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Abstract Women’s empowerment is an intrinsic human rights goal that has implications
for the health and well-being of women and their children. Poor measurement hampers
current research efforts, and improving empowerment measurement is a frequently iden-
tified research priority. However, a discussion of specific steps researchers can take to
improve upon common measurement practices is lacking. The purpose of this paper is to
provide quantitative researchers recommendations to measure women’s empowerment in a
theory-based, precise, and comprehensive way. This paper reviewed key theoretical con-
cepts of women’s empowerment and critically reviewed common measurement approa-
ches. Three broad recommendations for measuring empowerment emerged from this
critical review, and specific suggestions to meet these recommendations are discussed.
First, researchers should draw upon theory to construct measurement models (e.g., using
theory to construct dimensions of empowerment and selection of indicators). Second,
researchers should use analytic methods that minimize implicit judgments and bias (e.g.,
not classifying women as empowered using specific criteria). Third, researchers should
collect comprehensive empowerment information (e.g., supplementing quantitative mea-
sures with qualitative interviews to learn how and why changes took place). Measuring
empowerment poses a number of challenges, and this review provides researchers sug-
gestions to improve upon common measurement practices. Improved measurement will
strengthen research efforts on the causes and consequences of poor empowerment, which
has the potential to improve the well-being of women and their children.
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1 Introduction

Women’s empowerment, the process of women enhancing their ability to make strategic life
choices (Kabeer 1999), is an intrinsic human rights goal. Low empowerment also has
important implications for the well-being of women and their children: it is linked with a
number of adverse economic and health consequences for women (Mabsout 2011; Hindin
2000; Yount et al. 2014; Basu and Koolwal 2005; Haile et al. 2013; Bloom et al. 2001; Corroon
etal.2014; Fapohunda and Orobaton 2013; Koenig et al. 2003; Hindin and Adair 2002; Pratley
2016; James-Hawkins et al. 2016; Upadhyay et al. 2014; Kabeer 2012) and their children
(Malhotra et al. 2014; Egata et al. 2014; Lépine and Strobl 2013; Shroff et al. 2011; Brunson
et al. 2009; D’Souza and Bryant 1999; Chakraborty and Anderson 2011; Thorpe et al. 2016).

Women’s empowerment is a popular topic among researchers and development orga-
nizations, and in 2015 the United Nations identified achieving gender equality and
empowering all women and girls as the 5th of 17 Sustainable Development Goals (United
Nations General Assembly 2015). However, measuring women’s empowerment poses
significant challenges to researchers (Kishor 2005; Mason 1986; Kabeer 1999). Poor
measurement hampers efforts to find the causes and consequences of low empowerment
(Malhotra and Schuler 2005) and to assess the impact of social policies aimed at increasing
empowerment (Alsop and Heinsohn 2005). Improving current measurement practices is
essential to studying this important concept and assessing progress towards achieving
Sustainable Development Goal 5.

Three main sources of poor empowerment measurement are commonly discussed in the
literature. First, many empirical studies do not fully integrate theory into their conceptual-
izations of empowerment (Alsop and Heinsohn 2005) and selection of indicators (Kabeer
1999). Second, many studies use analytic methods that can lead to imprecise or biased mea-
surement models (Agarwala and Lynch 2006; Sandberg and Rafail 2013). Third, some studies
use information that is too narrowly focused to fully capture empowerment (Kabeer 1999). In
addition, researchers define, operationalize, and measure empowerment in different ways,
which makes comparison of results among studies difficult (Carlson et al. 2015; Pratley 2016).

Although improving empowerment measurement is a commonly identified research pri-
ority (Ibrahim and Alkire 2007; Kabeer 1999; Carlson et al. 2015), a discussion of specific
steps researchers can take to improve upon current measurement practices is lacking. This
paper aims to fill this research gap by providing researchers suggestions to measure
empowerment in a theory-based, precise, and comprehensive way. The paper is organized as
follows: the first section reviews key theoretical concepts of empowerment, many of which
have important implications for measuring empowerment. A number of papers discuss these
concepts and their implications for measurement in great detail, and this paper briefly
highlights key concepts. The second section critically reviews common measurement
approaches and provides researchers specific suggestions to improve upon many common
measurement practices. This is the main contribution of this paper; although improving
measurement is an identified priority, a comprehensive discussion of zow to improve mea-
surement is lacking.
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2 Key Empowerment Concepts

A clear conceptualization of empowerment is essential before attempting to measure it. A
large and robust body of theoretical work over the past 30 years developed definitions of
empowerment and conceptual models of the empowerment process. This work can provide
the foundation for sound empowerment measurement.

2.1 Definition

There are a number of definitions of women’s empowerment (Alsop and Heinsohn 2005;
Kabeer 1999; Mosedale 2005; Batliwala 1994). Perhaps the most influential definition is
provided by Kabeer(1999) who defines it as the process by which women increase their
ability to make life choices. Although definitions of empowerment abound, most scholars
agree on a few core concepts. First, women’s empowerment is separate from the
empowerment of other disadvantaged groups due to issues specific to women, such as
household and familial dynamics (Malhotra and Schuler 2005) and the power relations
between men and women (Mosedale 2005). Second, agency—the ability to make choices
and act upon those choices—is a central component of empowerment (Malhotra and
Schuler 2005; Kabeer 1999). Third, empowerment is a process occurring over time
(Kabeer 1999). Some aspects of empowerment happen quickly, while others may take
decades (Malhotra and Schuler 2005). For instance, changing ideas about women’s role in
society is a transformational process that may develop over decades, whereas increasing
educational attainment for women can happen more quickly.

2.2 Conceptual Model

A few authors have proposed conceptual models of the empowerment process (Alsop and
Heinsohn 2005; Kabeer 1999; Legovini 2005). This basic model, adopted from Kab-
eer’s(1999) description of the process, is shown in Fig. 1. Conceptual models distinguish
three steps in the empowerment process: resources, also referred to as pre-conditions (Kabeer

Resources Agency Achievements

Favorable conditions Ability to identify goals ..
for empowerment and act upon them Realization of goals

(indirect measure) (direct measure) (indirect measure)

*adopted partially from Kabeer (1999)
Fig. 1 Conceptual model of empowerment process. Adopted partially from Kabeer (1999)
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1999) or opportunity structures (Alsop and Heinsohn 2005), agency, also referred to as
autonomy (Allendorf 2012), and achievements, also referred to as outcomes (Alsop and
Heinsohn 2005; Kabeer 1999). Resources encompass material resources (e.g., money, edu-
cation) (Kabeer 1999), human and social resources (e.g., social capital) (Kabeer 1999), and
institutional environments (A. Malhotra and Schuler 2005). Resources facilitate the
empowerment process by providing conditions in which women’s agency may be increased.
Agency is the ability to identify one’s goals and act upon them (Kabeer 1999). Agency
includes internal qualities such as critical thinking skills and making independent decisions
(Kim et al. 2007; Mosedale 2005), and the ability to carry out those decisions (Kabeer 1999).
Decisions might be carried out outright or by navigating relational and societal dynamics
through processes such as negotiation, deception, and manipulation (Kabeer 1999).
Achievements are the realizations of one’s goals. Achievements might include educational
attainment, increased labour market participation, or good health. Agency provides direct
evidence of empowerment, whereas resources and achievements are indirect (i.e., proxy)
measures (Kishor 2000; Malhotra and Schuler 2005; Samman and Santos 2009).

2.3 Key Measurement Concepts

A seminal paper by Kabeer(1999) discussed the conceptualization of empowerment and
implications for its measurement, and additional theoretical and empirical work bolstered
and expanded upon these ideas. This work is summarized below.

2.3.1 Agency is Multi-Dimensional

Women'’s agency is a multi-dimensional concept (Malhotra and Schuler 2005; Ibrahim and
Alkire 2007; Agarwala and Lynch 2006; Mason and Smith 2003). Women may have high
agency in certain dimensions yet not in others (Malhotra and Mather 1997; Gupta and
Yesudian 2006; Mason and Smith 2000). For example, in some Indian contexts women
have high levels of household decision-making yet do not have much freedom to travel
alone (Gupta and Yesudian 2006).

Many dimensions of agency are identified in the literature. Studies conducted by dif-
ferent authors and in different setting have delineated dimensions slightly differently. The
most commonly identified dimensions are household decision-making (e.g., decisions about
children’s schooling, decisions about small household purchases) (Ahmed et al. 2009; Al
Riyami et al. 2004; Alkire et al. 2013b; Gupta and Yesudian 2006; Chakrabarti and Biswas
2012; Rahman et al. 2011; Mistry et al. 2009; Bloom et al. 2001; Hashemi et al. 1996; Fuller
2012; Morgan and Niraula 1995) and freedom of movement (e.g., ability to travel to various
destinations) (Ahmed et al. 2009; Al Riyami et al. 2004; Chakrabarti and Biswas 2012;
Dharmalingam and Philip Morgan 1996; Gupta and Yesudian 2006; Hadley et al. 2010;
Jejeebhoy and Sathar 2001; Morgan and Niraula 1995; Schuler et al. 1997, 2010; Bloom
et al. 2001; Lee-Rife 2010; Mistry et al. 2009; Hashemi et al. 1996; Kabeer et al. 2011;
Mason and Smith 2000). However, many other dimensions of agency are identified, such as
involvement in political activities (Deininger and Liu 2013; Schuler et al. 1997, 2010;
Hashemi et al. 1996), political and legal awareness (Hashemi et al. 1996), gender prefer-
ences (Gupta and Yesudian 2006), attitudes about women’s economic role (Fuller 2012),
self-efficacy (Fuller 2012), control over income (Bloom et al. 2001; Lee-Rife 2010; Mistry
et al. 2009), economic security (Hashemi et al. 1996), involvement in the community (Fuller
2012; Kabeer et al. 2011), involvement in fertility decisions (Mason and Smith 2000)
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attitudes about intimate partner violence (Sandberg and Rafail 2013; Gupta and Yesudian
2006), and experiencing intimate partner violence (Lee-Rife 2010; Mason and Smith 2000).

2.3.2 Not All Life Choices Are Equal

Some life choices have larger implications for women’s agency than others (Kabeer 1999).
Theoretical work proposes a decision-making hierarchy, which can be parsed out into
policy decisions and implementation decisions (Kabeer 1999; Pahl 1989). Examples of
policy decisions include how many children to have, when to have children, where to live,
and who to marry; these decisions can shape a woman’s life trajectory (Kabeer 1999).
Implementation decisions are smaller-scale decisions that may enhance quality of life but
do not shape a person’s life trajectory (Kabeer 1999). In some contexts men make large-
scale policy decisions and delegate implementation decisions to women. For example, an
Egyptian survey found that many women were involved in decisions regarding use of
family planning methods, but fewer women were involved in the policy decision of having
another child (El-Zanaty et al. 1999).

2.3.3 Empowerment is Contextual

Empowerment is contextual (Kabeer 1999; Malhotra and Schuler 2005; Mason and Smith
2003; Mason 1986). How women define empowerment may differ by context. Western
ideals of men and women having equal status in society and women being autonomous
from men may not resonate with women in some settings. Rather, women may want
respect and equality but not autonomy from men (Kabeer 2001). A study of Bangladeshi
women, for instance, found women desired more equality within their families instead of
greater independence outside of the family (Kabeer 2011). These nuances may impact how
empowerment is defined in certain contexts.

Indicators that denote empowerment may also be context-specific (Ghuman et al. 2006).
Freedom to visit the market alone is a common indicator of agency in many contexts
(Ahmed et al. 2009; Al Riyami et al. 2004; Chakrabarti and Biswas 2012; Dharmalingam
and Philip Morgan 1996; Gupta and Yesudian 2006; Hadley et al. 2010; Jejeebhoy and
Sathar 2001; Morgan and Niraula 1995; Schuler et al. 1997, 2010), yet in some settings in
Bangladesh visiting the market alone is seen as an indicator of low social class (e.g., a sign
that there are no males in the home to visit the market) and is not a sign of agency (Kabeer
2001). Indicators also change over time. For example, a study of Bangladeshi women
compared indicators of agency developed in the early 1990s and assessed their relevance in
interviews conducted in 2007 (Schuler et al. 2010). Making small purchases without the
permission of their husbands was an indicator of agency in the mid-1990s, but in 2007 this
indicator was no longer relevant because almost all women had the freedom to make these
purchases (Schuler et al. 2010).

3 Recommendations for Quantitative Researchers
Translating concepts of empowerment into study measures that effectively capture it poses a
number of challenges. Three main sources of poor empowerment measurement are com-

monly identified in the literature. First, many empirical studies do not fully integrate the rich
body of theoretical work conceptualizing and defining women’s empowerment into their
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measurement models. For instance, many studies do not use theory in their conceptual-
ization of empowerment (Alsop and Heinsohn 2005) and selection of indicators (Kabeer
1999).This problem appears to be widespread: a 2014 review of women’s economic
empowerment intervention studies found that most did not use an explicit theoretical
framework (Taylor and Pereznieto 2014). Second, many studies use analytic methods that
can lead to imprecise or biased measurement models (Agarwala and Lynch 2006; Sandberg
and Rafail 2013), some of which may inadvertently introduce a researcher’s own values
(Kabeer 1999). Third, empowerment is nuanced and contextual, and some studies use
information that is too narrowly focused to fully capture empowerment (Kabeer 1999).

This section provides specific suggestions to quantitatively measure empowerment in a
theory-based, accurate, and comprehensive way. These suggestions were distilled from a
comprehensive search and review of women’s empowerment measurement approaches and
critiques of measurement approaches. The search included women’s empowerment reviews,
relevant journals, and “snowball” searches of included articles. This section is organized
around measurement recommendations, and examples from the literature illustrate specific
measurement approaches. These recommendations are summarized in Table 1.

The aim of this paper is not to review all empirical studies on empowerment. The
empowerment literature is vast, spanning disciplines such as demography, sociology,
economics, and epidemiology. A simple PubMed search of women’s empowerment and
related concepts such as autonomy, agency, and choice revealed over 30,000 studies. The
aim of this paper is also not to tally measurement approaches used in the literature; other
recent reviews have summarized measurement approaches used in a sub-set of empow-
erment studies, such as those related to economic empowerment interventions (Taylor and
Pereznieto 2014), child nutrition (Carlson et al. 2015), and maternal and child health
(Pratley 2016). Therefore, such a review would be redundant. Rather, this review discusses
common measurement approaches and draws upon the vast empirical literature to extract
specific examples, with the aim of providing recommendations for improving upon current
approaches.

Table 1 Recommendations for quantitative researchers studying empowerment

Use theory to inform study measures
Explicitly describe conceptual model
Use indicators relevant to a specific context
Use direct indicators of empowerment (i.e., agency) when possible
Construct dimensions of agency based upon theory

Use analytic methods that minimize implicit judgments
Avoid combining different levels of decision-making into the same category
Use methods that do not equally weight each indicator of empowerment
Use global empowerment measures cautiously
Avoid classifying women as empowered using cut-points

Collect comprehensive information
Talk with study participants, community leaders, and local experts
Supplement quantitative information with qualitative information
Measure many aspects of empowerment, including closely related concepts
Collect information from men
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3.1 Use Theory to Inform Study Measures
3.1.1 Explicitly Describe Conceptual Model

Many studies do not explicitly describe their conceptual framework (Taylor and Pereznieto
2014), and providing such a framework can clarify a researcher’s conceptualization of
empowerment. This framework should state the aspects of empowerment researchers are
attempting to measure (i.e., resources, agency, achievements), and if investigating an
exposure or intervention that may impact empowerment, the mechanisms by which women
may become empowered. For example, a study of Bangladeshi women investigated the
association between empowerment resources (e.g., media exposure, educational attain-
ment) and women’s agency (Mahmud et al. 2012). The study provided a detailed con-
ceptual framework of how these resources may increase agency, thus clarifying the
authors’ conceptualization of empowerment.

The distinction between different aspects of empowerment and the mechanisms in
which empowerment may operate are nuanced, and explicitly stating this information can
help clarify these relationships. The role that intimate partner violence (IPV) might play in
the empowerment process provides one example of the need for clear conceptualization.
Evidence on the link between aspects of empowerment and IPV is mixed (Jejeebhoy and
Sathar 2001; Green et al. 2015; Hindin and Adair 2002; Allendorf 2012; Koenig et al.
2003). Studies have conflicting conceptualizations of how IPV fits into the empowerment
process. Some studies conceptualize IPV as a resource that impacts agency (Allendorf
2012), as a component of agency (Jejeebhoy and Sathar 2001), or as a consequence of
women’s agency (Green et al. 2015; Hindin and Adair 2002; Koenig et al. 2003). A
number of potential mechanisms linking agency to IPV have been proposed, some of
which lead to either higher or lower risk of IPV (Green et al. 2015; Hindin and Adair
2002). Additionally, these relationships appear to be influenced by context (Jejeebhoy and
Sathar 2001; Koenig et al. 2003). Studies that clearly state their conceptualization of IPV
and proposed mechanisms (some of which may be contextual) can help clarify IPV’s role
in the empowerment process.

3.1.2 Use Indicators Relevant to a Specific Context

The core ideas of empowerment are universal, although indicators of empowerment may
differ across contexts (Malhotra and Schuler 2005). Behaviours and attitudes that in one
context indicate empowerment may not in another. For example, having freedom to visit a
doctor without a male household member’s permission may be a sign of empowerment in
rural Bangladesh where purdah restricts women’s movements but not in urban Peru where
women routinely travel alone (Malhotra and Schuler 2005). Whenever possible,
researchers should use context-specific indicators.

There is a strong temptation to identify indicators of empowerment that are relevant to
all contexts, and some studies propose universal indices (Ibrahim and Alkire 2007; Alkire
et al. 2013b). However, to be applicable to all contexts, indicators tend to be broad and
likely miss some nuances of empowerment in certain contexts (Schuler et al. 2010). For
example, Alkire et al. (2013b) developed the women’s empowerment in agriculture index,
which measures women’s empowerment in five domains, including leadership. The
leadership domain measures whether a woman is involved in at least one economic or
social group and whether she is comfortable speaking up in public. However, opportunities
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to participate in groups are context-specific: some women may live in locations where
there are no groups to attend, whereas other women may live in communities with many
groups. All women from settings without groups will be classified as not empowered for
the group membership indicator, although in reality some women may have a high degree
of empowerment. Thus, group membership is one example of a context-specific indicator
that may provide less than optimal empowerment measurement across contexts.

A few different approaches can balance the contextual nature of empowerment with the
need to compare empowerment across contexts. One study compared women’s empow-
erment in five Asian countries using the same empowerment indicators but varying them
slightly to reflect different contexts (Mason and Smith 2003; Mason 2003). For example,
one question asked women who decides on making major purchases, and the example of a
major purchase varied by country (Mason and Smith 2003). Another approach identifies
common dimensions of empowerment and allows specific indicators to vary depending on
their relevance in different settings. Although rarely done in practice, the Women’s
Empowerment in Agriculture Index provides an example of this approach (Alkire et al.
2013a). The index compared women’s empowerment in Uganda, Bangladesh, and Gua-
temala, and questionnaire modules were added or subtracted depending on their relevance.
In Bangladesh, for instance, an additional module pertaining to decision-making in
aquaculture was added because aquaculture is common in Bangladesh but not in Uganda
and Guatemala (Alkire et al. 2013a).

3.1.3 Use Direct Indicators of Empowerment (i.e., Agency) When Possible

Whenever possible, researchers should use direct measures of empowerment (i.e., agency).
Use of indirect indicators (i.e., resources, achievements), especially with cross-sectional
information, can be problematic. Many indirect indicators, including education, land
ownership, employment, age of first marriage, and participation in microcredit, are used as
evidence of women’s agency (Samman and Santos 2009; Jejeebhoy 2000), yet there is a
growing consensus that these indicators provide inadequate evidence (Malhotra and
Mather 1997; Jejeebhoy 2000). First, although resources can facilitate women gaining
more agency, it does not ensure it (Kabeer 1999). Second, the directionality of many of
these relationships is not clear; these factors may be resources for empowerment,
achievements of the empowerment process, or both.

Age at first marriage is one indirect measure of women’s empowerment that illustrates
the difficulties with using indirect measures to infer changes in agency. Cross-sectional
evidence indicates that married women who married at an older age have high agency
(Jensen and Thornton 2003; Yount et al. 2016; Heaton et al. 2005). However, cross-
sectional information makes it impossible to discern if women who marry at an older age
already possess high agency or if marrying at a later age facilitates development of high
agency. Both conceptualizations have been put forth, either as an empowerment resource
(Jensen and Thornton 2003; Yount et al. 2016; Heaton et al. 2005) or achievement (Desai
and Andrist 2010). Thus, using age at marriage as a proxy for empowerment with cross-
sectional data provides ambiguous evidence of if women have high agency or if they might
develop high agency.

In addition, using indirect indicators can lead to different conclusions than measuring
agency directly. This issue is exemplified in a study investigating the effect of microcredit
on women’s empowerment (Garikipati 2013). Microcredit increased women’s employ-
ment, and thus focusing on this outcome indicated a positive effect. However, an exam-
ination of the loan process portrayed a negative effect: the majority of women’s loans were
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used for goods or services related to family farms and businesses, yet only 10% of women
had access to profits from these assets. Several women initiated paid work to repay these
loans (Garikipati 2013). Measuring agency directly—such as with indicators related to
control over income and family decision-making—might reveal no change in women’s
agency due to micro-credit.

Some research uses community, regional, or societal level empowerment indicators.
These studies generally measure empowerment indirectly with empowerment resources or
achievements. In fact, some aggregate indicators are not measureable at the individual
level, and therefore it may not be possible to collect direct empowerment indicators. One
example of an aggregate measure is the United Nations Development Programme’s Gender
Inequality Index, which uses country-level information on female political representation
and the proportion of women with at least some secondary education to construct a
measure of empowerment (United Nations Development Programme 2015). The indictors
used in this index may be either resources or achievements of empowerment, thus pro-
viding a snapshot of the status of women, but do not measure empowerment directly.

3.1.4 Construct Dimensions of Agency Based Upon Theory

There is a large body of theoretical and empirical work on women’s empowerment, and
this information should be integrated into measurement models. When enough information
is available, indicators of agency should be grouped into dimensions based on prior con-
ceptual or empirical work. For example, one study measured women’s agency in India by
constructing three dimensions of agency based upon prior empirical evidence from India
and related settings, and the validity of these dimensions were then empirically tested
(Sandberg and Rafail 2013).

Exploratory factor analysis (EFA) is another approach to identify dimensions of
empowerment, but this method should be avoided if enough information on potential
dimensions is available. EFA is a data-driven measurement method that uses the corre-
lation among indicators to identify dimensions (Brown 2006), which may result in groups
of indicators that are counter-intuitive and have no conceptual basis. For example, an
Indian study measured women’s freedom of movement and ability to make decisions
regarding household spending (Allendorf 2012). An analysis employing EFA indicated that
agency should be measured with only one dimension, and these two dimensions were
combined into one. However, most conceptual and empirical research indicates these are
two distinct dimensions (Ahmed et al. 2009; Al Riyami et al. 2004; Alkire et al. 2013b;
Mason and Smith 2000; Gupta and Yesudian 2006; Chakrabarti and Biswas 2012; Kabeer
et al. 2011; Mistry et al. 2009; Bloom et al. 2001; Hashemi et al. 1996; Dharmalingam and
Philip Morgan 1996; Hadley et al. 2010; Jejeebhoy and Sathar 2001; Morgan and Niraula
1995; Schuler et al. 1997, 2010; Lee-Rife 2010), and thus this measurement model does not
align with the majority of the evidence.

3.2 Use Analytic Methods that Minimize Implicit Judgments and Bias
3.2.1 Avoid Combining Different Levels of Decision-Making into the Same Category
Surveys commonly collect multiple response levels about decision-making, and some

studies combine these responses into the same category. For example, one study lumped a
women decides alone, jointly with her husband, or jointly with other household members
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into one category, and constructed a second category if the decision was made by her
husband alone or only by others in the household (Mistry et al. 2009).

Lumping together categories has the potential to introduce a researcher’s own biases
about decision-making into the study, and thus should be avoided when possible. There are
conflicting ideas about how joint decision-making should be conceptualized. Some studies
see it as disguised male decision-making, whereas other studies see it as evidence of
cooperation (Kabeer 2001). For example, in a study of control over loans, joint control was
conceptualized as male dominance in decision-making (Montgomery et al. 1996), whereas
another study concluded that joint decision-making may provide evidence of
equitable decision-making (Mullany et al. 2005). These decisions can effect study results.
One expert noted that studies evaluating the effect of credit on empowerment tended to find
positive or negative results based on how joint decision making was categorized (Kabeer
2001). In addition, categories of decision-making may have different meanings in different
contexts (Mullany et al. 2005), and a lack of contextual knowledge may lead to collapsing
categories incorrectly. Without clear evidence indicating how to collapse categories,
researchers should avoid this practice.

3.2.2 Use Methods that Do Not Equally Weight Each Indicator of Empowerment

The most common way to measure empowerment is with summary scores constructed by
adding together responses to each indicator (Hadley et al. 2010; Mason and Smith 2003;
Jejeebhoy and Sathar 2001; Al Riyami et al. 2004; Jejeebhoy 2000; Kritz et al. 2000;
Bloom et al. 2001; Mistry et al. 2009). These scores are calculated by assigning each
response a value (e.g., no = 0, yes = 1) and then adding together these values to calculate
a summary score.

Although very popular, this method should be avoided when possible. Summary scores
rely on the untested assumption that each indicator contributes equally, and if this
assumption is not true the measurement model will be biased. One study, for example, used
eight indicators to measure household decision-making, including questions about who had
control over what to cook and who had control over having a baby (Al Riyami et al. 2004).
A summary score assumes these two indicators carry equal weight in measuring a woman’s
control over her life, which is highly unlikely. Empirical research comparing summary
scores with more accurate measurement models that do not equally weight indicators (e.g.,
confirmatory factor analysis) find that summary scores can produce less accurate and
potentially biased scores (Agarwala and Lynch 2006; Sandberg and Rafail 2013). In
addition, the relative importance of indicators used to construct empowerment scores might
differ across contexts (Agarwala and Lynch 2006). Using confirmatory factor analysis, one
study compared the same measurement model in Pakistan and India (Agarwala and Lynch
2006). The study found that even among these two similar contexts, the importance of
indicators (i.e., factor loadings) differed between these two countries (Agarwala and Lynch
2006).

Other analytic approaches do not assume each indicator is weighted equally, and
therefore are preferable. One approach is to estimate the relationship between each indi-
cator and exposure or outcome separately. However, if using many indicators, interpre-
tation of results can be difficult with this approach due to a large number of estimates. A
more complex approach is confirmatory factor analysis (CFA). CFA uses theory to group
indicators into dimensions, and then empirically tests that the hypothesized measurement
model corresponds to the study data. CFA calculates summary scores for each dimension
of empowerment using the correlation among indicators, thus avoiding the problem of
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giving equal weight to each indicator. Despite the advantages of using CFA, CFA is rarely
used in empirical studies. Exploratory factor analysis (EFA) is another approach that does
not give equal weight to each indicator; however, as previously discussed, EFA should be
avoided when possible because it may lead to groupings of indicators with no conceptual
basis.

3.2.3 Use Global Empowerment Measures Cautiously

Global empowerment measures provide a single summary statistic of women’s
empowerment. These should be used cautiously because they may obscure particular
dimensions of a woman’s life in which she is disesmpowered or empowered. For example,
women might have a high amount of freedom to travel where they desire, yet low control
over household income: a global measure obscures these differences. Therefore, it is
advisable to use global empowerment measures in conjunction with dimension-specific
information.

Global measures should be constructed carefully because some dimensions may be
more important to women’s overall empowerment than others. For example, involvement
in family decision-making might be more (or less) relevant to women’s overall
empowerment than views on gender norms. Global scores are sometimes constructed by
giving equal weight to each dimension, which may result in biased measurement models.
For example, one study standardized four dimension-specific scores so that each ranged
from O to 1, and then added together these four scores to compute a global empowerment
score (Jejeebhoy and Sathar 2001). Some indices construct global measures using
weights provided by the authors (Alkire et al. 2013b), although without clear rationale
and evidence for these weights, this method may also lead to a biased global score.

A better approach to construct global scores is to weight dimensions according to their
potential importance according to study participants or to use specific analytic methods.
One study conducted qualitative interviews with rural Bangladeshi women to determine
how important each dimension of agency was in relation to other dimensions, and these
rankings were applied to survey data to create an overall, weighted empowerment score
(Parveen 2005). Weights can also be determined with analytic methods such as confir-
matory factor analysis. However, due to the contextual nature of empowerment, weights
derived from one population likely do not apply to another.

3.2.4 Avoid Classifying Women as Empowered Using Cut-Points

Some studies calculate summary scores and then classify women as empowered based
upon certain cut-points or criteria. Determining what constitutes an adequate level of
empowerment may involve subjective, unverified judgments. For example, the Women’s
Empowerment in Agriculture Index classifies women as empowered using cut-points at
both the indicator and global empowerment levels (Alkire et al. 2013b). Participant
feedback or expert opinions might mitigate unverified judgments of certain cut-points;
however, this feedback is likely highly contextual and may only be relevant to the expe-
riences of individuals in certain geographic locations or demographic groups.
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3.3 Collect Comprehensive Information

The nuances of the empowerment process may not be effectively captured with focused
quantitative data. For example, one Kenyan study found that women state men have most
of the formal decision-making power in the household, although in practice decision-
making played out differently (Silberschmidt 1992). Men decided where crops were
planted, and if a woman disagreed with her husband, she would not contradict him but
would plant crops in a different location. If confronted by her husband, she would offer an
excuse such as the seeds did not germinate in the location selected by her husband (Sil-
berschmidt 1992). Although such nuances are difficult to capture in quantitative studies,
researchers can undertake a number of steps to ensure that their study portrays the process
of empowerment as accurately as possible.

3.3.1 Talk with Study Participants, Community Leaders, and Local Experts

Talking with local informants can greatly improve study measures. These discussions can
help design survey tools and identify indicators of empowerment that can subsequently be
used in large-scale surveys. This approach was used in an impact evaluation of a women’s
development program in Ethiopia, which interviewed community leaders, men, and
women from the community to inform development of a survey (Legovini 2005). If
resources allow, an even better approach is to identify indicators of empowerment through
extensive observation and ethnographic interviews with women, which has been done in a
few select studies (Hashemi et al. 1996).

3.3.2 Supplement Quantitative Information with Qualitative Information

Interviews can shed light on how and why changes took place and may identify unintended
consequences of an intervention. This approach was used to evaluate savings and credit
groups for Malian women (Bureau of Applied Research in Anthropology (BARA) and
Innovations for Poverty Action (IPA) 2013). The quantitative evaluation found that women
choose to invest their surplus money in livestock. In this context livestock is a high risk
investment due to the risk of disease and famine, and it appeared counter-intuitive that
women would chose this option instead of putting money in a more secure place such as a
savings account (Bureau of Applied Research in Anthropology (BARA) and Innovations
for Poverty Action (IPA) 2013). Interviews with women revealed that investment in
livestock made it easier for women to turn down demands for money from their husband
and friends; they could state they had no cash, thus making it easier to accrue wealth
(Bureau of Applied Research in Anthropology (BARA) and Innovations for Poverty Action
(TPA) 2013).

Qualitative interviews may also clarify what study variables are actually measuring.
One study investigated patterns of decision-making among husbands and wives by sur-
veying husbands and wives separately and asking them who had the “final say” in a
number of decisions (Mullany et al. 2005). In-depth interviews revealed that even in sit-
uations where husbands had the final say, women were somewhat involved in the decision-
making process through communication and consultation with their husbands (Mullany
et al. 2005). The authors conclude that conducting qualitative interviews is important to
understand these decision-making definitions in specific settings (Mullany et al. 2005).
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3.3.3 Measure Many Aspects of Empowerment, Including Closely Related Concepts

Interventions may empower or disempower women in unexpected ways. For example,
some credit programs for women might not only increase economic security (e.g., income)
but might also lead to greater decision making authority in the home or increased mobility
(Hashemi et al. 1996). Each of these dimensions of agency may impact women’s lives
differently. For example, increased control over income is linked with increased spending
on health and nutrition-related expenses (Thomas 1997), whereas increased mobility is
linked with more antenatal care (Bloom et al. 2001). Measuring many dimensions of
agency may reveal the factors that impact each dimension of agency, as well as show how
each dimension may affect other areas of women’s lives.

Interventions might also have unintended consequences. For instance, in some contexts
economic empowerment interventions have increased women’s risk of intimate partner
violence (Vyas and Watts 2009). Overly narrow measures of empowerment may miss these
important dynamics, and studies should strive to measure other aspects of women’s lives
that may be affected by empowerment.

3.3.4 Collect Information from Men

Men’s power over women, and the attitudes of men wielding this power, could have a
profound impact on women’s empowerment. This power dynamic may be especially
salient at the household level. A study in Bangladesh found that women’s participation in
the labour force was strongly associated with the educational level of husbands (which
some theorize is a proxy for more progressive attitudes), in fact more so than a women’s
own educational level (Khandker 1988). Men’s attitudes and behaviours are important
barriers and facilitators of the empowerment process, yet men are rarely interviewed
(Pereznieto and Taylor 2014).

Men can also provide direct information on women’s empowerment indicators. One
Bangladeshi study asked husbands if their wives made purchases without their permission
and if they could travel to locations unaccompanied, and these responses were integrated
into measures of women’s empowerment (Pitt et al. 2006). Surveying men may also
uncover nuanced differences in the perception of household power dynamics. Studies that
ask husbands and wives the same questions about decision making authority in the
household find that some answers conflict considerably (Ghuman et al. 2006; Story and
Burgard 2012).

4 Discussion

This paper critically reviews common approaches to measuring women’s empowerment
and provides researchers suggestions to comprehensively and accurately measure it. Many
common measurement approaches have high risk of biased measurement due to not fully
integrating theory into their measurement models, using methods that could introduce
implicit biases, and collecting information that is too narrowly focused. Although these
shortcomings are identified in the literature, a specific discussion of how researchers can
measure empowerment accurately was lacking. This paper fills that research gap.

The suggestions distilled from this review may be especially relevant to researchers
investigating the causes and consequences of empowerment or to those conducting impact
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evaluations of social policies with implications for the empowerment of women. Moni-
toring Sustainable Development Goal 5 (SDG-5), to achieve gender equality and empower
all women and girls, deserves specific mention. This goal is a major achievement in
recognizing the intrinsic value of women’s equality and empowerment as stand-alone
development goals (Chopra and Miiller 2016). SDG-5 has the ambitious targets of (1)
ending all forms of discrimination against all women and girls everywhere, (2) eliminating
all forms of violence against all women and girls, (3) eliminating all harmful practices,
such as child, early or forced marriage and female genital mutilation, (4) recognizing and
valuing unpaid care and domestic work, (5) ensuring women’s full and effective partici-
pation and equal opportunities for leadership, and (6) ensuring universal access to sexual
and reproductive health and reproductive rights. These targets can be conceptualized as
predominantly structural resources of the empowerment process (e.g., ending all forms of
discrimination, eliminating child marriage) that promote gender equality and may facilitate
the process of empowerment. However, being exposed to favorable conditions is no
guarantee that women will become empowered (Kabeer 1999). Thus, collecting additional
information pertaining to women’s agency, using the suggestions highlighted in this
review, can clarify the effectiveness of the SDG-5 targets to empower women.

Few studies fully implement the suggestions highlighted in this review. Recent efforts
to measure women’s agency in Egypt (Crandall et al. 2016; Salem et al. 2017; Yount et al.
2016) provide an illuminating case study of some of the best practices for measuring
empowerment. Yount et al. (2016) drew upon prior conceptual, ethnographic, and
empirical work to develop a definition of women’s agency and identify dimensions of
agency relevant in an Egyptian context. The validity of this theory-based model of
women’s agency was empirically tested with exploratory and confirmatory factor analysis.
This measurement model was subsequently used by Crandall et al. (2016), who investi-
gated the association between a woman’s age at first marriage and her post-marital agency.
The authors explicitly described the theorized relationship between an Egyptian woman’s
age at marriage and her post-marital agency, and they employed analytic methods that
minimized implicit judgments; specifically, the authors estimated the association between
age at first marriage and agency using a multiple-indicators multiple-causes model, which
is a type of model that estimates agency as a latent variable. This model allows different
indicators to be more or less relevant to a woman’s overall agency (i.e., the model esti-
mates factor loadings for each indicator). Thus, this measurement model does not assume
each indicator contributes equally to agency, nor are researchers’ own subjective judg-
ments about the relative importance of each indicator integrated into the measurement
model. This example makes clear that accurate empowerment measurement requires
diligence, careful integration of prior research, and a sustained commitment to developing
context-specific measurement models.

This review has limitations. First, this review describes basic concepts of empowerment
and is not an exhaustive discussion of empowerment conceptualizations. There is a large
and robust literature on conceptualizing empowerment, and various authors from different
disciplines have developed different ideas on what empowerment is. This review provides
an overview of basic ideas of empowerment generally agreed upon in the literature,
although empowerment conceptualizations are not monolithic. Second, this review focused
on discussing common measurement approaches. Although a comprehensive search for
studies was undertaken, it is possible that some less common measurement approaches
were excluded from the discussion. Third, this review discusses improving the validity of
measurement approaches, yet developing reliable indicators is equally important. There is
a dearth of research on the reliability of empowerment indicators, which is an important
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area of future research. Reliability and validity are the cornerstones of sound measurement,
and verifying both will enable researchers to truly measure what they intend to measure.

5 Conclusion

Women’s empowerment is a complex concept, and accurately measuring it poses a number
of challenges to researchers. Currently, few empirical studies fully integrate theory into
their measurement models, and many studies employ analytic methods and measurement
choices with high risk of bias. These choices hamper efforts to understand this important
concept and may lead to erroneous conclusions. This paper offers researchers suggestions
to improve upon current measurement approaches. Improved measurement could greatly
advance research efforts into the causes and consequences of poor empowerment and will
strengthen evidence on social policies to increase empowerment. Women’s empowerment
is a critical human rights issue with implications for the well-being of women, their
families, and society, and it should be measured with the utmost care.
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