutrition. Household spending decisions depend
on the gender of the income recipient. When income accrues to women, it
is more likely to be spent on children’s nutrition and education rather than
on privately consumed items, such as tobacco and alcohol.

Strengthening women’s control over assets, including secure vehicles
for savings, can improve livelihoods by increasing women’s labor force
participation and business profits. Such changes can also occur by directly
strengthening women’s sense of agency through psychosocial interventions,
though impacts are not always sustained over time. The positive effects
of women’s access to childcare on their labor force participation are well
documented in developed countries, with a slowly growing evidence base
in low-income countries documenting large income benefits for women and
men alike (though, interestingly, further improvements in women’s agency
are not observed to result from childcare utilization).

Laws that reserve political leadership positions for women have been
shown to increase girls’ career aspirations and educational attainment and
women’s economic empowerment through public work programs and ac-
cess to financial services. Though effects vary across studies and contexts,
women’s economic empowerment appears to be associated with reductions
in IPV in some contexts. In contrast, little to no research looks at how in-
vestments that increase women’s agency impact women’s social capital and
connections. In addition, causal evidence directly relating increased wom-
en’s agency to increased climate security and resilience is very thin. Lastly,
fertility decline may moderately increase output per capita in high-fertility
populations, but it is unclear whether the findings can be generalized to
populations that have already undergone substantial fertility decline.

Comparing available empirical evidence to theoretical pathways at the
individual, interpersonal, community, and societal levels, a few patterns
emerge. First, many measured impacts of individual agency and choice on
socioeconomic development outcomes result from women’s differential
preferences, yet these preferences are seldom measured directly. The indi-
vidual agency construct for which the most direct empirical evidence ex-
ists is self-efficacy, though studies are limited. Even less empirical evidence
exists for awareness of rights, locus of control, goal setting, and internal
motivation, despite their theoretical importance. In terms of interpersonal
agency, women’s decision-making ability is by far the most measured con-
struct. However, the evidence review shows that the specific type of decision
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making measured is not always in line with potential theoretical pathways.
In terms of community-level agency, causal evidence is lacking on how
shifting agency at this level (e.g., through changes in broader norms or
community-mobilization efforts to expand and to strengthen women’s so-
cial networks, shared awareness of historical gender inequities and women’s
rights, shared goal setting, and collective action) impacts socioeconomic
development outcomes, especially given their theoretical relevance. Lastly,
the evidence on how societal-level changes to women’s agency affect socio-
economic development outcomes is strikingly thin. Beyond legal changes,
levers to be explored include women’s collective action and the formation
and impacts of autonomous feminist movements at the societal level.
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Levers for Change: Evidence
on Programs and Policies to

Increase Women’s Agency in
the Empowerment Process

As presented in prior chapters, evidence suggests the utility of programs
and policy approaches that provide women with resources or a more en-
abling environment to help them achieve their goals. While this work pre-
sumes significant impacts on women’s lives via agency, causal evidence from
this research rarely includes measures of women’s agency as an outcome.
This chapter focuses on studies that evaluate the impact of programs and
policies on women’s agency. These programs and policies can be described
as the “levers for change” in the committee’s new conceptual framework
(Figure 7-1).

This review focuses on causal evidence generated from randomized con-
trolled trials (RCTs) and regression discontinuity analyses, but we consider
some studies with associational evidence to help contextualize and clarify
findings. Broadly, this review includes evidence of impact on women’s
agency outcomes from (a) economic empowerment programs for women,
(b) women’s collectives and self-help groups, (c) maternal child health and
family planning interventions, (d) youth and girls’ development program-
ming, and (e) social and legal protections and policies. In this chapter, we
consider the evidence base from these broad areas of program and policy.

FINANCIAL AND EMPLOYMENT PROGRAMS FOR WOMEN

Cash Transfers

Cash transfers involve the direct payment of money into a household or
to an eligible person, typically with the goal of alleviating poverty or as part
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of humanitarian response in times of crisis. Cash transfers can be uncondi-
tional or conditional, with the latter provided only if specified provisions
are met, such as children in the household attending school or a pregnant
person attending antenatal care. In addition to evidence regarding the ef-
fects of cash transfers on population and development outcomes discussed
in prior chapters, some evidence exists regarding effects of cash transfers
on direct measures of women’s agency.

Several studies evaluated effects of cash transfer programs to women
in Latin America, conditional on child education or healthcare attendance,
and showed positive impacts on women’s agency (Bergolo & Galvan, 2018;
Chang et al., 2020; de Brauw et al., 2014; Feldman et al., 2009; Handa et
al., 2009; Molyneux & Thomson, 2011). A qualitative study involving nar-
ratives with mothers examined conditional cash transfer (CCT) programs
conducted in Peru, Ecuador, and Bolivia, in which women received the trans-
fers conditional on their children’s school attendance or their attendance at
maternal and pediatric appointments (Molyneux & Thomson, 2011). This
program demonstrated improvements in women’s household decision-mak-
ing control, bargaining power, and freedom of movement. Using propensity
score weighting, an evaluation of Bolsa Familia, a nationwide cash transfer
program in Brazil that provided an unconditional transfer to “extremely
poor” households and a CCT (predicated on child’s school attendance and
maternal and child healthcare attendance) to “poor” households with chil-
dren below the age of 16, showed an increase in women’s decision-making
power regarding contraception use, household durable goods purchases, as
well as children’s school attendance and health expenses (de Brauw et al.,
2014). However, these effects were largely driven by households in urban
areas. In rural areas, the study found no increases, and possible reductions,
in women’s decision-making power.

Other CCT studies from Latin America focused on children’s education
alone, and these showed mixed effects. Another nationwide cash trans-
fer program, the Oportunidades program in Mexico, increased women’s
decision-making control over food expenditures and financial investments
in children, likely because of the transfer going to the women, but there
was no change in their decision-making control over children’s education,
healthcare, and household repairs (Feldman et al., 2009; Handa et al.,
2009). A similar program in Uruguay, evaluated via a regression discontinu-
ity design, found an increase in women’s decision making on expenditures
for the household (Bergolo & Galvan, 2018). The findings from this study
also suggested a possible increase in women’s responsibility for decisions
related to some areas of household expenditures.

Research on cash transfers from other world regions shows some prom-
ise but appears to be more affected by social norms maintaining men’s
economic control in households. Researchers conducted a cluster RCT
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evaluation of the Government of Zambia’s Child Grant Program, which
randomized the arms for mothers with children younger than six years to
either receive an unconditional cash transfer or not receive the transfer.
Families were then followed over four years. Women in households that
received the cash transfer were more likely to be involved in a broader array
of areas for household decision making, including household investments,
though qualitative evidence indicated that men remained the primary deci-
sion makers (Bonilla et al., 2017). Studies from Uganda and Afghanistan
also offered a cash and asset transfer intervention, combined with microen-
terprise training and psychosocial support, and these indicated significant
effects on hope, aspirations, self-efficacy, and, in Afghanistan, aspirations
for their daughters (Bedoya et al., 2019; Sedlmayr et al., 2018). A livestock
transfer study from Bangladesh, focused on rural, “ultra poor” households,
showed some complexity in findings related to women’s empowerment.
While women retained ownership of the transferred livestock, they did not
gain from new investments in mobilized resources and they actually showed
a reduction in freedom of movement following gain in resources (Roy et
al., 2015). Nonetheless, beneficiary women reported an increase in social
capital, and results suggested that lower mobility aligned with not having
to work outside the home, a preference of the beneficiary women. In sum,
these studies again showcase the role of restrictive gender norms in affect-
ing broader decision-making control and women’s preferences and choices
regarding economic empowerment.

Microfinance and Entrepreneurship

Financial inclusion programs for women are designed to engage them
with financial systems, such as banking and savings accounts, credit, money
transfers, and insurance. Substantial research, some with causal evidence,
exists in this area, including a systematic review of 32 reviews conducted
on the topic. This research, while extensive, did not reveal clear and consis-
tent findings regarding the value of financial inclusion on women’s agency
(Duvendack & Mader, 2020; Saluja et al., 2023). The absence of clear and
consistent findings may have been due to the focus on women’s entry into
financial systems, so evidence regarding longer-term effects was lacking.
Agency often was not measured, as the programs were designed to sway
women toward the use of financial systems rather than to assess women’s
desire for financial inclusion based on its value for their lives (Duvendack &
Mader, 2020). Furthermore, key structural barriers persist in many contexts,
compromising women’s uptake of and benefit from financial inclusion.
These barriers include persistent male dominance in banking structures, un-
equal and low wages for women, gendered social norms that affect women’s
financial literacy and feelings of competency, and structural barriers based
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on class and ethnicity (Hoover et al., 2024). Nonetheless, some evidence
suggests that the following types of financial inclusion programs are most
useful for supporting women’s financial engagement and decision-making
agency: microfinance, savings accounts, cash and asset transfer, and digital
inclusion. This work also highlights the value of women’s self-help groups
or collectives to support these types of financial-inclusion endeavors (Saluja
et al., 2023; Yount et al., 2021).

Microfinance programs, particularly microcredit, have received much
attention as a means to support women’s empowerment, but evaluations
have yielded mixed results regarding impact on women’s agency outcomes
(Alibhai et al., 2019; Chang et al., 2020; Gichuru et al., 2019; Kabeer, 2001;
Orton et al., 2016). For example, Tarozzi et al. (2015) found no effect of
access to microcredit on women’s agency, and Field et al. (2010) found that,
in India, while women’s entrepreneurships benefitted from training for mi-
crocredit programs, these effects were observed for Hindu but not Muslim
(i.e., religious minority) women.

An RCT evaluation of the Gender and Entrepreneurship Together (GET
Ahead) program, developed by the International Labour Organization and
now implemented worldwide, indicated important positive effects on wom-
en’s choice and agency (Huis et al., 2019). This evaluation, conducted in
North Vietnam, demonstrated significant effects on female microfinance
borrowers regarding their perceptions of choice and self-efficacy as well as
household decision-making power for larger expenditures. Household con-
flicts or frictions also decreased over time. Interestingly, these effects were
seen at the 12-month follow-up but not in earlier follow-ups, indicating
that choice and agency may take time to develop in microfinance programs.
A study from Nigeria similarly evaluated a rural microcredit scheme for
women using a regression discontinuity design. The study compared women
who were able and unable to obtain microcredit from the bank and found
that obtaining microcredit increased women’s household decision making
(Ikenwilo et al., 2016).

While these findings highlight the value of financial inclusion programs
for women, another study, conducted in Burkina Faso, suggested that con-
text matters with these types of programs. The research team evaluated the
effects of economic interventions on a range of outcomes, including wom-
en’s agency in terms of decision-making control (Karimili et al., 2021). The
study involved a three-armed RCT with the following treatment conditions.
Intervention Arm 1 included four components: (a) a self-help savings group,
(b) financial and entrepreneurial skills training, (c) cash transfer with train-
ing on effective investment of the cash for the business, and (d) monthly
coaching and support. Intervention Arm 2 included the same components as
Arm 1 but also included gender norm discussions with the family as well as
discussion of child protection issues, such as early marriage and trafficking.
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Intervention Arm 3 was a control group. Findings documented that Arms 1
and 2 both led to an increase in women’s decision making regarding their
children’s health and well-being compared to the control group, but effects
were stronger for Arm 2, which included gender norms and child protec-
tions coaching for families.

A study on microfinance participation in Bangladesh used propensity
score matching to study the association between microfinance and key
outcomes for married women. This study found that, in Matlab, women’s
participation was associated with higher levels of agency, as measured by
confidence in and use of voice and mobility with family and in the com-
munity, and in use of financial services and collective agency (Yount et al.,
2021). Another study involved a cluster randomized trial to evaluate a five-
day business training program in post-conflict Uganda, which also included
a US $150 cash transfer along with management supervision and advising.
At the 16-month follow-up, intervention participants reported improve-
ments in women’s household decision making and perceived marital quality,
as well as increases in women’s business ownership and incomes (Green et
al., 2015). However, the inclusion of men mitigated the observed effects of
the intervention on women’s household decision making.

Savings and savings accounts are another important element of finan-
cial inclusion, but these programs have received less study regarding their
effects on women’s agency. We found one RCT evaluating women’s access
to and use of a commitment savings product, conducted in the Philippines.
Savings account withdrawal was allowed only when the account balance
reached a pre-specified amount, making women less vulnerable to pressures
from partners or others to withdraw the money. Women receiving these ac-
counts reported an increase in decision-making control over a wide range of
areas, including purchasing and investments, children’s education, fertility,
and family planning. Effects were strongest for women with below-median
decision-making power at baseline, suggesting the value of these types of
products for vulnerable women (Ashraf et al., 2010).

Women’s Employment and Job Training

Women’s employment is associated with agency in many contexts, but
not in all contexts and not across all types of agency indicators (Anderson
& Eswaran, 2009; Grogan, 2023; Jensen, 2012; Kabeer et al., 2018; Salem
et al., 2018). Using structural equations models for panel data and pro-
pensity score adjustment, Salem et al. (2018) found that women’s market
and subsistence work was associated with women’s increased freedom of
movement but not with gender role beliefs and household decision mak-
ing. Different contexts and populations may yield different findings. For
example, Dharmalingam and Philip Morgan (1996) suggested that women’s
employment led to greater agency only in communities in which most
women held jobs.
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Nonetheless, women who have an independent income or some savings
do appear to have greater freedom of movement and decision-making au-
thority in their households (Acharya et al., 2010), whereas women without
independent funds appear to have lower household bargaining power (An-
derson & Eswaran, 2009). RCTs suggest that employment and job train-
ing programs strengthen women’s agency. An intervention in rural India
increased awareness of and access to jobs with the help of recruiters, and
found increases in women’s aspirations, with women reporting wanting to
work more steadily throughout their lives (Jensen, 2012). McKelway (2018)
also conducted an experimental trial in India to assess the causal impact
of employment on women’s general self-efficacy by randomly assigning job
offers to women enrolled in an employment placement program. The study
found that those who received an employment offer reported significantly
higher self-efficacy than those who did not receive an employment offer,
with effects retained over time regardless of employment at follow-up
assessment. Research from Kenya also showed increases in self-efficacy
among young women as a result of a skills training program that provided
internships and job placement support (de Azevedo et al., 2013).

Women’s Agricultural Development Interventions

Agricultural development programs are the cornerstone of maintaining
a global food supply. These programs support farmers by providing them
with better seeds, soil, and irrigation systems to strengthen production and
improve their products; building farmers’ entrepreneurial and financial ca-
pacities to move their products to market effectively; and linking farmers
to markets to maximize access to their products. While women make up a
substantial portion of the agricultural labor force globally, due to gender
discrimination, they are often left out of agricultural development programs
and the production value chain. Women’s focused agricultural development
interventions show some promise in improving women’s choice, agency, and
benefit as agricultural workers.

Quisumbing et al. (2024) synthesized mixed-methods findings of the
effects of 11 agricultural development programs across nine countries in
South Asia and Africa using rigorous RCTs and measures of choice and
agency in the Women’s Empowerment in Agriculture Index. The authors
found largely null results, though somewhat stronger findings in South Asia
compared with Africa. Collective efficacy effects were more likely to be ob-
served than were household agency impacts. Women’s critical consciousness
and choice were more likely to be raised in programs that also addressed
gender norms as part of agricultural development.

When extending the program with a nutrition-sensitive approach for
women agricultural workers and children in Bangladesh, findings were
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strengthened. Waid et al. (2022) evaluated the impact of a three-year home-
stead food production program using a similar above-described agricultural
development program for women and men but with additional nutritional
training. Using a two-armed cluster RCT, the study found that, by the four-
year follow-up, women in the intervention group demonstrated improve-
ments in self-efficacy, asset ownership, and group membership, though
again, household decision making was not affected. Inclusion of male
partners may have reduced the intervention’s effectiveness with respect to
women’s bargaining power and decision making. An experimental study
conducted with agricultural workers in Uganda found that targeting women
alone for training on agricultural development led to their having a greater
role in agricultural decision making than did working with both men and
women in the same household (Lecoutere et al., 2023). An RCT among
sugarcane farmers in Uganda showed that an intervention that relied on in-
trahousehold transfers of productive assets to women as well as a behavior
change intervention substantially increased women’s agency, measured as
group membership, self-confidence, and decision making regarding house-
hold, financial, and agricultural decisions (Ambler et al., 2021).

Results from women’s empowerment programs in agriculture do not
always yield positive findings. A study evaluating provision of motor pumps
for irrigation to farmers in northern Ghana assessed outcomes on women’s
empowerment and found no effect (Bryan & Mekonnen, 2023). The study,
which compared matched treatment and control villages, with a subgroup
of farmer groups from treatment villages receiving the pumps, used differ-
ence-in-difference analyses to assess both effects on farmers and, within the
treatment villages, potential spillover effects on those who did not receive
the pumps. While there was no effect of the intervention, there were in
fact negative spillover effects on those who did not receive pumps. These
findings show the sensitivity needed when engaging in empowerment and
development intervention efforts to avoid adverse study effects.

WOMEN’S COLLECTIVES

Emerging evidence supports the value of women’s collectives for their
role in increasing collective efficacy and collective action, but this literature
primarily focuses on health or economic outcomes, not on agency outcomes
(Brody et al., 2015; Farnsworth et al., 2014; Minckas et al., 2020). Still,
literature review on women’s collectives shows their favorable effects on
key aspects of women’s collective agency (Evans & Nambiar, 2013):

e Collective problem-solving to ensure access to and safety for shared
environmental resources, such as rivers and forests;

Copyright National Academy of Sciences. All rights reserved.


https://nap.nationalacademies.org/catalog/27955?s=z1120

Women's Empowerment, Population Dynamics, and Socioeconomic Development

LEVERS FOR CHANGE 123

e Collective decision making on how to access and use financial as-
sets and resources within families and communities; and

e Collective challenging of gender norms that restrict women’s full
and safe participation in society.

However, findings with respect to women’s collectives are mixed, and
evaluations of transformative outcomes arising from these collectives are
rare. Inadequate assessments of contextual considerations (e.g., the presence
of functioning infrastructures, inadequate follow-up periods to see trans-
formative impacts) may have contributed to these limited outcomes. Other
studies suggested that the collective’s functionality and “cooperative infra-
structure” may affect women’s perceptions of its value and consequently
their participation, as well as its agency-related effects (Ostrom, 2000).
Nonetheless, it has been argued that women’s collective action is central to
create women’s empowerment (Evans & Nambiar, 2013; Ostrom, 2000).

The strongest work on the impact of women’s collectives on economic
outcomes and health outcomes has focused on self-help groups in India.
A natural experiment evaluating effects of expanding women’s social net-
works via women’s entry into women-only credit self-help groups favorably
affected women’s political agency and participation, their household deci-
sion making, and their collective efficacy (Prillaman, 2023). Another study
using a neighbor-matching system to evaluate the effect of self-help group
membership on women’s empowerment in India included assessments on
empowerment of women and men. The study found that women’s empow-
erment improved without concurrent reduction in men’s empowerment,
suggesting that women’s empowerment need not be a zero-sum game (Ku-
mar et al., 2021). Women participating in self-help groups showed greater
control over income and decision making over credit, with more active
participations associated with stronger outcomes. Importantly, effects on
domestic violence and respect in the household were not seen, indicating
that effects were limited to economic empowerment.

A pre-post evaluation of a women’s self-help group program, which
combined gender-transformative education and financial skills training de-
livery for women in a group setting, showed improvements in women’s
financial decision making regarding their health and the household (Jejeeb-
hoy et al., 2017). Evaluation of self-help groups for women sex workers in
India, when integrated with HIV-prevention training (Guha et al., 2012),
showed positive effects on condom use and collective efficacy; however,
effects varied by city, with stronger effects observed in areas where sex
worker self-help groups were stronger. Women’s self-help groups in India
were also used in a maternal-neonatal behavior change health intervention
in a quasi-experimental study, in which the intervention arm received an
eight-session health intervention and the control arm received a standard
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microcredit intervention (Saggurti et al., 2018). Women reporting a birth in
the past 12 months were followed. Intervention participants showed better
behavioral health outcomes, greater support from group members for care
and transport, and greater collective self-efficacy. Findings suggested that sa-
lient health needs supported by women’s groups may yield stronger collective
efficacy findings than what are seen for microcredit self-help groups.

Studies on women’s collectives in Africa also focused on economic and
health outcomes. A cluster RCT evaluated the effects of a community-based,
savings-led microfinance program for women’s self-help groups in poor and
rural communities in Ghana, Malawi, and Uganda. The program, which
involved pooling savings and turn-taking access, increased women’s house-
hold decision making, especially in households in which women started
with lower-than-median household decision-making levels; and improved
decision making led to more durable goods purchased for the household
(Karlan et al., 2017). A study in Burkina Faso used a cluster RCT to evalu-
ate an integrated agriculture and health program for women, with two
treatment arms that varied on who delivered information—a woman elder
or a health committee member. Both arms were compared to a control
condition. Women in the treatment groups had the opportunity to work
with other women on model farms and participate in meetings focused
on nutrition and health. In addition to showing positive health effects on
children (Olney et al., 2016), structural equation modeling of empowerment
indicators as a mediator of observed health effects also revealed significant
effects of the intervention on spouse communication, financial decision
making, healthcare decision making, and family planning decision making
(Heckert et al., 2019).

WOMEN’S HEALTH INITIATIVES

Sexual and Reproductive Health and Family Planning Interventions

A vast literature on family planning interventions incorporates gender-
transformative approaches that are designed to alter restrictive gender
norms and gender roles for women and men to support women’s reproduc-
tive agency and contraceptive use, in both clinical and community-based
settings (Hay et al., 2019; Heymann et al., 2019). Evaluation studies, most
of which involved gender-transformative family planning interventions,
showed favorable effects on women’s contraceptive self-efficacy (Baba-
lola et al., 2019; Begay et al., 2023; Lee & Yen, 2007; Raj et al., 2022).
Finlay and Lee (2018) reviewed and synthesized studies exploring the
causal effect of family planning on women’s economic empowerment and
showed the effects of family planning services on women’s reproductive
decision making. The authors highlighted a study by Ashraf et al. (2014),

Copyright National Academy of Sciences. All rights reserved.


https://nap.nationalacademies.org/catalog/27955?s=z1120

Women's Empowerment, Population Dynamics, and Socioeconomic Development

LEVERS FOR CHANGE 125

which demonstrated that access to concealable contraceptives can empower
women to better achieve their desired fertility level but also can lead to their
lower subjective well-being, suggesting a psychosocial cost of making con-
traceptives more concealable. Chang et al. (2020) reviewed interventions
designed to affect women’s and girls’ agency and highlighted programs
that supported girls’ self-efficacy in Kenya and India (Baiocchi et al., 2017;
Leventhal et al., 2015), though other research using a similar model of
gender-transformative programing for girls in Kenya did not show effects
on agency (Decker et al., 2018).

Robinson et al. (2017) conducted a systematic review of longitudinal
studies and evaluation trials that examined the effectiveness of sexual and
reproductive health interventions for women with HIV. The review reported
mixed findings regarding self-efficacy to use condoms and other contra-
ceptives, likely due to high levels of condom use and condom self-efficacy
at baseline in many contexts. Moore et al.’s (2014) review of community
empowerment-focused sexual and reproductive health interventions with
female sex workers in Sub-Saharan Africa found that the interventions pro-
duced largely nascent levels of collective engagement and action, with only
a few interventions progressing to community ownership and sustainability
of the collective. Women in interventions that did progress to a sustained
and stable collective were more likely to report improved sexual negotiation
power with clients and community solidarity. In a one-arm longitudinal
study, Gourlay et al. (2022) used collectives to support sexual and repro-
ductive health, inclusive of HIV prevention, for adolescent girls and young
adult women in HIV hotspots in Kenya and South Africa. All girls received
the DREAMS intervention, which included sexual and reproductive health
education and access to health services, family strengthening, peer group
support, mentors and safe spaces, and community mobilization to change
gender norms. The evaluation found weak effects on self-efficacy but favor-
able effects on social support, though these effects diminished over time as
networks dissipated. Taken together, these findings do not indicate strong
effects on women’s agency.

Community Health Worker-Delivered Maternal
and Child Interventions

Community health workers (CHWs) are a low-cost, community-based
approach used by clinics to ensure proximal reach to patients (Masis et
al., 2021). CHWs are often women who provide the first point of contact
for community members to enter care in low-resource settings in low- and
middle-income countries (LMICs). Maternal and child healthcare and nu-
trition (MCHN), as well as women’s reproductive healthcare, are often a
priority of CHW services, but these services are also central to infectious

Copyright National Academy of Sciences. All rights reserved.


https://nap.nationalacademies.org/catalog/27955?s=z1120

Women's Empowerment, Population Dynamics, and Socioeconomic Development

126 WOMEN’S EMPOWERMENT

disease management in cases of outbreaks and epidemics (Bhutta et al.,
2013; Masis et al., 2021; Questa et al., 2020). Studies of CHW interven-
tions and women’s agency are limited, but a recent RCT in Tanzania that
evaluated a CHW-delivered MCHN intervention found increased decision-
making power and choice in domestic labor among women in the interven-
tion arm (which included men in the sessions with the CHW) than women
in the control condition (in which CHWs only spoke to women; Galvin
et al., 2023). Like the aforementioned family planning interventions, this
inclusive-of-men approach can also change norms, as it is not normative
for men to participate in CHW sessions.

Peer Support Interventions for Women’s Mental Health

Burke et al. (2019) reviewed the evidence from evaluation trials on peer
support interventions to assess their effects on empowerment (as measured
by the Rogers” Empowerment Scale [Rogers et al., 1997], Personal Empow-
erment Scale [Segal et al., 1995], and Dutch Empowerment Scale [Boevink
et al., 2016]), self-efficacy, and internalized stigma. The study found that
much of the research focused on mental health interventions, and those
interventions were offered as peer-led groups, one-on-one peer support, and
a peer-run service model. Peer-led group interventions were the most com-
mon, and these showed small but significant positive effects on self-efficacy
and self-regulation.

YOUTH DEVELOPMENT INTERVENTIONS

Early Marriage Prevention and School Retention Interventions

Causal studies document the value of child marriage prevention inter-
ventions in supporting girls’ agency to pursue education and develop aspi-
rations beyond marriage. A systematic review of child marriage prevention
interventions highlighted evidence, largely from experimental studies, that
life skills and school voucher programs for girls and cash transfer programs
for girls and their households could significantly impact girls’ choice and
agency to remain in school as well as their aspirations for employment (Ka-
lamar et al., 2016). A review of reviews extracted 13 intervention studies to
reduce child marriage and identified the most promising empowerment-re-
lated intervention components to be skill-building to enhance voice/agency,
strengthening social networks, providing women role models outside the
family, and community engagement to change restrictive social and gender
norms (Yount et al., 2017).

Consistent with these reviews, several programs in Africa, specifically
in Liberia, Zimbabwe, and Zambia, focused on the ability of skills training,
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mentoring, safe spaces, and tutoring to keep girls in school and reduce child
marriage and adolescent pregnancies. These programs demonstrated signifi-
cant effects on aspirations, self-confidence, self-efficacy, and self-reliance, as
well as social skills (Adhoho et al., 2014; Ashraf et al., 2020; Hallfors et al.,
2011). Often, these programs were offered after school and included assets
such as school supplies.

A more recent cluster RCT study evaluating child marriage in Nepal
included a three-arm comparison of (a) a girls’ intervention, providing eco-
nomic and social supports as well as skill building (the Tipping Point
Intervention); (b) a group that received the same intervention plus a com-
munity-based social norms program involving community and girl leaders
(Tipping Point Plus); and (c) a control group (Yount et al., 2023). This
study included a comprehensive set of choice and agency indicators at the
individual (e.g., personal awareness/knowledge of sexual and reproduc-
tive health, aspirations for schooling and marriage, self-efficacy), interper-
sonal (e.g., communication with parents), and community (e.g., collective
participation and action) levels. Despite COVID-19-related disruptions to
programming, favorable effects at an eight-month follow-up were observed
for the Tipping Point Plus arm on girls’ personal awareness of sexual and
reproductive health and collective participation outcomes.

While these programs may be promising for agency indicators related
to averting child marriage or to remaining in school, they may not lead to
career or even employment aspirations. A review of programs designed to
keep girls in school found that most of the evaluated interventions dem-
onstrated increases in self-efficacy and confidence but not in aspirations
in areas such as marriage, childbearing, education, and jobs (Adoho et
al., 2014; Baiocchi et al., 2017; Bandiera et al., 2020; Chang et al., 2020;
Decker et al., 2018; Leventhal et al., 2015; Rodella et al., 2015; Scales et al.,
2013). Therefore, while girls’ education is important, it is not necessarily a
panacea for all dimensions of women’s empowerment identified in the com-
mittee’s new conceptual framework. In Bangladesh, for example, research
indicated that women who received formal education may have had more
decision-making control, but that control did not appear to correlate with
greater freedom of movement (Hussain & Smith, 1999); moreover, women
who received higher education reported greater recognition of their choice
to attain a career but not their actual attainment of a professional position
(Ahmed & Hyndman-Rizk, 2020). Finally, education does not always lead
to aspirational wage earning and employment, as seen in India (Chatterjee
et al., 2018). These findings suggest that programs designed to keep girls in
school may be more impactful on girls’ aspirations and actions when paired
with concurrent efforts to change community norms and opportunities.
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Life Skills Interventions

More general life skills interventions (i.e., not specifically focused on
preventing child marriage and/or school retention) are household, com-
munity, or school-based programs that support people to manage aspects
of everyday life, including social interactions, time management, and basic
functioning. These are the skills people need to function effectively within
general society, as well as in school and work environments. As such,
these skills can help women and girls navigate spaces in which they lack
or have been denied exposure, and they can facilitate women’s and girls’
choice and agency across domains of influence. A systematic review of life
skills interventions documented that many interventions focused on girls
and produced small yet significant positive effects on a number of choice
and agency indicators, including self-worth and self-efficacy; but collective
agency effects were not seen (Singh et al., 2022b).

Recent work integrated life skills with entrepreneurial skills training for
youth. A recent study involved a three-armed cluster RCT evaluation of the
Skills for Effective Entrepreneurship Development program, a three-week
mini master of business administration program for high school students
in Uganda. Treatment arms were (a) a 75% hard skills and 25% soft skills
program, and (b) a 75% soft skills and 25% hard skills program; both were
compared with a control condition. Over the 3.5-year follow-up, research-
ers found that the group with greater soft-skills training was more likely
to demonstrate improved self-efficacy, persuasion, and negotiation, though
both treatment conditions were more likely to see positive entrepreneurship
and income outcomes compared with the control condition (Chioda et al.,
2023). Pre-post evaluation of The Economic Empowerment of Adolescent
Girls and Young Women project in Liberia similarly provided livelihood
and life skills training for young people and, over the two-year follow-up
period, found that women reported increases in self-confidence correspond-
ing to increases in employment (Adoho et al., 2014). Rodella et al. (2015)
evaluated the Haiti Adolescent Girl Initiative, which also offered skills
training and job placement support, and found that recipients reported
an increase in decision making related to finances, work, education, and
relationships.

SOCIAL AND LEGAL PROTECTIONS AND POLICIES

Structural interventions are those designed to operate at scale across
communities and to address structural oppressions thought to be caused
by poverty and discrimination. While evaluation of programs and interven-
tions can offer important causal evidence, social and legal protections and
policies are less amenable to controlled trial designs. Nonetheless, some
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evidence suggests that these protections and policies may impact women’s
agency.

Social Protections

A systematic review (Perera et al., 2022) of studies evaluating the effects
of social protection programs on socioeconomic development outcomes and
empowerment indicators in LMICs found that the programs were more ef-
fective for women than men and in some cases increased women’s agency.
For example, livelihood programs increased self-confidence and empower-
ment but not confidence regarding future work opportunities.

A difference-in-difference study on women’s justice centers in Peru (re-
viewed in Chapter 6) found that women living near an all-women’s justice
center were more likely to report shared decision making with husbands
(Kavanaugh et al., 2019).

Land Registration and Inheritance Rights

Research on agency-related effects of making land registration and
inheritance rights more gender equitable is limited but promising. A study
from Holden et al. (2011) showed that after a process of community land
registration in the Tigray region in Ethiopia, female heads of household
were more likely to rent out land. This was a capability they could enact
thanks to increased tenure security. Absent the land certificate, women faced
a greater risk of losing their land than did men. While this was the only
study we could identify providing causal evidence on the value of land reg-
istration on women’s agency in land management, the findings suggest that
land registration may be a meaningful lever for change. Adequate causal
evidence on land registration from other contexts (and on assets more
broadly) is lacking, despite the above-noted review on assets as a correlate
of women’s choice and agency.

Heath and Tan (2020) studied another policy lever—inheritance rights.
Between 1976 and 20035, a series of amendments to the Hindu Succession
Act equalized inheritance rights between men and women in several Indian
states. Comparing outcomes for women who were exposed to these reforms
versus those who were not, the authors showed positive correlations of
women’s inheritance rights at the state level with women’s say in household
decisions and their autonomy to travel away from the home by themselves.

Gender Quotas

Gender quotas can increase women’s representation in government and
corporate boards and increase policies that support women and families
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(Clayton, 2021; Hughes et al., 2017; Krook & Zetterberg, 2014). However,
these effects are context-specific. Furthermore, evidence is limited on the ef-
fects of gender quotas on agency indicators. Research from India indicated
that gender quotas for women increased parental aspirations for daughters
and aspirations among adolescent girls themselves, possibly by viewing the
leaders as role models and/or by improvement of policies to support wom-
en’s employment and opportunities (Beaman et al., 2012). Gender quotas
also increased public perceptions regarding women candidates’ capacities
to win and to lead, and this change in public perception was associated
with women’s collective agency in terms of their participation in political
or community decision making (Allen & Cutts, 2018; Beaman et al., 2009;
Bhavnani, 2009).

Subsidized Childcare

Global evidence documents the importance of quality childcare and
early childhood education for both women’s employment and child de-
velopment, but subsidized or free childcare remains limited across many
countries (Chaturvedi, 2019). In many contexts, women’s employment relies
on grandparent and extended family engagement for childcare, and studies
document the value of grandparent involvement for child education, health,
and development (Anderson et al., 2018; Coall & Hertwig, 2010; Pulga-
ron et al., 2016; Sear & Coall, 2011; Sear & Mace, 2008). However, even
when grandparent involvement is an option, it is not ensured childcare, as
grandparents might have more say over women’s employment, compromis-
ing women’s economic agency. To determine whether subsidized childcare
for children under five would be of interest to women and would support
their employment, an RCT in Nairobi demonstrated a potential increase
in household decision making related to children’s healthcare, though no
effects were seen on other decision-making variables (Clark et al., 2019).
However, other childcare interventions (e.g., Ajayi et al., 2022) found no
impacts on women’s decision making.

SUMMARY AND CONCLUSIONS

This chapter reviewed programs and policies from a wide variety of
LMIC settings that showed impacts on women’s and girls’ agency via (a)
financial interventions, including cash transfers, microfinance, and job train-
ing and placement; (b) interventions to expand and strengthen women’s
collectives, to support women’s economic and health status and build col-
lective agency; (c) health interventions, including sexual and reproduc-
tive health programs, CHW programs for maternal and child health, and
peer programs for mental health; (d) youth development interventions, to
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prevent early marriage, to promote education, and to strengthen life skills
for other more general purposes; and (e) social and legal protections and
policies, particularly those related to gender-equal opportunity and safety
from gender-based violence. This literature shows that these approaches
can have favorable effects on women’s and girls’ aspirations, self-efficacy,
and influence in decision making. These program and policy approaches
align with those that show significant changes in delayed marriage, health
and family planning, and positive socioeconomic development outcomes,
as discussed in previous chapters. However, additional research is necessary
to better understand the pathways and contexts for the changes observed,
including reasons for inconsistent findings.

Notably, one cannot assume that the same impacts would be observed
in contexts outside of the intervention sites. Tailoring interventions to the
local context, population, needs, and culture is a critical step for program
effectiveness. Participation of community members in intervention design
and evaluation is also essential for success and sustainment. Furthermore,
while evidence is available for these levers, other theoretically important
levers, particularly in the policy sphere, lack adequate evidence, such as
divorce and custody laws, wage equality laws, and family leave policies.
Evidence is also lacking from LMIC contexts regarding the impacts of
programs on community efficacy and action-related outcomes. Impacts
of women’s self-help groups on these outcomes were notable and suggest
the importance of women’s collectives as an intervention strategy. More
robust evidence on agency-related impacts of autonomous feminist move-
ments is also necessary to draw more definitive conclusions about these
relationships.
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Conclusions and Recommendations

This report synthesized available theoretical frameworks and empirical
evidence regarding the relationships of women’s empowerment with popu-
lation dynamics and socioeconomic development. Given the committee’s
charge, we have prioritized evidence that provides insight into the relation-
ships of investments in enabling resources for women (levers for change),
impacts of these investments on direct measures of women’s agency, and
effects on conceptually grounded measures of population dynamics and
socioeconomic development. We recognize the reciprocal nature of these
relationships and have acknowledged them throughout.

Our review of existing frameworks of women’s empowerment revealed
general agreement on key dimensions, especially those related to the im-
portance of resources, the centrality of women’s agency in the empower-
ment process, and the importance of an enabling structural and normative
context for women’s agency to be fully realized at lower levels of the social
ecology. Conceptual gaps in these frameworks were also notable. For ex-
ample, frameworks tended to focus on resources and agency at the indi-
vidual and interpersonal levels, with less attention to collective resources
and agency at the community and societal levels. Also, the powerful roles
of formal institutions and sociocultural norms in maintaining the status quo
of women’s disempowerment received less attention, and conceptualizing
change processes within a multilevel socioecological framework was gener-
ally lacking. To integrate and expand upon this conceptual work, our new
conceptual framework underscores the multilevel and multidimensional na-
ture of both resources and agency, as well as the unignorable conditioning
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influence of restrictive gender norms along with the formal institutions and
the social, cultural, and structural factors that underlie these norms.

We also observed notable gaps in frameworks for understanding how
changes in women’s empowerment may, in theory, be related to changes
in population dynamics and socioeconomic development, which are also
defined as multilevel processes. Specifically, frameworks focused on popula-
tion dynamics were lacking or focused narrowly on singular aspects, most
notably changes in fertility. We found that while frameworks tended to
address aspects of empowerment at the individual and collective levels, the
roles of structures and organizations were mentioned less often, and multi-
level ecological considerations were generally missing. Additionally, most of
the frameworks were designed for specific sectors and therefore focused on
sector-specific outcomes rather than on socioeconomic development gener-
ally. Furthermore, while frameworks tend to suggest that the expansion of
enabling resources could shape and foster the empowerment process (from
expanded choice to agency to achievements), none were explicit in offering
guidance on opportunities to create change (e.g., via enforcement of existing
policies and laws, or via creation of new policies).

The new conceptual framework developed by the committee (Figure
3-1) builds on existing frameworks and illustrates the role of population dy-
namics as a potential mechanism through which empowerment can operate
to further socioeconomic development. The new conceptual framework also
identifies ways in which resources can support empowerment. Within em-
powerment, the construct of agency emerged as an important lens through
which to view women’s empowerment and women’s ability to act. The new
conceptual framework considers multiple levels of agency: the individual,
family, community, and societal levels.

Our review of the research on the impact of women’s empowerment—
and particularly agency—on a range of population dynamics identified
studies that point to causal evidence in the realms of family formation and
fertility, associated with interventions such as cash transfers, skills training,
and education subsidies. These studies suggest that impacts on family and
fertility outcomes flow through women’s agency, but findings were often
inconsistent across studies and geographies. Reasons for the inconsistencies
include differences in definitions and measurement of women’s empower-
ment, a paucity of measures focused on mechanisms through which the
relationships operate, and lack of longitudinal data. Research in this area is
typically focused on individual-level empowerment, with a lack of attention
to the structural and gender context, such as the norms that shape women’s
and men’s roles within a given culture. In addition, the interventions studied
are often limited to single geographies and relatively homogenous cultural
contexts. Causal studies on the role of women’s empowerment in mortal-
ity and morbidity are limited, and such studies are largely lacking when it
comes to migration.
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A significant body of work focuses on the relationships between wom-
en’s empowerment and healthcare access, utilization, and outcomes—al-
most entirely in the areas of access to family planning and sexual and
reproductive, maternal, and newborn/early child health. Opportunities for
healthcare, access to health information and autonomous decision mak-
ing, and healthy behaviors are all required for achieving well-being and
ultimately health and gender equity. Yet access to these conditions is not
distributed equally. While the manifestations and magnitude of impact
of social influences on health vary across settings and populations, many
factors influence vulnerabilities to illness and contribute to higher rates of
adverse health and social outcomes for women and girls versus men and
boys. These include differential power relationships; control over resources
including medical services, technologies, and treatments; lack of access to
and receipt of quality health services; clean water, hygiene, and sanitation;
an overly narrow focus on women’s reproductive health with little atten-
tion to other critical and interrelated dimensions of well-being (e.g., non-
communicable diseases, mental health); gender-based violence, including
forced marriage, sex trafficking, and female genital cutting; marginalization,
discrimination, disrespect, and abuse occurring at the health system and
community levels; and decreased opportunities for social mobility (e.g.,
education and employment). Women experience a significant share of the
global burden of infectious diseases (e.g., HIV/AIDS, malaria, tuberculo-
sis, hepatitis), sexually transmitted infections, cervical and breast cancers,
unintended pregnancy, trauma, intimate partner violence, injury/homicide/
suicide, substance use, pregnancy-related death and disability, malnutrition,
and chronic conditions including depression, cardiovascular disease, diabe-
tes, cancer, and overall morbidity and mortality.

Much of the work on the role of empowerment in the health area
relies on cross-sectional data and uses unidimensional or otherwise nar-
rowly defined empowerment indicators, which limits understanding of the
complex causal relationships between women’s empowerment and health
outcomes. Studies are critically important to further illuminate causal as-
sociations between women’s empowerment and health and healthcare ac-
cess using primary data collections, longitudinal and prospective designs,
and quasi-experimental, randomized controlled trial, and mixed-methods
policy-evaluation approaches. Research using a broader range of multidi-
mensional measures of both empowerment indicators and outcome mea-
sures is also important.

Evidence suggests that shifts in the determinants of women’s bargain-
ing power, such as women’s access to assets or income, lead to investments
associated with long-term socioeconomic development, such as children’s
education and nutrition. We also found that increases in women’s control
over assets can lead to livelihood improvements by increasing women’s
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labor force participation and business profits. However, there is insufficient
causal evidence on how land registration, and assets more broadly, impact
women’s agency specifically. Furthermore, women’s access to childcare
tends to be associated with increased labor force participation and large
income benefits, but we found no evidence of childcare utilization leading
to further improvements in women’s agency.

Other areas of socioeconomic development that research has linked to
women’s empowerment include increases in girls’ career aspirations and
educational attainment because of laws that reserve political leadership
positions for women, and a reduction in intimate partner violence associ-
ated with women’s economic empowerment.

In terms of areas in which evidence is lacking, little to no research ex-
amines the impact of investments that increase women’s agency on broader
levels of social capital. In addition, causal evidence directly relating in-
creased women’s agency to increased climate security and resilience is very
thin. Lastly, fertility decline may moderately increase output per capita in
high-fertility populations, but external validity is unclear for populations
that have already undergone substantial fertility decline.

We found that measured impacts of individual agency on socioeco-
nomic development outcomes result from women’s differential preferences,
yet these preferences are seldom measured directly. Some studies show that
self-efficacy is the individual agency construct with the most direct empiri-
cal evidence. Even less empirical evidence exists for goal setting, awareness
of rights, and locus of control, despite their theoretical importance. In terms
of interpersonal agency, women’s decision-making ability is by far the most
measured construct. However, the specific type of decision making mea-
sured is not always in line with potential theoretical pathways. In terms of
community-level agency, there is a dearth of causal evidence on how shifting
agency at this level (e.g., through changes in broader norms or expansion of
women’s networks) impacts socioeconomic development outcomes. Lastly,
evidence is particularly lacking on the effects on socioeconomic develop-
ment outcomes in response to societal-level changes to resources that play
a role in women’s agency. Beyond legal changes, policy levers such as col-
lective action and formation of autonomous feminist movements have also
not been adequately explored.

Our review of evaluations of specific policies and programs that im-
pact women’s agency identified several areas in which interventions have
been found to influence women’s aspirations, self-efficacy, self-confidence,
and decision-making control. These areas include (a) financial programs,
including cash transfers, microfinance, and job training and placement; (b)
women’s collectives to support women’s economic and health status and
build collective efficacy; (c) health interventions, including family planning
and sexual and reproductive health programs, community health worker
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programs for maternal and child health, and peer programs for mental
health; (d) youth development interventions, including those focused on
early marriage prevention and education promotion, as well as life skills
training; and (e) social and legal protections and policies, particularly those
related to gender-equal opportunity and safety from gender-based violence.
These program and policy approaches align with those that show significant
improvements in delayed marriage, increased health and family planning,
and positive socioeconomic development outcomes. While studies often
show robust impacts of these programs, the evidence cannot be generalized
to geographies and cultural contexts that differ from those in which the
research was conducted.

Policies and programs for which there appear to be inadequate evidence
include the areas of divorce and custody laws, wage equality laws, and fam-
ily leave policies, possibly because implementation of these policies varies
and few studies measure implementation. Additionally, inadequate evidence
is available from low- and middle-income countries regarding the role of
agency at levels beyond the individual and interpersonal. Evidence on col-
lective efficacy as an outcome is limited, except in the case of women’s self-
help groups, likely because these groups themselves operate as collectives.
Evidence is also limited on the impact of social movements (e.g., women’s
movements) on agency across various levels.

RECOMMENDATIONS

While the roles of some of the concepts and dynamics described in our
new conceptual framework are well supported by evidence, other areas
would benefit from further research. Our review also revealed a great deal
of variation in disciplinary approaches to measuring and analyzing women’s
empowerment, population dynamics, and socioeconomic development, em-
phasizing the importance of harmonizing measures and approaches. Our
recommendations for ways to advance the work in this area are summa-
rized below.

Measuring Women’s Empowerment and Associated Concepts

While the committee was not specifically tasked with conducting a sys-
tematic review of data-collection and measurement approaches, our review
of the existing research on women’s empowerment identified inconsisten-
cies, limitations, and gaps in definitions, as well as the operationalization
and measurement of terms to be among the main barriers to better under-
standing the role of women’s empowerment in population dynamics and
socioeconomic development. Data limitations often mean that concepts and
relationships that appear to be important based on theoretical pathways
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are not well understood, and that findings are not comparable across di-
verse social contexts, making it difficult to eliminate confounding effects.
The committee’s statement of task includes a request to set an agenda for
future research and data collection, and many of our recommendations are
in this area.

RECOMMENDATION 1: Data collection on women’s empowerment
should be expanded to include the range of measures necessary to fully
capture elements of women’s empowerment, as well as the dynamics
and pathways in the committee’s new conceptual framework that re-
main poorly understood. Many of these aspects are multidimensional
and should be understood as such. These include

e Sociocultural norms and structures as conditioning factors in

the sociocontextual environment.

e  Structural dynamics and sexism.

e The role of men, including structural gender inequalities, ineq-

uitable gender norms, and masculine dominance.

* Barriers to empowerment.

e Effective methods to reduce gender inequality in productivity,

earnings, and profits.

e Effective methods to address norms surrounding women’s do-

mestic work.

e Effective methods to eliminate occupational segregation.

e  Effective methods to build resilience for women in the face of

climate change and other shocks.

e  Women’s access to health programs (e.g., social protection,
insurance, contraception, prenatal and childbirth care, infant
and child healthcare, women’s healthcare).

Girls’ and women’s education and skill building.
Girls’ and women’s social networks and supports.
Couple dynamics.

Perceptions of rights.

Time allocation and control over time.

RECOMMENDATION 2: Researchers and government data-collection
entities studying women’s empowerment should identify opportunities
to collect longitudinal data from large-scale studies to better under-
stand change over time, including the determinants of sustained gains in
women’s empowerment and the long-term effects of women’s empower-
ment on socioeconomic development.
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Measuring Women’s Agency

In addition to improving measurement of women’s empowerment, this
report also highlighted work that is important for developing better mea-
sures of women’s agency and areas in which a better understanding of the
role of agency is critical.

RECOMMENDATION 3: Research should prioritize the development
of direct multidimensional, construct-specific, and multilevel measures
of agency. To the extent that proxy measures are used, researchers
should strive for consistency and clarity on how such measures are de-
fined and used, and should be clear that the role of women’s agency is
assumed and not directly measured. Particular attention should be paid
to defining, operationalizing, and assessing the reliability and validity
of the following dimensions of women’s agency in diverse contexts,
leveraging the newest research:

e Individual awareness of rights, aspirations and preferences,
goal setting and choice, and internal motivation.

e Control and decision making, including economic and repro-
ductive decision making, at the individual and interpersonal
levels.

e Collective agency in formal groups and informal networks at
the community and societal levels (e.g., shared goals, collective
efficacy, collective action toward shared goals).

Studies of agency would benefit from a life-course perspective—in other
words, from recognizing that there are trajectories and turning points as
people grow and change across life stages and are influenced by their lived
experiences. Agency around life transition points and opportunities, such as
fertility or wage earning, can be particularly important to support women
to achieve their life goals.

RECOMMENDATION 4: Research on agency should include studies
of women’s agency across the entire life course and at key life stages
and milestones, with consideration of the socioecological and cultural
context and intergenerational influences on key life stages, milestones,
and inflection points.

Enhancing Study Designs

While this report prioritized the discussion of existing research point-
ing to the causal influences on women’s agency, and in turn the causal
effects of women’s agency on population dynamics and socioeconomic
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development, the literature we reviewed included a wide variety of meth-
ods, including qualitative research such as community-participatory and
community-engaged research. Considerable gaps exist in some areas in
which study designs able to establish causality are lacking, or in which
further insight on underlying dynamics could be gained through in-depth
qualitative exploration.

RECOMMENDATION 5: Research on women’s empowerment and
agency should prioritize study designs that:

e Test causal relationships between dimensions of women’s
empowerment and population dynamics and socioeconomic
development, and that better elucidate the role of relevant
concepts as causal factors or outcomes. These designs include
randomized controlled trials, quasi-experiments, natural ex-
periments, and longitudinal designs to establish causality; to
examine reciprocal, temporal relationships; and to distinguish
effects related to the mode of intervention delivery and quality
of implementation from the content of the intervention.

¢ Include qualitative data collection to contextualize theories of
change, to inform intervention and research design, and to aid
in the interpretation of findings that offer causal evidence.

e Are informed by the perspectives of the women and communi-
ties being studied.

e Examine multiple intervention points along the theoretical
pathways of interest.

e Provide understanding of life-course trajectories and inflection
points.

RECOMMENDATION 6: Research funders should support studies
designed to examine the effects of programs and policies intended to
enhance women’s empowerment and, thereby, socioeconomic develop-
ment. Study designs should include sufficient follow-up time to examine
sustainability of impacts, as well as measures that permit assessment of
unintended adverse effects of interventions, including outcomes (both
intended and unintended) that may not be immediate.

RECOMMENDATION 7: To establish external validity, more atten-
tion should be devoted to understanding the role of interventions and
the specific role of women’s agency as a mechanism for social change—
at the institutional and societal levels, as well as across diverse cultural
settings. Also, more attention should be paid to understanding the
feasibility, acceptability, and sustainability of, as well as engagement
with, these interventions.

Copyright National Academy of Sciences. All rights reserved.


https://nap.nationalacademies.org/catalog/27955?s=z1120

Women's Empowerment, Population Dynamics, and Socioeconomic Development

CONCLUSIONS AND RECOMMENDATIONS 141

RECOMMENDATION 8: Studies are needed to better understand the
impacts of integrated approaches to women’s empowerment (e.g., cash
transfers to women alongside efforts to address restrictive social and
gender norms) and integrated women’s healthcare (e.g., service-delivery
models that can address women’s sexual and reproductive health as well
as psychosocial care needs).

The committee’s review primarily focused on the empirical evidence
regarding how women’s empowerment influences population dynamics and
socioeconomic development, and not on the cost effectiveness of programs.
Very little information is available about the cost implications of various
interventions or about the best ways to scale up and integrate promising
findings into policies or practice. Looking ahead, it is important to system-
atically track program-implementation data and for more research to be
performed to guide decisions about implementation.

RECOMMENDATION 9: Research funders should support cost analy-
ses and implementation science studies to provide guidance on scaling
up efficacious interventions. Such efforts should include systematic
tracking of program-implementation data. As evidence from experi-
mental studies continues to grow, comparative effectiveness studies
may provide best-practice guidance to government officials and civil
society organizations regarding the most cost-effective empowerment
approaches in specific country contexts.

Collaboration and Harmonization

The extremely interdisciplinary nature of this field and the challenges
associated with generalizing research findings beyond limited geographic
and cultural contexts highlight the importance of collaboration to set pri-
orities, coordinate research efforts, and refine measurement approaches to
expedite insights into these questions.

RECOMMENDATION 10: Research funders should establish an inter-
national, multidisciplinary group to increase coordination and priority
setting for the work in this area. The advisory group could include
representatives of funding organizations and other experts and stake-
holders, and it would be charged with
e Developing and publishing standards and best practices for
development and validation of measures for empowerment, so
researchers and implementers can better distinguish among the
array of measures in use.
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e Coordinating work on psychometric assessment of measures
of empowerment and related concepts, and evaluating the
possibility of (and recommended processes for) harmonizing
measures and global indicators of women’s agency and em-
powerment that would be suitable for comparative use cross-

culturally and with various populations.

e Identifying questions and measures that improve measurement
of specific empowerment constructs in specific cultures and

languages.

e Setting priorities for development of experimental studies to
generate causal evidence on relationships that currently are not

well understood.

RECOMMENDATION 11: Government, program, and researcher data
collections should be better coordinated and aligned. The international
group named in Recommendation 10 could facilitate efforts to enhance

coordination and alignment across these groups.
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