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Abstract: Women’s agency continues to be limited in many contexts around the world. Much of the 

existing evidence synthesis focuses on one outcome or intervention type, bracketing the complex, 

overlapping manner in which agency takes shape. This review adopts a cross-cutting approach to 

analyzing evidence across different domains and outcomes of women’s agency and focuses on 

understanding the mechanisms that explain intervention impacts. Drawing from quantitative evidence 

from 160 randomized controlled trials and quasi-experiments in low- and middle-income countries, we 

summarize what we know about supporting women’s agency along with what needs additional research. 
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1. Introduction  

 

Women’s agency continues to be severely limited in many contexts around the world. Women in low- 

and middle-income countries (LMICs) on average report less freedom of choice, control over one’s life, 

say in household decision-making, and life satisfaction compared to men in the same countries and 

women in wealthier countries (Jayachandran 2015). At the institutional level, social norms around early 

marriage, having sons versus daughters, domestic and unpaid care work, and women in the workforce and 

politics further limit women’s opportunities based on their gender (Buchmann et al. 2018; Dhar, Jain, and 

Jayachandran 2018; Jayachandran 2015). Increasing women’s agency is widely considered to be a key 

component of reducing gender inequality and improving women’s outcomes in multiple, intersecting 

domains. Yet, comprehensive insights that speak to mechanisms and cut across the many areas in which 

women can gain and express agency are limited.    

 

In this literature review, we define women’s agency as their ability to define goals and act on them, to 

make decisions that matter to them, and to participate in the economy and public life (Donald et al. 2017; 

Kabeer 1999; Laszlo et al. 2017). As defined by Amartya Sen (2000), an agent is “someone who acts and 

brings about change, and whose achievements can be judged in terms of her own values and objectives.” 

As Naila Kabeer (2005) outlines, agency is a fundamental part of empowerment and implies exercising 

choices in ways that challenge power relations. These definitions of agency follow theoretical feminist 

traditions related to women’s right to self-determination in the context of widespread gender inequality. 

Agency can accordingly take many shapes across different domains and settings; improvements in 

women’s agency are valuable in their own right in addition to being instrumental to other aspects of 

women’s well-being (Donald et al. 2017).   

 

The unique contribution of this literature review is its cross-cutting approach to analyzing evidence across 

different domains of women’s agency and its focus on understanding the mechanisms that explain 

intervention impacts. Agency is inherently multi-faceted, yet much of the existing evidence synthesis 

related to enhancing women’s agency focuses on one outcome or intervention type (e.g., economic 

empowerment, reproductive health, and political participation), bracketing the complex, overlapping 

manner in which agency takes shape. We attempt to complement domain-specific analyses by analyzing 

common mechanisms and moderating factors (e.g., gender norms, power dynamics, and access to 

resources) that may affect how interventions enhance women’s agency across intervention types or 

outcomes.  

  

Drawing from Laszlo et al.’s (2017) conceptual framework to define direct and indirect indicators of 

women’s economic empowerment, we develop a framework for classifying direct and indirect indicators 

of women’s agency and review the corresponding evidence from 143 unique studies published in 160 

papers. In doing so, we consider the cross-cutting and domain-specific evidence, mechanisms, and 

moderating factors to understand what approaches are effective for enhancing women’s agency in 

multiple domains. We draw from rigorous quantitative evidence—experimental and quasi-experimental 

studies—to summarize what we know about supporting women’s agency along with what needs 

additional research.  
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This review is organized into the following sections. The Literature Review Methodology section 

summarizes our methodology. The Crosscutting Findings on Women's Agency section provides a high-

level overview that summarizes our main insights across indicators of women’s agency. The Direct 

Indicators of Agency section reviews in greater detail the evidence related to the four direct indicators of 

women’s agency, including “power-within,5” household decision-making, freedom of movement, and 

freedom from violence, followed by the Indirect Indicators of Agency section that reviews the evidence 

related to the seven indirect indicators of agency within the family, economic, and community and 

political domains. Finally, the Additional Notes on Women’s Agency section briefly discusses two topics, 

engaging men and measuring women’s agency, that emerged as common themes in the literature but are 

beyond the scope of this review.  

 

In the Crosscutting Findings Section, we summarize how many studies across several domains identified, 

unsurprisingly, that gender norms surrounding women’s agency moderated the impacts of many 

interventions. Access to financial resources alone, without addressing gender-specific constraints, was not 

a mechanism that consistently improved women’s agency. Giving women more direct control over 

resources, often by employing design or program features such as privacy or digital payment systems, 

was a mechanism that consistently led to improvements in women’s agency. However, design features 

that allowed women to hide decisions from their spouses might not offer long-term solutions for 

improving agency due to power imbalances based on gender. We also found that the timing of marriage 

and childbearing for young women offered key margins for improvements. It seemed much more 

challenging to change household decision-making dynamics within a marriage, perhaps because women 

did not have good outside options. Programs that were designed to relieve multiple constraints women 

faced—which often included elements that raised awareness of gender dynamics or developed soft/life 

skills—appeared to be effective in improving women’s agency. However, more research is needed on 

which mechanisms were driving impacts. Another promising area for further research is to evaluate 

programs that are specifically designed to shift individual and collective gender norms, including through 

mass media interventions.   

 

Some of the programs and policies we reviewed had strong or moderately strong evidence across multiple 

indicators of agency. These included: 1) adolescent girls’ programs that enhanced soft skills as a 

mechanism to improve girls’ self-efficacy, attitudes about gender, income generation, and ties in the 

community; 2) laws that mandated equality by protecting women’s property rights, removing labor 

restrictions, or guaranteeing women’s representation in political decision-making as mechanisms to 

improve “power within,” political participation, and labor force participation; 3) cash and in-kind transfer 

programs that enhanced women’s freedom from violence and agency in decisions about marriage and 

childbearing while the programs were running; and 4) the Graduation approach6 that addressed multiple 

constraints extremely poor women faced to consistently increase income, consumption, assets, and 

 

5 Internal belief in one’s worth and ability (Kabeer 1999), measured through aspirations, self-efficacy, and attitudes about gender 

norms. Related to a woman’s belief in her ability to set goals and act on them (Donald et al. 2017), some of these measures are 

considered subjective and focus on women’s own perceptions of agency (Quisumbing, Rubin, and Sproule 2016). 

6 This program combines multiple components designed to help start productive self-employment and aims to provide a “big 

push” to unlock the poverty trap. It includes a productive asset transfer (typically livestock), technical trainings related to the 

asset, consumption support, access to savings, and life skills or health information training. 

/Volumes/GoogleDrive/My%20Drive/J-PAL%20Website/Website%20Management/Drupal%208%20Upgrade/Manual%20Content%20Migration/Power_within#_
http://f1000.com/work/citation?ids=7278881&pre=&suf=&sa=0
http://f1000.com/work/citation?ids=7278879&pre=&suf=&sa=0
http://f1000.com/work/citation?ids=8245872&pre=&suf=&sa=0
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political participation. We additionally identified a number of key lessons related to each direct and 

indirect indicator that we tracked in this review.  

 

Framework for women’s agency: direct and indirect indicators 

 

There are a host of challenges related to accurately defining, measuring, and quantifying women’s 

agency. First of all, while we acknowledge that sex, gender, and gender identity are distinct concepts that 

are not binary in nature, many quantitative surveys record only sex, often along a male/female binary. 

Thus, this literature review primarily speaks to gains and challenges that cisgender women face in 

societies organized around binary understandings of sex, gender, and gender identity. Research that 

speaks to a greater range of identities is important.  

 

Further, since the ways people exercise agency, or the ability to make strategic life choices (Kabeer 

1999), vary from person to person, it is challenging ex ante to outline the precise dimensions of agency. 

There is a resulting lack of empirical quantitative metrics that fully capture women’s agency, although 

several important efforts are underway (The World Bank 2019; OECD Development Centre 2019; 

University of California San Diego 2019; MEASURE Evaluation 2019). Common metrics include 

decision-making questions that inquire about household choices relevant to women’s well-being (e.g., 

household spending, decisions about health care, and visiting relatives/friends) and psychological 

constructs that aim to capture women’s perceived ability to make life decisions (e.g., the Relative 

Autonomy Index, generalized self-efficacy, and locus of control measures). The choice of metrics varies 

across researchers, often because the metrics have not consistently been tested and validated across 

contexts (Martinez-Restrepo and Ramos-Jaimes 2017; Donald et al. 2017). It is also unclear to what 

extent many questions used to measure women’s participation in decisions accurately capture women’s 

actual decision-making power in the household (Martinez-Restrepo and Ramos-Jaimes 2017; Donald et 

al. 2017).  

 

In addition to methodological limitations related to measuring agency and the resulting paucity of data, 

emphasizing individual psychology and decisions alone neglects other potential avenues that capture 

expressions of agency in societies with inherent barriers based on gender. For example, if social norms 

discourage female labor force participation, a woman’s decision to enter the workforce seems to be a 

reasonable proxy of her expression of individual agency against strict impediments. Nonetheless, this 

proxy may not fully reflect the reality of the woman’s preferences nor the decision-making process itself, 

including whether the job offers safety, decent conditions, or fair wages, and whether the woman in fact 

wants to be employed. Many studies that measure reasonable proxies of women’s agency, such as labor 

force participation, delayed marriage and childbearing, and political participation, often don’t measure 

psychological or decision-making constructs, making it difficult to piece together all of the relevant 

information needed to capture a full picture of agency.   

  

Due to the lack of consistently used metrics for women’s agency per se, along with resulting lack of data, 

this review goes beyond just psychological and decision-making constructs. We draw from multiple 

existing taxonomies of women’s agency and empowerment to develop a framework employing two 

conceptions of agency: direct and indirect indicators of agency. We are influenced by Laszlo et al.’s 

(2017) classification for women’s economic empowerment, which defined direct indicators as those 
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“directly related to a woman’s ability to assert her preferences in decision-making,” and indirect 

indicators as “outcomes of the decision-making process.” Like Laszlo et al. (2017), we reference Kabeer 

(1999), who specifies that, in the process of empowerment, exercising agency should culminate in 

achievements or meaningful improvements in well-being (Kabeer 2005, 1999). We also draw from a 

range of researchers who have addressed the need to have domain-specific outcomes for conceptualizing 

and measuring empowerment (Malhotra, Schuler, and Boender 2002; Ibrahim and Alkire 2007; Alkire et 

al. 2013; Quisumbing, Rubin, and Sproule 2016). Understanding that achievements of agency are 

important insofar as they meaningfully reflect women’s choices, status, and movement away from 

subordination, we attempt to connect the indirect measures of agency to local context and direct measures 

of agency where possible.  

 

While the precise manifestations of agency will always vary between individuals, some aspects are 

fundamental to a woman’s ability to make meaningful choices and act on them, and thus are direct 

indicators of agency. Incorporating the definitions and frameworks outlined above, we identify four 

direct indicators for this review, which we consider to be key outcomes that signal agency: 

 

Direct indicators Definitions 

“Power within” Internal belief in one’s worth and ability (Kabeer 1999), measured through aspirations, self-

efficacy, and attitudes about gender norms. Related to a woman’s belief in her ability to set goals 

and act on them (Donald et al. 2017), some of these measures are considered subjective and focus 

on women’s own perceptions of agency (Quisumbing, Rubin, and Sproule 2016). 

Household decision-

making 

Women’s participation in household decisions on a range of topics (e.g., spending money, visiting 

family/friends, health care for themselves and their children, etc.).  

Freedom of movement A woman’s ability to choose where to go and when, a key manifestation of agency.  

Freedom from 

violence 

A woman’s ability to live free of emotional, physical, or sexual violence, which embody an extreme 

limitation of a woman’s agency. Measured through experiences of intimate partner violence (IPV) 

or violence against adolescent girls.  

 

Meanwhile, indirect indicators of agency are downstream outcomes that may reflect women’s agency. 

Yet, since they may not fully capture a woman’s ability to make meaningful choices and act on them, 

indirect indicators serve as proxy measures of “achievements of agency” (Kabeer 1999). We believe that 

indirect indicators are important, because as Sen outlined, downstream outcomes are inextricably linked 

to women’s expressions of agency: "any practical attempt at enhancing the well-being of women cannot 

but draw on the agency of women themselves in bringing about such a change" (Sen 1999). As discussed 

by Alkire (2008), agency is domain-specific, and we thus identify seven indirect indicators of agency 

across three key domains: 

 

Domain of agency Selected indirect indicators of agency 

Family domain ● Timing of marriage and childbearing 

● Contraceptive use 
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Economic domain ● Labor force participation 

● Income generation from entrepreneurship 

Political and community domain ● Participation in politics and community decision-making 

● Voting behavior 

● Participation in groups and ties in the community 

 

While we have identified a short list of indicators that we believe to be direct and indirect indicators of 

agency, we recognize that they do not individually constitute agency in a vacuum. Agency is not one-

dimensional, but rather, as Alkire states, is characterized by a “conceptual plurality” (Alkire 2008). 

Gender inequality is complex and inconsistent; women can be empowered in one area and disempowered 

in another (Malhotra, Schuler, and Boender 2002). We thus consider these to be complementary aspects 

of agency, which, when combined, suggest but do not determine a woman’s ability to act as an agent.  

 

We recognize that our approach of equating certain indicators with women’s agency will be 

unsatisfactory for some readers of this review. Some of our chosen indicators of agency might offer false 

positives and false negatives. That is, a lack of results along one of these indicators might not actually 

mean that a woman lacks agency, nor does movement along one of these indicators undoubtedly mean 

that a woman is expressing agency. In particular, the context and constraints women face in a particular 

setting, along with women’s own beliefs and goals, are critical to understanding whether an outcome can 

truly be considered an indicator of women’s agency. In addition, no decision about which outcomes to 

select as indirect indicators of agency is entirely free from value judgment. Our list inevitably leaves out 

some aspects of agency, partially because we were limited to the outcomes researchers measured. We 

focus on indicators where women across contexts and societies have sought and achieved meaningful 

progress. We will provide additional context for how each indicator can align with conceptions of 

women’s agency, and when they can be confounding. Future research that aims to understand 

heterogeneity in how women gain and express agency (e.g., according to ethnicity, religion, class, and 

other identity categories) will additionally improve our understanding of how to enhance women’s 

agency.   

 

Intervention types and mechanisms 

 

To better understand which approaches have been more or less effective in improving direct and indirect 

indicators of women’s agency in various contexts and why, we analyze impact evaluations of 

interventions designed to improve women’s agency. Therefore, this review is focused primarily on 

evaluations of programs that intentionally seek to improve women’s agency and does not consistently 

include programs where agency was not a primary or secondary goal of the intervention. The studies in 

our review examined interventions of various designs, which fall under the following general intervention 

types: 
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Intervention type Description 

General 

Information sharing Providing information on key issues in a targeted manner, either through inviting a specific audience 

to receive information or through de facto geographic targeting (e.g., paper/leaflets that have limited 

geographic reach). 

Mass media 

intervention 

Providing information on key issues in a non-targeted manner (i.e. general audience received 

information) through mass media channels (e.g., public screening of video, radio, television, etc.). 

Community 

mobilization 

Capacity-building efforts through which community members plan and carry out community-wide 

activities on a participatory and sustained basis, usually with gender-related objectives (e.g., series 

of public events to educate on and reduce street harassment) or components that encourage women’s 

participation (e.g., participatory groups to empower women to demand better health care services). 

Engaging men Targeting men in programs with gender equality objectives (e.g., discussions, trainings, financial 

groups, etc.). 

Trainings 

Technical skills Training programs emphasizing business, financial, or vocational skills and knowledge required for 

employment or entrepreneurship; sometimes including an apprenticeship or internship and linkages 

to formal employers. 

Empowerment/life/soft 

skills 

Training programs emphasizing women’s and girls’ ability to thrive in the world via empowerment, 

including psychosocial skills (e.g., locus of control and self-efficacy), soft skills (e.g., negotiation 

and goal setting), and life skills (e.g., reproductive health). Often cover many topics simultaneously. 

Adolescent girls 

programs 

Training programs that are geared towards adolescent girls’ skills acquisition, often delivered in a 

“safe space” model in an after-school setting with a peer leader/mentor. Other components such as 

microcredit or vocational training may be included. 

Economic 

Microcredit Providing small loans through banks or non-governmental organizations (NGOs) to be repaid with 

interest, either through communal group banking or through individual credit.  

Savings Access to savings vehicles through bank accounts, savings groups, Self Help Groups (SHGs), or 

Village Savings and Loan Associations (VSLAs). The latter three involve women managing lending 

groups that pool savings, typically outside of formal banking systems, and also include elements of 

mutual support and social relationships. 

Business grant Providing cash or in-kind support to businesses with the intention to support productive 

investments.  

Transfers Providing cash or in-kind support to households with the intention to support household 

consumption or expenses. Conditional transfers require the funds to either be used for specific 

purposes or require certain conditions to be fulfilled prior to disbursement; unconditional transfers 

have no such requirements. In-kind transfers can be in the form of food or other consumables.  

Access to 

jobs/employment 

Interventions that experimentally vary access to employment, such as access to recruitment services, 

job offers, or wage subsidies. 

Other 
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Multicomponent 

intervention 
Can include a combination of the aforementioned interventions, e.g., the Graduation approach7 

developed by BRAC (an NGO founded in Bangladesh). 

Land/property 

regulations 

Laws and regulations that protect women’s rights to own, acquire, and manage tangible or 

intangible properties (e.g., land, housing, bank accounts, etc.). 

Gender quotas Laws and regulations that reserve a defined proportion or number of seats for women in political or 

community representation.   

Access to childcare Policies and programs that provide families with affordable access to childcare services. 

 

We also analyze the interventions according to the mechanisms identified in the papers. In this review, we 

define mechanisms as the underlying pathways to which researchers attributed the impacts. In some cases, 

the mechanisms are empirically tested, while in other cases, the evidence is suggestive or anecdotal. We 

draw from these pathways to analyze trends across direct and indirect indicators of agency, identifying 

where there is evidence that a certain mechanism is effective in enhancing agency. In some instances, a 

direct indicator of agency might also operate as a mechanism (e.g., acceptance in more progressive social 

norms about gender, a part of “power within,” could be a mechanism for reduced IPV). Where possible, 

we try to draw out these connections between indicators of agency.  

 

We begin by summarizing our methodology. We then review the cross-cutting evidence on enhancing 

women’s agency across indicators. This high-level overview is intended to serve as a summary of our 

main findings across sections. We then review in greater detail the evidence related to the four direct 

indicators of women’s agency, followed by the seven indirect indicators of agency within the family, 

economic, and political and community domains. For each indicator, we summarized our key findings at 

the beginning of every section. Because we reference many studies across multiple sections, full 

descriptions of the studies are not repeated in every section. Appendix A offers additional details of the 

included studies. 

 

 

2. Literature Review Methodology  

 

In this section, we describe the methodology used in conducting the literature review, including the search 

and screening process, the search results, and the way evidence was synthesized. 

 

Search and screening process 

 

This review draws from studies that evaluated interventions targeted towards women or girls in LMICs 

through randomized controlled trials (RCTs) or quasi-experimental studies. The initial literature search 

aimed to identify studies that examined interventions to improve women’s agency. The keywords used in 

the search strategy were developed around three key terms: women or girls, LMICs, and RCTs or natural 

experiments. The initial search was conducted in January 2019 in Scopus, PubMed, EMBASE, and 

 
7 This program combines multiple components designed to help start productive self-employment and aims to provide a “big 

push” to unlock the poverty trap. It includes a productive asset transfer (typically livestock), technical trainings related to the 

asset, consumption support, access to savings, and life skills or health information training. 

https://povertyactionlab.org/media/file/appendix-gender-literature-review
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EconLit. We used combinations of the search terms applicable to each database. Additional searches were 

conducted in the 3ie Impact Evaluation Repository, 3ie Evidence Hub - Systematic Review, and the 

Campbell Systematic Reviews. 

 

We expanded this body of literature in multiple ways. First, existing literature reviews identified in the 

search process were screened for additional studies, especially those synthesizing the effects of a specific 

type of interventions, such as cash transfers (Glassman et al. 2013; Bastagli et al. 2019). Second, a similar 

literature review that focuses on women’s groups/collectives was conducted by our team concurrently. 

Papers identified in this “groups” review were included if relevant. Third, we consulted the Abdul Latif 

Jameel Poverty Action Lab’s internal knowledge database and relevant policy publications for additional 

studies.  

 

We followed a screening protocol to assess the relevance and quality of the studies retrieved. We 

conducted title and abstract screening in Covidence and included or excluded papers according to their 

topic and methodological relevance. The inclusion criteria applied in the screening process are based on a 

study’s population, intervention, methodological approach, and setting. First, the study population should 

be women or girls or emphasize gender in analyzing heterogeneity. Second, studies should focus on 

measuring the impact of interventions, i.e., policies or programs designed to change certain outcomes. 

Third, studies should examine at least one outcome that is a direct or indirect indicator of women’s 

agency defined by this review. Fourth, studies should use an approach that aimed at identifying causal 

effects and their relative size. In addition to RCTs, we included studies that used quasi-experimental 

designs with well-tested assumptions, including difference-in-differences (DID), instrumental variables, 

and regression discontinuity (RD). Last, studies should be set in the context of LMICs. We also included 

quantitative findings from studies using mixed methods and referred to qualitative studies if they 

contribute to the understanding of mechanisms. Pilots or ongoing studies were not included in this review. 

 

Given the large body of literature on women’s well-being in LMICs and this review’s focus on women’s 

agency, we searched for studies that examined interventions that target women or those that aim to 

improve women’s agency as a program goal or a mechanism. Accordingly, we applied three categories of 

exclusion criteria in the screening process. First, since there is a large medical/public health literature that 

evaluates the impact of health services on maternal, sexual, or reproductive health in LMICs, we excluded 

studies on medical treatment or devices to prevent or cure diseases, such as condom use to prevent HIV, 

psychotherapy, or drugs. Similarly, we excluded interventions that aimed to improve health care 

utilization without an explicit aim to improve women’s agency, such as health information campaigns to 

change health behaviors that did not address women’s role in the decision-making process. We also 

excluded studies that measured only health or disease outcomes.  

 

Second, we excluded development interventions that aimed to improve individuals’ welfare without 

targeting women or did not have any gender-differential effects, such as training programs for both men 

and women that did not include any content related to gender or women’s empowerment, policies that 

mandate compulsory education to improve schooling for boys and girls alike, and minimum wage laws. 

Third, under the family domain, we focused on early marriage and childbearing and excluded studies that 

looked at interventions’ effects on fertility in adult women. By applying these exclusion criteria, we 

aimed to focus on a smaller set of literature that illustrates the mechanisms through which interventions 
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affect different indicators of women’s agency, instead of conducting a systematic review on each of these 

indicators or intervention types. Meanwhile, we refer to existing reviews in the introduction paragraph of 

each indicator whenever possible in case readers are interested in a more comprehensive synthesis of 

evidence on specific subtopics. 

  

Search results 

 

The initial search for individual-level interventions yielded 2,654 unique papers. After title and abstract 

screening, 284 full-text papers were assessed for eligibility. An additional 53 papers on women’s 

groups/collectives were added from the “groups” review. Additional papers were identified through hand-

searching bibliographies of relevant reviews and policy publications or consulting topic experts. After 

applying our inclusion and exclusion criteria, 143 unique studies published in 160 papers were included 

in the review. The included papers cover six regions: sub-Saharan Africa (78), South Asia (52), Latin 

America and the Caribbean (18), East Asia and the Pacific (10), Middle East and North Africa (4), and 

Europe and Central Asia (1). In terms of study design, 131 are RCTs and 29 are quasi-experiments.  

 

Evidence synthesis 

  

We conducted a narrative synthesis of findings guided by the conceptual framework. To do so, we first 

captured key data from each of the included papers using a data extraction form designed by the research 

team and entered in a spreadsheet. Descriptive information included details of the evaluation design, 

details of the intervention, and main results. We then compiled an annotated bibliography and tagged each 

paper by its relevant indicators. The narrative synthesis presents the results reported in included papers 

and focuses on whether, and through what mechanisms, an intervention type leads to changes in specific 

indicators of women’s agency.  

 

The narrative review is organized by indicators of agency. The indirect indicators of agency are further 

grouped under three domains of agency (family, economic, and community and political). For each 

indicator, we provide an overview of the main takeaways, synthesize the literature by intervention type, 

and aim to identify mechanisms that affect each indicator using the nomenclature specified above. For 

example, under the family domain of agency, we first looked at “timing of marriage and childbearing,” an 

indirect indicator of women’s agency, and described whether and how different intervention types (e.g., 

cash transfers) operate through various mechanisms (e.g., access to financial resources) to reduce child 

marriage or delay childbearing. This process was repeated for other indicators under the family domain of 

agency. We reported results of subgroup analyses when these analyses were stressed by study authors and 

if the results explained mechanisms or illustrated how the intervention had different impacts in a specific 

group compared to the rest of the study population. Reducing the number of observations through 

subgroup analysis may affect statistical power, which we did not systematically verify.  

 

The quantitative studies included in this review span a range of different academic disciplines, including 

economics, public health, and other social sciences. These fields consider different thresholds when 

discussing statistical significance of reported point estimates. For instance, studies in economics tend to 

interpret coefficients as significant when p-values were smaller than 0.10. In contrast, studies in public 

health generally define point estimates as significant when p-values were smaller than 0.05. When 
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discussing program impacts, we reported effect sizes considering effects up to the ten percent level of 

statistical significance.  

 

 

3. Cross-Cutting Findings on Women’s Agency 

 

In this section, we provide a high-level overview that summarizes our main insights across indicators of 

women’s agency. 

 

Many studies show that gender norms surrounding women’s agency moderated the impacts of 

interventions. While this finding is not surprising, many of the studies in this review offer empirical 

evidence across intervention types and outcome areas confirming what many scholars and practitioners 

have previously documented (Buvinic and Furst-Nichols 2014; Laszlo et al. 2017). Across most 

indicators of agency outlined in this review, we identified multiple examples in which interventions either 

failed or had limited success due to the pervasiveness of social norms related to gender. These norms 

were reflected in the attitudes held by both men and women about gender, household dynamics, and 

mobility, among others. For example, a study in Pakistan found that start-up loans and business training 

had limited success for female-owned enterprises due to social norms regarding the expectations that 

women should only operate businesses from home and have limited interactions with people outside of 

the household (Said et al. 2019). Women business owners in India, Ghana, and Sri Lanka who lived in 

households with other businesses, typically owned by men, benefited less from microcredit or business 

grants than women in households where they were the sole business owners (Bernhardt et al. 2019). In 

these households, women directed their financial resources to men’s businesses rather than their own, 

potentially because of gender norms that expect men to earn more than women (Bernhardt et al. 2019). In 

addition, providing women’s partners and other family members with information about the benefits and 

safety of women’s employment did not increase female labor force participation in an Indian setting with 

restrictive norms about women working outside the home (Dean and Jayachandran 2019). Restrictive 

gender norms that dictate how key life cycle decisions are made can impede interventions from having 

transformative impacts. For example, an adolescent girls empowerment program in Bangladesh had no 

impact on the girls’ age of marriage, potentially because the program did not change practices in line with 

the social norm that parents make decisions about their daughters’ marriage (Buchmann et al. 2018).  

 

Entrenched gender prejudices against women in public life may also limit the impact of interventions 

aimed to increase women’s participation in politics and community decision-making. Gender quotas in 

India’s local governments improved community attitudes about female candidates’ ability to win and 

lead, resulting in women’s greater participation in political or community decision-making (Bhavnani 

2009; Beaman et al. 2009). However, one study using an RD design found that electoral results for 

women candidates varied by context. Electoral victories by female political leaders did not generate 

sustained impacts on women’s subsequent political participation in areas with high levels of gender 

prejudice, which was proxied by the population’s gender ratios (Bhalotra, Clots‐Figueras, and Iyer 2018). 

Norms related to how women should behave in public may also prevent women from meaningfully 

participating in community decision-making. In Sierra Leone and the Democratic Republic of Congo, 

requiring women’s participation in community-driven development increased women’s attendance to 
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meetings but was not effective in changing their active participation of speaking at these meetings (Casey, 

Glennerster, and Miguel 2012; van der Windt, Humphreys, and Sanchez de la Sierra 2018).  

 

Information interventions may also fail due to the stickiness of gender norms. In China, sharing 

information with women about voter rights increased their knowledge about voting, but voting behavior 

was unaffected among women in the Ningxia province, where women face heightened social restrictions 

(Pang, Zeng, and Rozelle 2013, 2014). Qualitative evidence suggested that social norms related to 

women’s mobility and social stigma against women voting prevented them from acting on the knowledge 

they gained (Pang, Zeng, and Rozelle 2014). In Uganda, rather than highlighting new opportunities for 

women, an information intervention describing how women should be included in community-driven 

development served to drive home the point that women had been systematically excluded historically, 

which inadvertently further discouraged women from participating in public life (Buntaine, Daniels, and 

Devlin 2018).  

 

Changing social norms related to gender, or the informal rules that impose expectations about behavior 

that are dependent on gender (Marcus et al. 2015b), is no small feat, with economic development, legal 

frameworks, and exposure to new ideas and practices often playing interconnected roles (Marcus et al. 

2015a). However, changing attitudes about gender norms is possible and can lead to positive impacts on 

women’s agency. In rural Uganda, a media campaign that featured three videos changed women’s beliefs 

about the downside of reporting violence, which made them more likely to speak out and reduced 

violence against women in the community (D. P. Green, Wilke, and Cooper 2018). In rural India, 

depositing wages directly to women’s bank accounts coupled with training led to women having more 

accepting attitudes about working and also reduced husbands’ perceived social costs regarding their wives 

working (Field et al. 2019). Another study in Saudi Arabia (not formally included in this review since 

Saudi Arabia is not a LMIC) further supports this point. In this setting, changing married men’s 

perceptions about other men’s attitudes towards women’s work had a positive impact on their wives’ 

labor force participation (Bursztyn, González, and Yanagizawa-Drott 2018). Continuing to explore 

approaches that are designed to shift individual and collective gender norms is a priority for future 

research. 

 

Access to financial resources alone, without addressing gender-specific constraints, was not a 

mechanism that consistently improved women’s agency. Many economic empowerment interventions 

rely on the theory of change that increasing women’s access to financial resources will increase their 

income relative to other family members. This should then translate into enhanced decision-making 

power and economic agency for women, along with long-term changes related to women’s economic 

roles in the household and society. Yet, in this review, we found little evidence to support this theory of 

change. Consistent with previous reviews, we found that access to microcredit, savings groups, and 

business grants had inconsistent and often limited impacts on women’s business creation, employment, 

and income generation (Banerjee, Duflo, Glennerster, et al. 2015; Attanasio et al. 2015; Baro et al. 2013; 

Ksoll et al. 2016; Karlan et al. 2017; E. P. Green et al. 2015; Angelucci, Karlan, and Zinman 2015; 

Bernhardt et al. 2019; Fiala 2018b). There is strong evidence that intra household dynamics play a role in 

explaining limited impacts for women. For example, women in Uganda who reported that their partners 

did not treat them well experienced no economic gains from access to a bundle of services including a 

business grant, while women with better relationships doubled their income (E. P. Green et al. 2015). As 
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outlined above, evidence from India, Ghana, and Sri Lanka indicates that women diverted resources to 

their spouses or other businesses in the household (Bernhardt et al. 2019), which may have explained why 

their businesses did not benefit from access to financial resources.  

 

We also found that access to financial resources through jobs and employment, microcredit, and savings 

groups did not consistently lead to increased influence over household decisions for women (Ikenwilo et 

al. 2016; Angelucci, Karlan, and Zinman 2015; Said et al. 2019; Banerjee, Duflo, Glennerster, et al. 2015; 

Kim et al. 2009; Prillaman 2017; Karlan et al. 2017; Baro et al. 2013; Beaman, Karlan, and Thuysbaert 

2014; Jensen 2012; Kotsadam and Villanger 2019; Hoffmann et al. 2017). This finding aligns with the 

conclusions of other reviews of microcredit and savings groups (Brody et al. 2017; Gash 2017; Vaessen et 

al. 2014). Out of the financial resources interventions, only transfer programs appeared to have any 

meaningful impact on women’s decision-making, though the outcomes measured to assess decision-

making are frequently associated with the conditionalities in conditional cash transfers (CCTs) and the 

evidence is concentrated in Latin America (Bergolo and Galván 2018; Lopez-Arana et al. 2016; Feldman 

et al. 2009; Handa et al. 2009). For example, one of the studies which found impacts on women’s 

decision-making power measured decision-making through concepts related to the transfer 

conditionalities (e.g., children’s schooling), which may not indicate improvements in women’s agency 

(Feldman et al. 2009).  

 

Very few studies measured the impact of access to financial resources on attitudes towards restrictive 

gender norms. An evaluation of unconditional cash transfers (UCTs) in Kenya did not find improvement 

in an index measuring attitudes around violence norms (Haushofer et al. 2019; E. P. Green et al. 2015) 

and one study of business trainings plus business grants found no impacts on women’s attitudes towards 

gender norms (Haushofer et al. 2019; E. P. Green et al. 2015). Taken together, this evidence indicates that 

access to financial resources alone, while valuable as an approach to address disparities in resource 

allocation based on gender, does not consistently have transformative impacts on women’s agency in 

employment, income generation, decision-making, or attitudes about gender norms.  

 

However, transfers (in-kind, conditional, and unconditional) did increase agency in some domains. We 

found evidence that various kinds of transfers were effective in reducing IPV through increasing women’s 

power in the home or alleviating economic stress (Hidrobo, Peterman, and Heise 2016; Roy et al. 2018; 

Kilburn et al. 2018; Haushofer et al. 2019) and delaying marriage and childbearing through increasing 

girls’ education and/or alleviating economic pressure to marry girls early (Baird et al. 2010; Alam, Baez, 

and Carpio 2011; Buchmann et al. 2018; Baird et al. 2015; Duflo, Dupas, and Kremer 2015; Handa et al. 

2015).  

 

Programs that gave women resources were more likely to be successful in improving women’s 

agency if they employed design features with mechanisms that gave women more control over those 

resources. Nonetheless, design features that enable women to hide decisions from their spouses 

might not offer long-term solutions to power imbalances based on gender. There is strong evidence 

that—rather than just providing the resources alone—program or design features with mechanisms that 

give women more direct control over resources such as contraceptives, savings, microcredit, or transfers 

can increase women’s agency in household decisions, mobility, and/or contraceptive take-up. Examples 

of such design features include providing access to resources in private without spouses present (Ashraf, 
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Field, and Lee 2014), channeling resources to bank accounts in women’s names (Field et al. 2019), 

making resources easier to protect from others through digital payments systems (Aker et al. 2016; Riley 

2018), or making it costlier to access resources (Schaner 2017; Ashraf, Karlan, and Yin 2010; Dupas and 

Robinson 2013).   

 

For example, offering women in Zambia private access to contraceptives increased women’s 

contraceptive use by giving them more control to act on their fertility goals relative to women who were 

offered contraceptives with their partners present (Ashraf, Field, and Lee 2014). Turning to economic 

examples, access to commitment savings bank accounts, over which only women account holders had 

control and could only access funds when they reached a pre-specified amount or date, increased 

women’s household decision-making power in the Philippines (Ashraf, Karlan, and Yin 2010). The 

combination of depositing wage payments directly to women’s bank accounts and training women on the 

benefits of the accounts in India led to women’s greater engagement in how to spend earnings, labor force 

participation, attitudes about gender roles, and mobility, especially among women who had been more 

constrained in their ability to work. Researchers posited that women’s enhanced bargaining power 

stemming from control over their wage payments enabled them to push back against limiting gender 

norms (Field et al. 2019).  

 

Along the same lines, distributing funds through mobile payments instead of cash increased household 

diet diversity, spending on children’s clothing, and women’s likelihood of traveling to market in an 

unconditional transfer program in Niger (Aker et al. 2016) and improved business outcomes for female 

microcredit borrowers in Uganda (Riley 2018). In both cases, researchers concluded that mobile 

payments offered privacy and enabled women to hide and protect their resources relative to cash. In 

Kenya, ATM cards for savings accounts, which were intended to increase the accessibility and reduce the 

costs of financial services, were not used by women with low levels of power relative to their husbands. 

This indicates that making it too easy to access economic resources can actually reduce women’s control 

over these resources if power dynamics in the household are unequal (Schaner 2017).  

 

Some of the approaches we just outlined offered women enhanced control by creating channels for 

women to circumvent their spouses rather than by actively changing power dynamics between men and 

women. The study in Zambia cited above found that offering contraceptives to women in private rather 

than with their partner lowered women’s self-reported health and happiness, suggesting that concealing 

contraceptive use from the partner could have caused marital conflict (Ashraf, Field, and Lee 2014). In an 

evaluation in Uganda, women discussed anecdotally that businesses offer a potential pathway to increase 

their autonomy and agency, “but this was only possible if family members [did] not know about the true 

size of their business” (Fiala 2018a). They ultimately found that women who hid money from their 

spouses as measured in a lab-in-the-field experiment had better business outcomes than women who did 

not hide money. These studies indicate that sometimes women seek to gain agency through hiding 

information and decisions from spouses—as Kabeer describes, agency “can take the form of… deception 

and manipulation, subversion and resistance” (Kabeer 1999). These strategies of concealment may help 

women exercise agency in important ways to circumvent family members in immediate, daily decisions. 

However, they can be psychologically costly to women and are unlikely to fundamentally alter power 

dynamics based on gender. More research is needed on programs that actively seek to change power 

dynamics within the household.    
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The timing of marriage and childbearing for young women offered key margins for improvements. 

It seemed much more challenging to change household decision-making dynamics within a 

marriage—perhaps because women had more limited outside options. Like others before us, we find 

evidence in this review that key margins for improving agency are life cycle choices connected to when to 

marry and have children (Upadhyay et al. 2014; Prata et al. 2017; Kalamar, Lee-Rife, and Hindin 2016). 

These decisions appear to be more responsive to some economic interventions (i.e. access to employment; 

cash and in-kind transfers) than household decision-making after marriage. In India (Jensen 2012) and 

Bangladesh (Heath and Mobarak 2015), evidence suggests that access to employment led to large impacts 

on women’s marriage and childbearing patterns. Various in-kind and cash transfer models have also been 

effective in changing the timing of marriage and childbearing. Cash transfers conditional on schooling 

were effective in delaying marriage and/or childbearing among adolescent girls in Pakistan (Alam, Baez, 

and Carpio 2011) and among girls who had dropped out of school in Malawi (Baird et al. 2010). UCTs 

were effective in delaying childbearing in Kenya (Handa et al. 2015) along with marriage and 

childbearing in Malawi during the duration of the program but not after (Baird et al. 2015). In-kind 

transfers were effective in delaying both marriage and childbearing in Bangladesh (Buchmann et al. 2018) 

and Kenya (Duflo, Dupas, and Kremer 2015).  

 

Nonetheless, as outlined above, none of the approaches we reviewed, including access to employment and 

cash or in-kind transfer programs, consistently led to large impacts on women’s household decision-

making when they were studied in randomized evaluations.8 This suggests that it may be more 

challenging to enhance women’s agency within a marriage relative to the decision to marry itself. Further 

research is needed to understand the reasons for this. In addition, increasing women’s rights to divorce 

and/or the social acceptance of divorce could potentially help improve women’s outside options to exit 

the marriage and thus influence their household decision-making power. Meanwhile, it is important to 

continue understanding interventions that effectively increase agency for women in a marriage or for 

those that choose to remain single. 

 

While programs designed to relieve multiple constraints that women faced appeared to be effective 

in improving women’s agency, more research is needed on which mechanisms were driving impacts 

and if the full packages of services were actually necessary. These programs often included 

elements that raised awareness of gender dynamics or developed soft/life skills. Many of the 

programs included in this review bundled together multiple interventions designed to improve several 

areas of women’s and girls’ lives simultaneously. For example, the intensive, multicomponent Graduation 

approach developed by the NGO BRAC led to sustained positive changes in income and/or consumption 

along with political participation or awareness among women living in extreme poverty in most contexts 

where it has been tested (e.g., Afghanistan, Bangladesh, Ethiopia, Ghana, India, and Pakistan)9 (Bedoya et 

 

8 While there is some evidence that CCTs have improved women’s household decision-making, many of the outcomes measured 

are related to the conditionalities of the transfers (e.g., spending on children’s education), and the evidence is concentrated in 

Latin America (see the “household decision-making” section for more detail). 

9 The Graduation approach had positive impacts on a broad range of outcomes in the pooled analysis across six countries 

(Ethiopia, Ghana, Honduras, India, Kapistan, and Peru). However, some outcomes did not improve in country-specific analysis, 

such as household consumption in Honduras or assets in Peru (Banerjee, Duflo, Goldberg, et al. 2015). 
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al. 2019; Banerjee, Duflo, Goldberg, et al. 2015; Bandiera et al. 2017). “Safe space” adolescent girl 

programs often bundled vocational trainings, technical trainings, empowerment/life/soft skills, and 

sometimes microcredit, in a setting where school-age girls could interact with peers and have exposure to 

a mentor. While these programs had inconsistent impacts on marriage and childbearing, there was 

evidence that they improved some elements of “power within,” social relationships, and increased agency 

in economic decisions later in life (Bandiera et al. 2020, 2018; Buehren, Goldstein, et al. 2017; Buchmann 

et al. 2018; Scales et al. 2013; Leventhal et al. 2016; Stark, Asghar, et al. 2018; Amin et al. 2016). 

 

There is also strong evidence that economic interventions such as microcredit, transfers, and savings 

groups that were coupled with trainings, discussions, or coaching that addressed gender dynamics 

explicitly were effective in improving women’s agency by: increasing “power within” (Pronyk et al. 

2006; Gupta et al. 2013; Jejeebhoy et al. 2017), enhancing freedom of movement (Buchmann et al. 2018; 

Jejeebhoy et al. 2017), reducing IPV (Kim et al. 2009; Ismayilova et al. 2018; Gupta et al. 2013), 

increasing participation in collective action (Pronyk et al. 2008), and strengthening social ties (Kim et al. 

2009, 2007; Pronyk et al. 2008; Jejeebhoy et al. 2017). Other employment-focused interventions that 

included training to improve soft skills in communication and teamwork also improved non-economic 

domains of agency, such as freedom of movement (Rodella, Cuevas, and Atuesta 2015; Groh et al. 2012). 

Importantly, several studies demonstrated that while access to most financial services alone had limited 

effects on IPV or freedom of movement, integrated interventions that addressed additional constraints that 

women faced (e.g., changing attitudes about gender norms or increasing social networks) were effective 

on those measures (Buchmann et al. 2018; Kim et al. 2009; Ismayilova et al. 2018; Gupta et al. 2013; 

Groh et al. 2012; Roy et al. 2018; Prillaman 2017).  

 

In our review of business trainings, we found that standardized business trainings (sometimes bundled 

with grants) were not consistently effective in improving women’s business outcomes (Fiala 2018b; 

Karlan and Valdivia 2011; Giorgi, Cunha, and Calderon 2018; de Mel, McKenzie, and Woodruff 2014; 

Field et al. 2016). However, business trainings that developed soft skills or addressed gender-specific 

constraints, such as self-confidence, gender equality, and self-efficacy, tended to be effective in 

improving women’s business outcomes in the majority of evaluations (Bulte, Lensink, and Vu 2017; 

Valdivia 2015; McKenzie and Puerto 2017; Alibhai et al. 2019). Many women also face social network 

constraints in societies that strictly regulate women’s social interactions, and attending a business training 

with a friend helped to strengthen women’s support networks and thus increased business incomes among 

Hindu women who faced the most caste-based social restrictions (Field et al. 2016). However, no study 

directly tested business trainings that addressed gender-specific constraints against a standard business 

training module. 

 

Ultimately, it may not be a surprise that multicomponent programs deliver higher impacts across more 

areas. Across all of these interventions, it is important to interrogate whether bundling multiple 

components is necessary to achieve the measured impacts, and if it is, to what extent are the benefits 

greater than the costs of delivering multiple components. For example, researchers found that estimated 

benefits for households were greater than costs in six out of seven countries where the Graduation 

approach was implemented (Bandiera et al. 2017; Banerjee, Duflo, Goldberg, et al. 2015). Studies of 

interventions similar to the Graduation approach in Ghana and Uganda also suggest that the 

multicomponent nature was critical. Providing access to financial resources alone, such as transfers or 
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savings accounts, did not generate economically meaningful and cost-effective impacts in the way that the 

integrated packages did (Sedlmayr, Shah, and Sulaiman 2018; Banerjee, Karlan, et al. 2018). 

Understanding and justifying the intensity of various programs that support women’s agency with cost-

effectiveness data is important in estimating potential policy impact.  

 

Some of the programs we reviewed had strong or moderately strong levels of evidence across 

multiple indicators of agency. These included: 1) adolescent girls’ programs that enhanced soft skills as 

a mechanism to improve girls’ self-efficacy, attitudes about gender, income generation, and ties in the 

community; 2) laws that mandated equality by protecting women’s property rights, removing labor 

restrictions, or guaranteeing women’s representation in political decision-making as mechanisms to 

improve “power within,” political participation, and/or labor force participation; 3) cash and in-kind 

transfer programs that enhanced women’s freedom from violence and marriage and childbearing agency 

while they were running; and 4) the Graduation approach that addressed multiple constraints extremely 

poor women faced to consistently increase income, consumption, assets, and political participation.  

 

Adolescent girls’ programs 

Adolescent girls’ programs provide various kinds of training (technical skills, soft skills, etc.) in a 

classroom or after-school setting. While the programs included in this review had different models and 

training content and were implemented in different countries, most of the programs included soft and life 

skills trainings focused on topics such as negotiation, persuasion, resilience, reproductive health, and 

long-term planning. There is strong evidence that the programs improved girls’ “power within”—

specifically, self-efficacy and attitudes about gender (Scales et al. 2013; Leventhal et al. 2015; Bandiera et 

al. 2020; Adoho et al. 2014; Baiocchi et al. 2017; Buchmann et al. 2018; Stark, Seff, et al. 2018; Amin et 

al. 2016; Rodella, Cuevas, and Atuesta 2015; Decker et al. 2018; Özler et al. 2020).  

 

While the adolescent girls’ programs had mixed impacts on marriage and childbearing decisions, in the 

majority of cases, the programs improved girls’ likelihood of being employed, being engaged in income-

generating activities, or staying in school (Bandiera et al. 2018; Amin et al. 2016; Buchmann et al. 2018; 

Bandiera et al. 2020; Leventhal et al. 2015; Scales et al. 2013; Adoho et al. 2014; Decker et al. 2018; 

Buehren, Chakravarty, et al. 2017; Buehren, Goldstein, et al. 2017). In addition, the programs increased 

girls’ social relationships and ties in the community (Scales et al. 2013; Leventhal et al. 2015; Amin et al. 

2016; Adoho et al. 2014; Bandiera et al. 2020; Stark, Asghar, et al. 2018; Decker et al. 2018; Buehren, 

Chakravarty, et al. 2017; Buehren, Goldstein, et al. 2017). Of course, program implementation details and 

context are important in achieving impacts. For example, an adolescent girls’ program in Tanzania did not 

improve “power within,” income generation, fertility preferences, or social ties, which the researchers 

attributed to problems with program implementation (Buehren, Goldstein, et al. 2017).  

 

Laws that mandate equality or representation 

Laws that protect women’s property rights appeared to have positive impacts on women’s agency in 

multiple areas. For example, equal inheritance property laws in India that allowed women to have shares 

in ancestral property that were equal to men were associated with greater educational attainment, delayed 

marriage, and employment for women in studies using DID designs (Bose and Das 2017; Deininger, 

Goyal, and Nagarajan 2010; Sapkal 2017). In addition, another study using a DID design found that 

expanding wives' access to marital property and removing restrictions on working outside the home in 
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Ethiopia were associated with improved occupational choices particularly for unmarried young women, 

which might be explained by better economic opportunities (Hallward-Driemeier and Gajigo 2015). A 

study using an RD design found that the passage of a legal reform that protected women’s property rights 

after a divorce in China was associated with less-skewed sex-ratio among second-born children, 

indicating married women’s greater influence over fertility decisions (Sun and Zhao 2016).10   

 

Outside of sweeping legal reforms, there are other policy interventions related to land titling that can 

enhance women’s property rights. A land tenure regularization program in Rwanda, which offered 

certificates for landholders, increased married women’s land access (Ali, Deininger, and Goldstein 2014) 

and small price incentives in Tanzania to co-title land with women were effective in almost eliminating 

gender inequality in land ownership (Ali et al. 2014). In Uganda, providing subsidies for land titles that 

were conditional on co-titling with women or showing educational videos on the benefits of co-titling 

were effective in increasing demand for co-titling (Cherchi et al. 2018). Whether land titling interventions 

have downstream effects on other important women’s agency outcomes remains a fruitful area for further 

research.  

 

Gender quotas that mandate women’s representation in local politics and community decision-making 

have sustained impacts on women’s political agency, along with “power within” and agency in marriage. 

The electoral quotas for women in India had long-term positive impact on women’s political participation 

and subsequent electoral results of female candidates (Beaman et al. 2009; Deininger et al. 2015; 

Bhavnani 2009). Importantly, these political gender quotas also increased girls’ aspirations (Beaman et al. 

2012), improved attitudes towards female leaders (Beaman et al. 2009; Bhavnani 2009), and reduced 

child marriage (Castilla 2018). In contrast, gender quotas were not as effective in changing gender norms 

or increasing women’s participation in public life when applied to community-driven development 

projects (Beath, Christia, and Enikolopov 2013; Casey, Glennerster, and Miguel 2012; van der Windt, 

Humphreys, and Sanchez de la Sierra 2018), potentially due to the fact that these gender quotas were not 

backed by government-sponsored, institutional, or legal mandates (van der Windt, Humphreys, and 

Sanchez de la Sierra 2018).  

 

Women’s representation in the justice system may also be important. Two DID studies that examined the 

gradual implementation of all-women justice centers in Peru (Kavanaugh, Sviatschi, and Trako 2019) and 

all-women police stations in India (Amaral, Bhalotra, and Prakash 2018) found increases in women’s 

reporting of gender-based violence cases, indicating increased confidence in the rule of law. In Peru, 

women living near an all-women’s justice center were also more likely to make decisions jointly with 

their husbands (Kavanaugh, Sviatschi, and Trako 2019). 

 

Cash and in-kind transfer programs 

As referenced above, conditional and unconditional transfers to women in the form of cash or in-kind 

items have worked to bolster women’s agency through reducing IPV or enhancing marriage and/or 

childbearing agency, but these effects rarely persisted after the transfers stopped. Cash, vouchers, or food 

transfers reduced emotional, physical, and sexual IPV in Ecuador (Hidrobo, Peterman, and Heise 2016). 

 
10 Several other studies have examined impacts of property laws on outcomes that are beyond the scope of this 

review (Roy 2015; Anderson and Genicot 2015). 
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UCTs reduced physical violence in South Africa (Kilburn et al. 2018) and physical and sexual violence in 

Kenya (Haushofer et al. 2019). However, the effects of transfers alone might be limited as women in 

Bangladesh only experienced positive impacts when the transfers were combined with a nutrition training 

program (Roy et al. 2018). In addition, only higher-educated women in Ecuador experienced a reduction 

in emotional violence while lower-educated women who had equal or more education than their partners 

experienced an increase as a result of access to a cash transfer (Hidrobo and Fernald 2013; Hidrobo, 

Peterman, and Heise 2016). Potential mechanisms explaining the impacts of transfers on violence 

reduction included alleviating poverty-related stress and changing women’s tolerance for violence. While 

these results are promising, it is important to note that results may differ according to context, with few 

studies analyzing impacts in conflict or humanitarian settings. Average program effects also mask 

increases in violence that individual women or subgroups of women might encounter. In addition, there is 

little evidence on transfers leading to long-term reductions in IPV.  

 

Conditional and unconditional transfers to women in the form of cash, vouchers, and/or food also led to 

girls’ enhanced agency in marriage and childbearing. A cash transfer program conditional on girls’ school 

attendance was effective in delaying marriage in Pakistan (Alam, Baez, and Carpio 2011), while a cash 

transfer program in Malawi conditional on schooling was only effective among girls who were out of 

school at baseline (Baird et al. 2010). In addition, unconditional transfers reduced marriage and 

childbearing while they were in place in Malawi (Baird et al. 2015) and reduced pregnancy among 

vulnerable children in Kenya (Handa et al. 2015). Similarly, an in-kind transfer program that provided 

girls with school uniforms reduced marriage and childbearing in Kenya (Duflo, Dupas, and Kremer 

2015). Another in-kind transfer program reduced child marriage while it was in place in Bangladesh 

(Buchmann et al. 2018). Two important mechanisms that explained these impacts included prolonging 

girls’ education and reducing family financial pressures that may have led to marriage or dropping out of 

school.  

  

 Graduation approach  

The Graduation approach is an intensive, multifaceted intervention originally developed by the NGO 

BRAC that often provides a productive asset, consumption assistance, skills training, savings, and/or 

mentorship over a limited period of time. This program led to sustained positive changes in income, 

consumption, and mental health along with large changes in household assets two years after the asset 

transfer in Afghanistan; three years after the asset transfer in the pooled analysis from Ethiopia, Ghana, 

Honduras, India, Pakistan, and Peru11; and four years after the asset transfer in Bangladesh (Bandiera et 

al. 2017; Banerjee, Duflo, Goldberg, et al. 2015; Bedoya et al. 2019). The intervention also increased 

women’s political participation or awareness across all countries in the pooled analysis (but not in 

Honduras and Peru in the country-specific analyses). Nonetheless, there were no long-term impacts on 

women’s household decision-making (Bandiera et al. 2017; Banerjee, Duflo, Goldberg, et al. 2015; 

Bedoya et al. 2019).  

 

 

11 In the second endline data collection for the country-specific analysis, income was higher in every country, household 

consumption was higher in every country but Honduras, and assets were greater in every country but Honduras and Peru (assets 

actually decreased in Honduras) (Banerjee, Duflo, Goldberg, et al. 2015).  
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More research is needed on programs that are specifically designed to shift individual and 

collective gender norms, including mass media interventions. As outlined above, many programs 

included in this review that target women focus on satisfying women’s daily needs through access to 

services or resources without explicitly addressing underlying power imbalances based on gender. Yet, 

this review identifies several areas in which incorporating intentional gender awareness programming that 

directly challenged restrictive gender norms through discussion groups and training seemed promising, 

including to: reduce IPV (Kim et al. 2009; Ismayilova et al. 2018; Gupta et al. 2013), increase business 

profits (Bulte, Lensink, and Vu 2017; Valdivia 2015; McKenzie and Puerto 2017; Alibhai et al. 2019), 

and expand adolescent girls’ agency in economic decisions and/or enhance their “power within” 

(Bandiera et al. 2020, 2018; Buehren, Goldstein, et al. 2017; Leventhal et al. 2016; Scales et al. 2013; 

Buchmann et al. 2018; Stark, Asghar, et al. 2018; Amin et al. 2016). Nonetheless, additional research that 

more clearly evaluates mechanisms, tests gender awareness programs against other training models, 

identifies effective bundling and dosage, and evaluates long-run impacts would strengthen our ability to 

recommend this approach.  

 

In addition, limited evidence suggests that mass media interventions can shift attitudes about IPV 

(Banerjee, La Ferrara, and Orozco 2019; D. P. Green, Wilke, and Cooper 2018; Lecoutere, Spielman, and 

Van Campenhout 2019) and reduce fertility through soap operas portraying small families in Brazil 

(Ferrara, Chong, and Duryea 2012). Since mass media interventions can be scaled at relatively low costs, 

more research is needed about how to use mass media to shift individual attitudes and collective gender 

norms more broadly. 

  

 

4. Direct Indicators of Agency 

 

In this section, we summarize the evidence from studies that measure outcomes that fall within each of 

the direct indicators of agency included in this review. We define direct indicators of agency as outcomes 

that are fundamental to a woman’s ability to make choices and act on them. While these outcomes may 

not constitute agency alone, we consider them key signals of a woman’s ability to be an agent. We 

identify four categories of outcomes that are direct indicators of agency. These include: 

 

Direct indicators Definitions 

“Power within” Internal belief in one’s worth and ability (Kabeer 1999), measured through aspirations, self-

efficacy, and attitudes about gender norms. Related to a woman’s belief in her ability to set goals 

and act on them (Donald et al. 2017), some of these measures are considered subjective and focus 

on women’s own perceptions of agency (Quisumbing, Rubin, and Sproule 2016). 

Household decision-

making 

Women’s participation in household decisions on a range of topics (e.g., spending money, visiting 

family/friends, health care for themselves and their children, etc.).  

Freedom of movement A woman’s ability to choose where to go and when, a key manifestation of agency.  
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Freedom from 

violence 

A woman’s ability to live free of emotional, physical, or sexual violence, which embody an extreme 

limitation of a woman’s agency. Measured through experiences of intimate partner violence (IPV) 

or violence against adolescent girls.  

 

4.1. “Power within”  

 

Kabeer (1999) argues that women’s agency can manifest in intangible, cognitive processes that determine 

the meaning, motivation, and purpose that individuals bring to a specific activity or decision. Broadly, 

“power within” can be understood as the internal, psychological changes that enable women and girls to 

exercise agency. “Power within” generally consists of elements that can either facilitate or impose 

internal constraints on women’s agency, rather than come from external sources. For example, according 

to a World Bank report, four in five women around the world believe gender-based violence is justified 

under certain circumstances (Klugman et al. 2014). Approximately 30 percent of women around the 

world believe that it is problematic if a woman earns more than her husband (World Values Survey 2014). 

Lower aspirations related to work may also result in low rates of educational attainment and labor force 

participation. In India, where, according to the World Values Survey (World Values Survey 2014), 43.4 

percent of women agree that men should have more right to a job than women, men are three times as 

likely as women to be working (Jayachandran 2015). Unequal gender norms or restrictive attitudes related 

to gender may also lead to lower aspirations and achievements among women. For instance, a study in 

India found that gender priming, or reminding individuals about gender norms in their community, 

negatively impacted girls’ aspirations related to education (Mukherjee 2017).  

 

In this review, we consider elements of “power within” to be direct indicators of agency, since they are 

closely related to the fundamental definition of agency, which has to do with women’s ability to make 

meaningful choices and act upon them. In this section, we focus on evaluations that measure the impact of 

programs on aspirations, self-efficacy, and attitudes towards gender norms.  

 

Aspirations: We define aspirations as the goals or ambitions women and girls have for their own lives. 

Here, we include goals related to education, employment, and careers, as well as those related to life cycle 

choices such as marriage and childbearing. Lower aspirations may stymie women and girls’ efforts to 

attain desired outcomes and diminish their ability to set goals and work towards achieving them.  

 

Self-efficacy: Self-efficacy is interpreted as women’s and girls’ confidence in their ability to achieve the 

goals they set for themselves. A large body of literature in psychology argues that low levels of 

generalized self-efficacy, which is defined as the belief in one’s own ability to achieve goals, can inhibit 

women from exerting effort to achieve the outcomes they desire (Mckelway 2018). Low levels of self-

efficacy may result in reduced labor market participation among women, further inhibiting women’s 

access to resources.  

 

Attitudes towards gender norms: Social and cultural norms related to gender roles impact women’s 

lives in several ways. In many parts of the world, gender-related norms have contributed to favoritism 

towards boys, leading to poorer health and well-being for girls and skewed sex ratios (Jayachandran 

2015). Thus, changing attitudes towards gender norms is crucial to improving women’s agency and 
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empowerment. Since this review excludes studies that are not explicitly targeted towards women, our 

discussion of attitudes towards gender norms focuses largely on the attitudes of women who participated 

in the programs. However, men’s attitudes towards women can also affect women’s agency. 

 

Psychological measures of agency may include other categories, such as psychological stress, depression, 

perceived sense of agency, and others. Some of these measures might be considered subjective, aiming to 

quantify women’s own perceptions of agency (Quisumbing, Rubin, and Sproule 2016). For this review, 

we chose to focus on the three outcomes listed above since they were frequently measured in the included 

studies. Researchers used several methods to measure these elements of “power within.” A common 

approach was to construct indices based on participants’ responses to, or agreement with, statements 

related to aspirations, self-efficacy, and attitudes towards norms. Some studies used standardized 

psychological scales to measure elements of “power within.” For instance, multiple studies that measured 

self-efficacy used the Generalized Self Efficacy Scale. Several studies considered indicators of “power 

within” as intermediate outcomes on the pathway to achieving other outcomes. For instance, 

improvements in self-efficacy or attitudes towards gender norms can be conceptualized as a mediator for 

employment-related outcomes. Where appropriate, we highlight how elements of “power within” were 

conceptualized and evaluated as a mechanism leading to changes in other downstream indicators of 

women’s agency. 

 

In most cases, programs that aimed to improve elements of “power within” included trainings that 

encouraged soft skills acquisition among women and girls. These were often combined with economic 

interventions, such as job opportunities, business and vocational trainings, or microfinance. However, 

even within a particular intervention type, “power within” was not consistently measured across all 

evaluations. As a result, our takeaways are based on the subset of 57 studies that measured and reported 

impacts on “power within” as an intermediate or final outcome.  

 

Main Takeaways: 

● There is strong evidence that adolescent girls’ programs that included soft and life skills training, 

sometimes bundled with other interventions, improved self-efficacy, confidence, and attitudes 

towards gender norms but did not consistently improve girls’ aspirations related to marriage, 

childbearing, education, and jobs. This suggests that soft skills acquisition may be a key 

mechanism through which self-efficacy and gender attitudes among adolescents can be 

influenced. 

● The evidence on the impact of vocational and business training programs on “power within” is 

mixed, but programs that included psychological or agency-related modules had consistent 

impacts on women’s self-efficacy. Microcredit and savings groups with complementary gender or 

health related trainings didn’t consistently lead to positive impacts on “power within” but were 

more successful when they implemented a greater number of gender-focused sessions or had high 

attendance.  

● Evidence from India suggests that increasing women’s access to economic and political 

opportunities outside of the home, through gender quotas, access to jobs, or increased control 

over earnings improved multiple elements of “power within.” However, a small number of 

studies indicate that similar approaches were not effective in other contexts in sub-Saharan Africa 

with similarly restrictive gender norms. 
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● Limited evidence suggests that exposure to mass media programs tailored towards raising 

awareness on gender-based violence improved attitudes about gender norms related to gender-

based violence. 

 

There is strong evidence that programs for adolescent girls that included soft and life skills training 

components, sometimes bundled with other interventions, improved various measures of self-

efficacy, confidence, and attitudes towards gender norms but did not consistently improve girls’ 

aspirations related to marriage, childbearing, education, and jobs. This suggests that soft skills 

acquisition may be a key mechanism through which self-efficacy and gender attitudes among 

adolescents can be influenced. Seven adolescent girls’ programs measured outcomes related to self-

efficacy and confidence and six found positive impacts (Baiocchi et al. 2017; Leventhal et al. 2016; 

Scales et al. 2013; Adoho et al. 2014; Bandiera et al. 2018; Rodella, Cuevas, and Atuesta 2015; Decker et 

al. 2018). Similarly, six out of seven studies that measured adolescents’ attitudes towards various gender 

norms found positive impacts (Dhar, Jain, and Jayachandran 2018; Leventhal et al. 2016; Stark, Asghar, 

et al. 2018; Buchmann et al. 2018; Amin et al. 2016; Buehren, Chakravarty, et al. 2017; Özler et al. 

2020). Contrastingly, out of the five studies that measured outcomes related to aspirations, only two 

found positive impacts (Buehren, Chakravarty, et al. 2017; Buehren, Goldstein, et al. 2017; Rodella, 

Cuevas, and Atuesta 2015; Bandiera et al. 2020). In one case, the midline survey found impacts on 

aspirations, but these impacts almost completely faded away at endline (Bandiera et al. 2020). Most of 

these adolescent girls’ programs bundled interventions and, among other things, enabled soft skills 

acquisition. Soft skills acquisition, thus, appears to be a mechanism through which “power within” can be 

increased among adolescent girls.  

 

Two studies evaluated programs that combined empowerment, gender training, and self-defense 

components to address IPV among adolescents. In Kenya, this intervention increased self-efficacy, 

measured on the generalized self-efficacy scale, by 0.19 points from a baseline average of 3.1 points 

(Baiocchi et al. 2017). Researchers discussed self-efficacy as an essential intermediary outcome on the 

pathway to reducing sexual assault. However, in Malawi, the same intervention did not appear to impact 

self-efficacy (Decker et al. 2018). In this case, researchers noted that issues related to assessing self-

confidence among girls may have inhibited the detection of effects.    

 

Three interventions that included soft skills components had positive impacts on measures of “power 

within” among adolescent girls in South Asia. In India, a psychosocial intervention that consisted of a 

resilience curriculum and soft skills training had positive impacts on adolescent girls’ resilience and self-

efficacy and a marginally significant effect on girls’ attitudes towards gender norms (Leventhal et al. 

2015). When combined with a physical health intervention, the soft skills training program had a greater 

effect on gender attitudes (Leventhal et al. 2016). In Bangladesh, a six-month empowerment program 

with the objective of reducing child marriage and increasing girls’ education had long term impacts on 

gender attitudes among younger girls between ages 10-17 (Buchmann et al. 2018). Bundling the training 

program with an in-kind incentive conditional on delayed marriage did not produce additional impacts on 

gender attitudes. Another intervention aimed at delaying marriage in Bangladesh, which consisted of soft 

skills and livelihoods training, positively impacted girls’ attitudes about refusing arranged marriages and 

tolerance of gender-based violence (Amin et al. 2016). Interestingly, the livelihoods skills training 

component had the largest positive impacts, compared to the soft skills components. 
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Three studies showed that empowerment training to promote gender equality or life skills training to 

prevent gender-based violence had positive effects on girls’ attitudes towards gender norms. The Girl 

Empower program, which provided life skills training through safe space to girls aged 13-14 in Liberia, 

improved girls’ attitudes about gender equity and IPV. However, the program did not reduce actual sexual 

violence, perhaps because it did not affect other protective factors against violence such as girls’ social 

capital, caregivers’ gender attitudes, or caregivers’ aspirations for their daughters (Özler et al. 2020). In 

refugee camps in Ethiopia, a safe space and life skills training program to combat IPV improved 

adolescent girls’ attitudes about gender norms about the appropriate age for marriage and having children 

(Stark, Asghar, et al. 2018). In India, a school-based program to promote awareness on gender-based 

discrimination led to a large improvement of 0.25 standard deviations in a gender attitudes index among 

girls and boys between grades seven and ten (Dhar, Jain, and Jayachandran 2018). However, the program 

failed to positively affect adolescent girls’ aspirations related to education and jobs, perhaps because 

aspirations among girls in the comparison group were already high and comparable to boys’ aspirations 

prior to the launch of the program (Dhar, Jain, and Jayachandran 2018). 

 

Empowerment and Livelihood for Adolescents (ELA) is a program (known as the Adolescent Girls 

Initiatives in South Sudan) implemented by the organization BRAC that seeks to empower adolescent 

girls along multiple dimensions (Bandiera, Buehren, Burgess, et al. 2018). The program provides 

vocational and life skills training in a safe space setting, where girls could meet and socialize with peers. 

The impacts of this program have been studied in several contexts, including Uganda, Sierra Leone, South 

Sudan, and Tanzania. In areas of Sierra Leone undisrupted by Ebola, the ELA program led to modest 

improvements in some measures of human capital, including entrepreneurial confidence, for older girls 

(ages 18-25) (Bandiera et al. 2018).  

 

Contrastingly, the Adolescent Girls Initiative in South Sudan had a statistically significant negative effect 

on the gender roles index, with unclear reasons why (Buehren, Chakravarty, et al. 2017). While this 

program did not discourage girls from going to school, despite encouraging participation in income-

generating activities, it failed to increase girls’ desire to start or return to school, if they had never 

attended or dropped out (Buehren, Chakravarty, et al. 2017). In Uganda, the impact of the ELA program 

on several measures of aspirations and attitudes towards gender norms were short-lived and faded by 

endline. Researchers showed that, at midline, life skills acquisition played a more important role in 

influencing all these dimensions of “power within” relative to other program components (Bandiera et al. 

2020). In Tanzania, the ELA program did not seem to impact aspirations-related outcomes such as girls’ 

perceived ideal age for marriage and ideal number of children. Researchers noted that a lack of 

implementation fidelity might explain the failure of the program to impact most outcomes in Tanzania 

(Buehren, Goldstein, et al. 2017).  

Two studies evaluated programs for adolescents that combined technical and soft skills training, with an 

emphasis on employment. In Liberia, a hard and soft skills training did not impact girls’ ability to self-

regulate, but improved some measures of self-confidence, including girls’ confidence in their own 

abilities, self-reliance, and social skills (Adoho et al. 2014). In Haiti, a similar program led to 

improvements in self-efficacy, confidence, and aspirations among adolescent girls. The improvement in 

aspirations manifested in increased enrollment in further education (Rodella, Cuevas, and Atuesta 2015). 
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In Zimbabwe, a program that provided students with school supplies and mentorship to help keep 

adolescent orphan girls in school led to improvements in adolescent girls’ beliefs about whether they 

could complete school and made them more likely to endorse gender equity (Hallfors et al. 2011). 

In Zambia, a study of an after-school training program for adolescent girls which did not measure “power 

within” directly found that the “aspirations effect” resulting from providing adolescent girls a safe space 

with a role model did not lead to improvements in human capital investment. While the negotiation 

training had significant effects on investment in education, researchers could not statistically reject that 

the safe space and negotiation treatments had the same positive effect on the average girl (Ashraf et al. 

2020).  

The evidence on the impact of vocational and business training programs on “power within” is 

mixed, but programs that included psychological or agency-related modules had consistent impacts 

on women’s self-efficacy. Three out of five training programs aiming to increase employment and 

entrepreneurship among women impacted women’s self-efficacy (Alibhai et al. 2019; Mckelway 2018; de 

Azevedo, Davis, and Charles 2013; Valdivia 2015; McKenzie and Puerto 2017; Field et al. 2016). Two of 

the three programs that impacted self-efficacy included training components that focused on psychosocial 

skills, while the third had a life skills component with modules about emotional control, personal 

motivation, etc. (Alibhai et al. 2019; Mckelway 2018; de Azevedo, Davis, and Charles 2013). In Ethiopia, 

a youth-led psychological business training intervention led to improvements in personal initiative and 

self-efficacy, which faded two years after the study (Alibhai et al. 2019). This study also evaluates a 

similar program in an alternate context in the same country, which failed to produce impacts on personal 

initiative and self-efficacy, perhaps due to differences in the mode of delivery (Alibhai et al. 2019). 

Similarly, in India, a psychosocial training program produced large effects on generalized self-efficacy 

and employment (Mckelway 2018). When combined with job offers to women, self-efficacy was further 

increased. 

In Kenya, a technical and life skills training program, which also provided women internships and job 

placement support, found increases in self-reported confidence among young women, which were higher 

among participants who received the life skills training in addition to all other components (de Azevedo, 

Davis, and Charles 2013). The importance of agency-related psychological programming is also 

emphasized in the evaluation of agency-based business training program in Kenya for cookstove 

entrepreneurs (Shankar, Onyura, and Alderman 2015). Although the researchers did not measure impacts 

on self-efficacy, the agency-based training led to large improvements in sales, especially for women, 

indicating that targeting elements of “power within” in programs can lead to positive outcomes for 

women. 

Two business training programs, however, did not find impacts on self-efficacy. One program in Kenya, 

which included programming related to gender and entrepreneurship, failed to improve measures of 

entrepreneurial self-efficacy among women (McKenzie and Puerto 2017). Another light-touch program in 

India, which provided women customers of a bank business counselling for two days and did not include 

extensive life skills training, did not impact women’s confidence (Field et al. 2016).  

Microcredit and savings groups with complementary gender- or health-related trainings didn’t 

consistently lead to positive impacts on “power within” but were more successful when they 
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implemented a greater number of gender-focused sessions or had high attendance. Several financial 

interventions were combined with complementary programming related to gender in order to produce 

impacts on elements of “power within.” Elements of “power within” were not consistently measured in 

studies of financial interventions that did not also have program components aiming to improve elements 

of “power within.” Programs that impacted “power within” generally had a greater number of gender-

related content sessions (Jejeebhoy et al. 2017; Gupta et al. 2013; Subramanyam et al. 2017; Pronyk et al. 

2008) or had impacts only on participants who regularly attended training sessions (Gupta et al. 2013). 

An SHG in India, which contained 24 learning sessions that challenged gender roles, led to improvements 

in gender attitudes (Jejeebhoy et al. 2017). Along similar lines, a study of the Gram Varta program in 

India, which contained twenty participatory health education sessions implemented in SHGs, had impacts 

on women’s self-confidence in refusing sexual intercourse and demanding a condom (Subramanyam et al. 

2017). In Côte d’Ivoire, a savings group program containing a gender dialogue component impacted 

gender attitudes, but these impacts were limited to participants who had high program attendance (Gupta 

et al. 2013). Among microcredit programs, one program in South Africa, which included ten one-hour 

training sessions on HIV and gender equity, changed women’s attitudes towards more progressive gender 

norms (Pronyk et al. 2006).  

Meanwhile, programs that did not find impacts on “power within” generally consisted of fewer sessions 

(Ismayilova et al. 2018; Holden et al. 2016; Karlan, Thuysbaert, and Gray 2017). Two studies that 

measured savings group interventions with fewer training sessions on health knowledge or gender-based 

violence did not find impacts on attitudes towards gender norms (Ismayilova et al. 2018; Holden et al. 

2016). In Burkina Faso, a program consisting of five sessions of family coaching did not change beliefs 

about gender equality (Ismayilova et al. 2018). In India, an intervention that added six sessions of training 

on violence against women to SHGs did not improve attitudes related to violence against women in 

public spaces (Holden et al. 2016). Further, an evaluation in Benin, which tested the impact of offering 

six to eight sessions of a health education program, in addition to a microcredit intervention, did not find 

impacts on attitudes towards gender norms among participants, even when the gender composition of the 

groups were varied (Karlan, Thuysbaert, and Gray 2017). In Mexico, a soft skills training program 

consisting of four sessions focused on hope raised the aspirations of indigenous women with access to 

microcredit one month after the training, but did not have a statistically significant effect on self-efficacy 

or on women’s self-reported ability to influence their own future (Lybbert and Wydick 2016).  

Finally, only one study of an SHG program in India that did not include gender-related training 

components measured changes in “power within.” Using an RD design, the study found that the SHG 

program, which combined savings and microfinance components, increased women’s self-reported 

confidence and changed women’s political gender biases, but the program did not have an impact on 

various measures of women’s attitudes towards gender roles (Prillaman 2017).  

 

The evidence on the impact of cash and in-kind transfers on elements of “power within” was 

limited and mixed. Four studies measured the impact of cash transfers on elements of “power within,” 

while three measured the impact of multicomponent interventions that included cash or in-kind transfers. 

In both sets of studies, impacts on “power within” were mixed. In Kenya, a UCT program targeted 

towards women reduced physical and sexual IPV but had no effect on an index capturing women’s 

attitudes towards violence nor on their opinion on whether women should tolerate being beaten 
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(Haushofer et al. 2019). The program led to impacts on only one out of seven questions measuring 

attitudes towards wife beating (Haushofer et al. 2019).   

 

Contrastingly, another study which used an instrumental variables approach to measure a CCT program in 

Mexico found positive impacts on the assimilation of women’s rights, measured through women’s 

responses to a question asking if they felt more “rightful” (Balmori de la Miyar 2018). Further, this 

program increased the reporting rates of violence against women. Two studies measured the impact of 

cash and in-kind transfers or business grants on self-efficacy, and one of the two found impacts. In 

Ecuador, a six-month food transfer program, which was targeted to women in low-income households and 

aimed at decreasing IPV, increased women’s self-confidence, which led to further reductions in IPV 

(Buller et al. 2016). The program provided women with food transfers or vouchers worth US$40 once a 

month over a six-month period. The second study found that providing grants to microenterprise owners 

in Sri Lanka did not lead to improvements in measures of ability and motivation, including self-efficacy 

and achievement motivation. Some recipients were provided a cash grant, while others received an in-

kind transfer (de Mel, McKenzie, and Woodruff 2014).  

 

Two out of three studies of multicomponent interventions, which combined cash transfers, in-kind 

transfers, or business grants with other program components, impacted “power within.” A 

multicomponent cash and asset transfer intervention in Uganda, which included a microenterprise training 

program and a light touch psychological intervention, improved a psychological outlook index, which 

included elements of aspirations and self-efficacy (Sedlmayr, Shah, and Sulaiman 2018). Similarly, the 

Graduation approach in Afghanistan led to increases in a women’s empowerment index, which included a 

measure for women’s aspirations for their daughters (Bedoya et al. 2019). However, in Uganda, a poverty 

alleviation program consisting of five-day business training, a US$150 grant, and supervision did not 

change women’s attitudes towards gender norms, despite increasing women’s earnings. Adding an 

additional gender- and IPV-related training component, which women attended with their partners, also 

did not lead to impacts on women’s attitudes towards gender norms (E. P. Green et al. 2015). 

Evidence from India suggests that increasing women’s access to economic and political 

opportunities outside of the home through gender quotas, access to jobs, or increased control over 

earnings improved multiple elements of “power within.” However, a small number of studies 

indicate that these approaches were not effective in other contexts in sub-Saharan Africa with 

similarly restrictive gender norms. Two studies from India found that interventions that improved 

access to jobs led to substantial improvements in aspirations and self-efficacy among women. An 

intervention in India, which connected people living in villages to experienced recruiters in order to 

increase awareness of and access to jobs, improved women’s aspirations (Jensen 2012). The program led 

to large increases in the percentage of women wanting to work more over the course of their lives. 

Similarly, another intervention in India found that randomly offering jobs to women produced a large, 

positive effect of 0.2 standard deviations on generalized self-efficacy for women who received job offers 

(Mckelway 2018). The program randomly offered jobs to women who participated in a self-efficacy 

intervention first. Thus, the job offer program increased self-efficacy among women who already had 

high levels of generalized self-efficacy.  

The evidence on whether programs that increase access to employment through job offers or vouchers 

impact attitudes towards gender norms in other contexts is limited. In Ethiopia, offering women jobs to 
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increase employment and reduce IPV did not improve most measures of attitudes towards gender equality 

(Kotsadam and Villanger 2019). In Jordan, providing female high school graduates with a job voucher 

and/or business training did not significantly impact participants’ attitudes towards women’s role in home 

and society (Groh et al. 2012). Researchers noted that the program may have failed to impact attitudes 

partly due to high agreement among students on some measures of gender attitudes prior to program 

implementation.  

One study showed that increasing women’s control over their earnings had positive impacts on “power 

within” in India. When wages from a public workfare program were deposited into women’s own bank 

accounts, gender norms became more liberal in the long run and these effects were concentrated among 

households with more restrictive gender norms (Field et al. 2019). Researchers found that increasing 

women’s control over their income improved women’s attitudes towards gender norms by 0.11 standard 

deviations. While men’s gender attitudes remained unchanged, their acceptance of women in the 

community working significantly increased (Field et al. 2019). 

Similarly, increasing women’s political opportunities outside the home through gender quotas has been 

shown to have positive impacts on “power within” in India. One study found that gender quotas for 

women in leadership positions impacted aspirations among adolescent girls (Beaman et al. 2012). The 

aspirations effect may have been a result of the role model effect of female leaders and women-friendly 

policies enacted by them. Further, gender quotas also increased parental aspirations for their daughters 

(Beaman et al. 2012). Additionally, two studies suggest that gender quotas for political office in India 

changed attitudes towards the effectiveness of women leaders and their ability to win elections. One study 

found that gender quotas weakened implicit biases and stereotypes about gender roles and improved male 

villagers’ perception of female leaders. However, political preferences among women were unaltered 

(Beaman et al. 2009). Another study in India found that gender quotas increased electoral chances for 

women by allowing political parties to update their biases about whether women can win elections 

(Bhavnani, 2009). 

 

Outside of India, it is unclear whether gender quotas in leadership positions for development programs 

can influence entrenched attitudes about gender roles. A study in Afghanistan found that mandating 

women’s participation in development projects did not change entrenched attitudes related to women’s 

role in society. However, the program improved attitudes towards women’s involvement in local 

governance by 0.04 standard deviations for women and 0.07 standard deviations for men (Beath, Christia, 

and Enikolopov 2013). Gender quotas for participation in community-driven development projects in 

Sierra Leone and the Democratic Republic of Congo, however, did not affect attitudes towards women 

leaders or the role of women in the community (Casey et al, 2012,Van der Windt et al, 2018).  

Limited evidence suggests that exposure to mass media programs tailored towards raising 

awareness of gender-based violence improved attitudes about gender norms related to gender-

based violence. Two studies found that exposure to content that encouraged positive attitudes towards 

domestic violence led to improvements in attitudes about the disclosure of domestic violence and its 

acceptability. A mass media program in Uganda featuring three short videos that encouraged reporting 

violence against women reduced women’s beliefs that they would face social repercussions for reporting 

incidents of violence against women by 18 percent, from a comparison group average of 63 percent (D. P. 

Green, Wilke, and Cooper 2018). This change in attitudes served as a mechanism for substantial reduction 
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in violence against women over a six-month period following the campaign. In Nigeria, a more intensive 

mass media program, which altered the content of an entertainment television series to promote positive 

attitudes towards HIV and domestic violence, reduced men’s probability of justifying domestic violence, 

but had no impacts on women’s attitudes towards domestic violence (Banerjee, La Ferrara, and Orozco 

2019).  

Two studies, each testing a different kind of intervention, measured impacts on gendered attitudes 

towards land ownership and use, and one found impacts. In Burkina Faso, an agriculture and nutrition 

program which integrated agricultural production training, access to productive assets, and health 

education impacted attitudes towards land ownership and use (van den Bold et al. 2015). In Tanzania, a 

community-based legal aid and education program did not affect attitudes towards gendered land 

practices (Mueller et al. 2017). While the program increased women’s legal knowledge and gave them 

more exposure to legal services, it did not shift women’s attitudes or result in more favorable gendered 

land practices.  

 

Future Research 

 

Broadly, more research is needed to understand key levers for generating social norms change at the 

individual and community level. There is a need to understand the process of norms change related to 

gender and how tipping points can be brought about to shift the existing consensus around gender norms 

in communities. Further, research is needed to understand what elements of “power within” are best 

targeted at different stages of a woman’s life cycle. For instance, improving aspirations may be more 

effective at earlier stages in a woman’s life compared to self-efficacy. There is also a need to better 

understand to what extent individuals act on their own privately held beliefs versus conforming to 

perceptions of others’ beliefs and to test various interventions accordingly. Further, understanding how to 

address implicit versus explicit bias requires additional research. 

 

While a small group of studies indicate that mass media interventions can be effective in improving 

attitudes related to gender-based violence, more research is needed to understand how mass media can be 

effectively leveraged as a tool to influence other attitudes about gender norms (Banerjee, La Ferrara, and 

Orozco 2019; D. P. Green, Wilke, and Cooper 2018). Further, research is needed to determine what types 

and levels of information are more likely to influence attitudes towards gender norms in a cost-effective 

and scalable manner (e.g., when updating people about others’ attitudes, will they respond to national 

statistics, or information about peers and neighbors? How might this compare to using stories?).  

 

More research is additionally needed to determine the directionality of the relationship between “power 

within” and women’s economic empowerment. For example, does access to economic opportunities 

increase “power within,” and do increases in “power within,” in turn, lead to economic empowerment? 

Additionally, the role of adding psychological or agency related training components to economic 

interventions in increasing elements of “power within” needs to be explored further. Finally, more 

research is needed to understand how elements of “power within” can be measured more accurately, 

including addressing reporting bias and understanding how to modify standard psychometric questions 

developed in high-income countries to LMIC contexts.  
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4.2. Household decision-making  

 

Women’s ability to make or participate in household decisions is an essential dimension of agency and a 

key pathway for achieving women’s empowerment in social, economic, and political domains. Around 

the world, women are often denied decision-making power at home due to gender-based hierarchical 

power dynamics, lack of access to resources, and discriminatory social norms. Based on the Demographic 

and Health Survey data from 54 LMICs, only 58 percent of women have the final say on large household 

purchases either alone or jointly with their husband or another person (Hanmer and Klugman 2016). In 

addition, only 57 percent of women aged 15-49 years old make their own decisions about sexual relations 

and use of contraceptives and reproductive health services, according to data from 51 countries (United 

Nations 2019a). The lack of decision-making power can prevent women and girls from acting on their 

goals. As such, we consider household decision-making to be a direct indicator of women’s agency. 

 

Women’s participation in household decision-making is the most common indicator of agency in the 

papers included in this review. Given finite resources within a household and differing preferences among 

household members, women’s ability to negotiate how resources are allocated indicates their relative 

power within the household in relation to others, especially their male partners. Household decisions 

range from economic decisions such as spending on food and health care to social decisions such as 

children’s education and marriage. Studies often measure women’s role in household decision-making 

directly by asking about women’s participation in these various categories, relying on women's self-

reported information and constructing an aggregate measure using a summary score or factor analysis. 

However, such survey questions on decision-making roles within the household might be subject to 

reporting bias, do not capture the role of negotiation in the decision-making process, and typically only 

rely on women’s reports (Donald et al. 2017; Diaz-Martin, Glennerster, and Walsh 2018). More recently, 

non-survey instruments, such as lab-in-the-field games where both spouses are invited to participate, are 

increasingly used to measure relative decision-making power within the household. We discuss 

measurement issues more in the “Measuring women’s agency” section at the end.  

 

Interventions can influence women’s decision-making power in a number of ways. For instance, business 

or vocational skills training may place women in a more advantageous position in the labor market, which 

in turn could give them more power to negotiate with other household members. Similarly, economic 

interventions such as microfinance or transfers might shift women’s relative economic standing in the 

household through better access to financial resources, which in turn might improve a range of other 

empowerment-related outcomes. Soft skills training that develop negotiation skills, change attitudes about 

gender norms, or build confidence in women and girls may directly motivate them to engage more in the 

household decision-making processes. However, household decision-making dynamics might not respond 

to these and other interventions due to entrenched social norms that dictate women’s role in the family. In 

addition, men might be resistant to changes in family relations or lash out against change even if 

interventions are effective in empowering women. Further, changing household dynamics is a process 

that takes time and is often difficult to capture with existing measures of decision-making power.  
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In this section, we review 49 papers that measure the impacts of interventions that provide skills training, 

microcredit, savings, transfers, and employment opportunities on women’s decision-making power in the 

household. 

 

Main takeaways 

● Economic interventions, including microcredit, savings, unconditional transfers, and 

multicomponent poverty alleviation programs (e.g., the Graduation approach), did not have 

transformative impacts on women’s household decision-making power. This suggests that 

increasing women’s access to financial resources alone might not be an effective mechanism to 

change household decision-making dynamics.  

● The only economic intervention that consistently showed some effects on household decision-

making was CCTs. However, the outcomes measured to assess decision-making were often 

associated with the conditionalities in CCTs and the evidence was concentrated in Latin America.  

● Enhancing women’s control over financial resources through design features in microcredit or 

transfer programs may be a mechanism that led to positive impacts on women’s agency, some of 

which might not be captured by conventional decision-making questions.  

● A limited number of studies found that vocational training programs for adolescent girls that 

emphasized both soft and hard skills, coupled with employment support, increased young 

women’s autonomy in personal decisions. In contrast, interventions that offered business training 

alone or employment opportunities for older women did not automatically enhance women’s role 

in household decision-making. 

● There is limited evidence that property rights laws and enhancing the justice system’s capacity to 

address domestic violence improved women’s influence over family decisions. Enforcing 

women’s rights in the household through institutional approaches might be a promising 

mechanism. 

 

The evidence was mixed on whether access to financial services through individual- or group-based 

microcredit programs enhanced women’s decision-making power in the household. This aligns with 

the findings from a systematic review which concluded that there was no evidence that microcredit had an 

effect on women’s control over household spending (Vaessen et al. 2014). Two studies found that access 

to microcredit programs increased women’s participation in household decision-making in Mexico and 

Nigeria (Angelucci, Karlan, and Zinman 2015; Ikenwilo et al. 2016). In Mexico, a group liability 

microcredit program increased the number of household issues a woman had a say on and women’s 

participation in financial decisions (Angelucci, Karlan, and Zinman 2015). A study using an RD design 

found that beneficiaries of a rural microcredit program in Nigeria had greater capacity to make joint 

decisions in the household compared to those who fell below the eligibility threshold (Ikenwilo et al. 

2016). Meanwhile, three other studies in Pakistan, India, and South Africa showed that microcredit did 

not have a lasting effect on women’s autonomy in household decision-making (Said et al. 2019; Banerjee, 

Duflo, Glennerster, et al. 2015; Kim et al. 2009).  

 

Similarly, women’s group models such as women’s SHGs or VSLAs did not consistently have positive 

impacts on women’s decision-making power in the household. Two studies on savings groups found 

positive impacts on women’s household decision-making power, including women’s SHGs in India that 

offered credit and savings and VSLAs in Ghana, Malawi, and Uganda (Prillaman 2017; Karlan et al. 
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2017). However, a different study of SHGs in India and another of savings groups in Mali did not identify 

positive impacts on women’s decision-making power in the household (Baro et al. 2013; Beaman, Karlan, 

and Thuysbaert 2014; Hoffmann et al. 2017).  

 

While we did not identify any clear patterns in the mixed evidence, a previous review suggests that the 

delivery method and context-specific gender relations determine whether microcredit has the potential to 

increase women’s decision-making power and control over resources in the household (Vaessen et al. 

2014). This finding may be relevant for other financial services such as savings accounts. A commitment 

savings product in the Philippines only allowed the account owner to withdraw deposits after a pre-

specified goal was reached. The offer to open such an account increased women’s decision-making power 

by 0.14 and 0.25 standard deviations, measured by two indices that either equally weighted nine decision 

categories (including purchases, spending, number of children, schooling of children, and family 

planning) or were constructed using factor analyses. In particular, the effects were driven by women who 

had relatively low decision-making power at baseline, consistent with the hypothesis that initially 

disempowered women would benefit more from increased financial savings and control over committed 

assets (Ashraf, Karlan, and Yin 2010).  

 

Similarly, economic interventions that integrated training/mentorship components did not 

consistently increase women’s household decision-making power in sub-Saharan Africa. One study 

on a five-day business training program that provided a one-time grant and ongoing mentoring in Uganda 

increased women’s influence over household purchases (E. P. Green et al. 2015). In contrast, studies on 

two other interventions in South Africa and Burkina Faso showed no impact on women’s household 

decision-making. The IMAGE program in South Africa, a microfinance-based program that integrated 

training on gender and HIV, did not affect the likelihood that a woman needed a partner’s permission in at 

least five out of ten decisions related to household purchases, children’s health, and visiting family or 

friends (Kim et al. 2007). A follow-up study suggested that neither microfinance nor microfinance 

combined with gender and HIV training had any effect on women’s autonomy in decision-making (Kim 

et al. 2009). Another economic strengthening program that combined savings group, mentoring, and 

grants had no impact on the household decision-making index, based on decisions regarding purchases, 

health care, and children in Burkina Faso (Ismayilova et al. 2018). Adding monthly family coaching 

sessions that engaged husbands and extended family members did not make any difference on household 

decision-making dynamics. 

 

Limited evidence suggests that increasing women’s income through unconditional transfers had no 

impact on women’s household decision-making power. One study examined the effects of a UCT 

program in Kenya and found no average impact on women’s role in making budget decisions (Merttens et 

al. 2013). Another study looked at the effects of enhancing women’s control over transfers through design 

features in Niger and found that distributing the unconditional transfer through mobile payments, instead 

of cash, did not affect women’s role in decision-making regarding the cash transfer (Aker et al. 2016).  

 

Poverty alleviation programs that adopted the Graduation approach to target the poorest 

households did not have sustained effects on household decision-making dynamics. These programs 

combine multiple components designed to help start productive self-employment and aim to provide a 

“big push” to unlock the poverty trap. Evidence from eight countries offer strong evidence that the 
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Graduation approach did not have lasting impacts on women’s decision-making power in the household 

despite lasting impacts on indirect indicators of women’s agency (Bandiera et al. 2017; Banerjee, Duflo, 

Goldberg, et al. 2015; Bedoya et al. 2019). For example, in Bangladesh, the program did not have any 

impact on a women’s empowerment index four years after the program ended (Bandiera et al. 2017). This 

result is consistent with the pooled findings from similar programs in Ethiopia, Ghana, Honduras, India, 

Pakistan, and Peru, where women had a greater say in decisions related to health expenditures and home 

improvements immediately after the program ended, but the effects were not sustained one year later 

(Banerjee, Duflo, Goldberg, et al. 2015).  

 

Economic interventions that leveraged group-based models did not consistently enhance women’s 

role in household decision-making. Women’s SHGs or Participatory Learning and Action (PLA) groups 

have been an effective platform for providing access to financial services, sharing information, and 

developing skills. However, these gains did not often translate to a greater role for women in household 

decision-making. Four out of the five multicomponent women’s groups programs in South Asia, such as 

SHGs and PLA groups, did not enhance women’s role in household decision-making, including three 

studies from India and one from Nepal (Joshi, Palaniswamy, and Rao 2015; Holden et al. 2016; 

Subramanyam et al. 2017; Gram, Morrison, et al. 2018). More than eleven years after an initial study, 

researchers found that the PLA groups in Nepal did not have any long run impacts measured by the 

Relative Autonomy Index (Gram, Skordis-Worrall, et al. 2018). The authors proposed that women’s 

agency might be a prerequisite for, instead of a consequence of, participating in PLA women’s groups and 

cautioned against assuming PLA women’s groups alone, or with resource transfers, necessarily empower 

women. The only exception was an SHG intervention in India that provided education, access to group 

loans/savings, and links to wider development programs, which led to an increase of 5 to 7 percentage 

points in participants’ likelihood of having the final say in children’s schooling, medical decisions, and 

family planning (R. M. Desai and Joshi 2013). 

 

One multicomponent SHG program in Burkina Faso had positive impacts on women’s household 

decision-making power. This agricultural and nutrition program for mothers of young children integrated 

agricultural production training, access to production assets, and health education. Two years after the 

program implementation, the intervention increased women’s participation in purchasing and health care 

decisions but not in decisions related to family planning or infant and young child feeding (Olney et al. 

2016). The positive effects were partially attributed to women’s increased knowledge, ownership of 

agricultural assets, perceptions about women’s role in agricultural production, and community norms 

around women’s land rights (van den Bold et al. 2015).  

 

The only economic intervention that had consistent positive effects on household decision-making 

was CCTs, mostly in Latin America. However, some studies found impacts in domains directly 

targeted by the incentives and in areas in which women were often in charge of decisions. Programs 

that provided mothers with cash transfers conditional on children’s schooling or health care appeared to 

give women greater control over household income, with some important caveats. Three out of four CCT 

programs in Latin America showed positive impacts on women’s role in household decision-making 

(Handa et al. 2009; Feldman et al. 2009; Bergolo and Galván 2018; Buller et al. 2016). Progresa (later 

rebranded as Oportunidades), a cash transfer program to mothers conditional on children’s schooling in 

Mexico, increased women’s control over cash income but did not affect decision-making regarding 
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children’s health care, schooling, house repairs, or children’s clothing (Handa et al. 2009). In addition, the 

increased control over cash did not change spending behavior, potentially due to common preferences 

between husbands and wives or because CCT income reduced intra-household transfers from husbands to 

wives. Another study of the same program that used different decision-making questions found that the 

CCT increased women’s decision-making power measured by a summary index of five questions 

regarding investment in children and spending (Feldman et al. 2009).  

 

A similar study using an RD design in Uruguay found that the CCT increased women’s ability to make 

decisions on food expenses by themselves by more than 12 percentage points from a control mean of 28 

percent (Bergolo and Galván 2018). The program also increased women’s ability to decide the use of 

money by themselves, but this effect was small and inconsistent across specifications. A cash and in-kind 

food transfer program conditional on attending nutrition workshops in Ecuador reduced the likelihood of 

having any dispute in the household by 5 percentage points, which was mainly driven by reduced 

disagreements over women working for pay (Buller et al. 2016). In contrast, a study using a DID design 

found that Colombia’s CCT program (Familias en Accion) that provided cash to mothers conditional on 

children’s health care or schooling was associated with positive behavioral changes that may benefit 

children’s health, but this program did not change women’s role in deciding health care for a sick child or 

spending on food (Lopez-Arana et al. 2016).  

 

While these findings seem promising, it is worth noting that two out of the three studies identified 

impacts in areas tied to the conditions of the cash transfers (Feldman et al. 2009; Bergolo and Galván 

2018), and it is unclear to what extent this truly reflects changes in agency. Researchers have pointed out 

that in Latin America, gender norms dictate that women are traditionally in charge of decisions within the 

household, which often entails a greater burden of unpaid household labor at the expense of time for paid 

work (Martinez-Restrepo and Ramos-Jaimes 2017). Thus, there are some scenarios in which greater 

household decision-making power might be disempowering for women in the region (Martinez-Restrepo 

and Ramos-Jaimes 2017). 

 

Furthermore, two conditional transfer programs did not change women’s household decision-making 

power despite large impacts on dimensions of women’s agency targeted by the conditionality. In addition 

to Colombia’s CCT program mentioned above (Lopez-Arana et al. 2016), in-kind transfers in the form of 

cooking oil conditional on delaying marriage for teenage girls in Bangladesh did not affect young 

women’s role in household decision-making despite large effects on child marriage and teenage 

childbearing (Buchmann et al. 2018). Because parents are often heavily involved in their daughters’ 

timing of marriage in this context, the observed changes in the girls’ lives may have been the result of 

parents’ rather than the girls’ decision-making. 

 

Importantly, the impacts of CCTs may differ depending on how household decision-making is measured. 

In Macedonia, CCTs to mothers instead of household heads did not affect household decision-making, 

based on women’s participation in decisions about school, expenses, and finance. However, when 

measured using a lab experiment, the CCTs reduced women’s willingness to pay to become the recipient 

of a cash transfer offered to the household (instead of her husband being the recipient), suggesting women 

did gain greater control over income as a result of gender targeting in the CCT program (Almås et al. 

2018).  
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Enhancing women’s control over savings or transfers through design features may be a mechanism 

that led to large intervention impacts on women’s agency, some of which might not be captured by 

conventional decision-making questions. In the Philippines, a commitment savings product increased 

women’s decision-making power, and initially less-empowered women benefited more from increased 

financial savings and control over committed assets (Ashraf, Karlan, and Yin 2010). Another transfer 

program that targeted adolescent girls in Malawi also illustrated the importance of design features; 

approximately 80 percent of the adolescent girls had control over how to spend the transfers made directly 

to them compared to about 10 percent when the transfers were paid to the girls’ households (Baird et al. 

2013).  

 

However, design features that gave women more control and showed large impacts on other aspects of 

women’s agency did not always lead to positive effects on household decision-making. For example, a 

UCT program in Niger that distributed transfers through mobile payments (instead of in cash) increased 

women’s likelihood of traveling to the market and spending on children’s clothing but did not affect 

women’s role in decision-making regarding the cash transfer (Aker et al. 2016). In addition, depositing 

wages from India’s federal workfare program directly to a woman’s bank account, instead of the 

household head’s accounts, and providing trainings on the accounts increased women’s labor force 

participation in the short term but did not change women’s role in decisions about her employment and 

spending her earnings (Field et al. 2019). These findings indicate that conventional decision-making 

questions might not be the best measure to capture changes in household dynamics. This was also 

demonstrated in the aforementioned CCT study in Macedonia which used both a lab-in-the-field 

experiment and decision-making questions (Almås et al. 2018). 

 

There is limited evidence that employment-focused vocational training, coupled with soft/life skills 

training and internship or employment support, increased young women’s autonomy in personal 

decisions. Two randomized evaluations found that vocational training programs gave adolescent girls and 

young women more power in personal decisions. The Economic Empowerment of Adolescent Girls and 

Young Women program implemented by the Government of Liberia, which combined technical and life 

skills training and six-month follow-up support for employment or entrepreneurship, increased young 

women’s employment and decision-making power over money despite relatively high degree of control 

over resources at baseline (Adoho et al. 2014). A similar employment-focused program, the Haiti 

Adolescent Girl Initiative, offered soft and hard skill training, internships, and stipends to out-of-school 

young women and increased their autonomy in personal spending and decisions related to work, 

education, relationships, and making life plans for the future (Rodella, Cuevas, and Atuesta 2015).  

 

Compared to training programs that targeted adolescent girls, the evidence is mixed on whether 

technical skills training for adult women, alone or combined with gender training, enhanced 

women’s influence over household decisions. Studies on two programs that combined business skills 

and gender training found some evidence of improved decision-making power in India and Vietnam 

(Jejeebhoy et al. 2017; Bulte, Lensink, and Vu 2016). A program combining gender transformative 

education and financial skills training for women in SHGs in India increased women’s ability to make 

independent decisions in spending, purchasing, and their own health care (Jejeebhoy et al. 2017). An 

entrepreneurship and gender training in Vietnam did not affect women’s decision-making measured by a 
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summary index based on decisions related to household expenditures (Bulte and Lensink 2019). 

However, when evaluated using a lab-in-the-field experiment, which asked spouses to allocate a set 

budget first separately and then jointly as a couple, the same training program seems to have increased 

women’s influence in household decisions, because the joint decisions in the experiment were more 

closely aligned to women’s preference after the training (Bulte, Lensink, and Vu 2016).  

 

Nevertheless, two studies of business training programs for female entrepreneurs in Kenya and Peru 

showed limited effects of business training on decision-making dynamics within the household 

(McKenzie and Puerto 2017; Karlan and Valdivia 2011). The researchers explained that the null effect of 

the business skills training program in Peru may have been because these microfinance clients were 

already running their own businesses and receiving empowerment messages as part of the microfinance 

programming, leaving little room for further improvement through business training (Karlan and Valdivia 

2011). 

 

Opening the training to male partners might counteract the positive effect on women’s decision-making 

power compared to training women only, although engaging men may have other beneficial impacts 

related to women’s agency. A four-day business training plus one-time grant and ongoing mentoring in 

Uganda increased women’s influence over household purchases, but inviting men to join the training 

reduced women’s role in deciding household purchases (E. P. Green et al. 2015). While engaging male 

partners in the training increased men’s support for women, men’s participation did not strengthen 

women’s autonomy or improve their attitudes about gender norms compared to the women-only training.  

 

Similarly, the evidence from two studies suggests that access to jobs or employment was insufficient 

to increase women’s decision-making power inside the home. Providing recruitment services to young 

women in rural India and offering jobs to female applicants in Ethiopia both increased women’s 

employment but did not change women’s participation in household decisions such as children’s 

schooling or health (Jensen 2012; Kotsadam and Villanger 2019). In addition, access to subsidized 

daycare among low-income urban women in Kenya, which led to great gains in mothers’ labor market 

participation and income, did not increase women’s participation in most household decisions except for 

children’s health care (Clark et al. 2019). Taken together, these suggest that increased employment does 

not automatically enhance women’s role in household decision-making. 

 

There is limited evidence that institutional approaches to protecting women’s rights in the 

household, such as property rights laws or enhancing justice system’s capacity to address domestic 

violence, improved women’s influence over family decisions. Using an RD design, a study in China 

found that the legal reform that protected women’s property rights after a divorce was associated with 

less-skewed sex-ratio among second-born children and a decrease in men’s consumption of cigarettes and 

alcohol, indicating women’s greater decision-making power in fertility and spending decisions (Sun and 

Zhao 2016). Another study in Peru used a DID design and found that women living near an all-women’s 

justice center, a specialized institution where female officers provide policing and legal services to reduce 

gender-based violence, were more likely to make decisions jointly with their husbands (Kavanaugh, 

Sviatschi, and Trako 2019). 
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Future Research 

 

More systematic research and validation exercises are needed to develop measures of women’s household 

decision-making power that are context-specific. This includes validating survey questions on different 

kinds of household decisions, developing better ways to measure both the process and outcomes of 

decision-making that minimize reporting bias, and tailoring indicators from internationally standardized 

metrics to gender dynamics in specific contexts. Survey questions on women’s role in household 

decision-making might capture intervention impacts when women’s decision-making power is extremely 

constrained at baseline (i.e., having no say in decisions at all), but as women gain power in the household, 

more nuanced measures may be needed to reflect women’s ability to act as her own agent. In addition, 

what women perceive as having agency within the household might differ by context. For example, in 

cultures where women are already in charge of household decisions, how do we identify areas where 

women lack agency, design interventions accordingly, and develop valid instruments to measure changes 

in agency?  

 

Given the diverse household structures in LMICs, more research is needed on how to enhance women’s 

agency by changing household dynamics that involve family members other than, or in addition to, 

husbands. In multigenerational households, a woman’s in-laws may play an important role in decisions 

about household spending, young women’s mobility, their employment outside the home, and children’s 

health. In such settings, what are best practices to measure decision-making dynamics that involve 

multiple family members? What are opportunities for interventions to recruit other family members, such 

as senior women in the household, as allies to support younger women’s agency? Similarly, only 

measuring the relative decision-making power between husbands and wives might also overlook the 

specific family dynamics posed by single parenthood, cohabitation, same-sex families, and polygamy. In 

particular, developing validated metrics for measuring decision-making in female-headed households, a 

common and often marginalized household composition in many contexts, is an important area for future 

research. 

 

 

4.3. Freedom of movement  

 

Mobility is a key area in which women’s agency is constrained. In seventeen countries around the world, 

for example, married women are not able to legally move as freely outside the home as married men 

(World Bank 2015). Strict customs limiting women’s freedom of movement stem from a social emphasis 

on women’s and girls’ safety and “purity,” which requires sheltering them from potential threats. 

Jayachandran (2015) explains that customs related to female seclusion and the resulting constraints on 

women’s mobility can partially explain gender gaps in education and labor force participation in some 

contexts. Without freedom of movement, women and girls are unable to participate in social, political, 

and economic institutions and are accordingly constrained along multiple dimensions. An adult’s ability 

to move without a guardian or go outside without permission is one of the most fundamental expressions 

of one’s ability to make and act on one’s own decisions. As such, we consider freedom of movement to 

be a direct indicator of women’s agency.  
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We include studies that measure concepts related to women’s self-reported ability to travel to different 

locations, along with self-reported instances of having traveled to various locations over a certain period 

of time. Most of the studies that measured outcomes related to freedom of movement evaluated either 

economic interventions (e.g., cash transfers, savings groups, SHGs, microcredit, workfare payments, etc.) 

or economic interventions plus empowerment, vocational, or soft skills trainings. Economic interventions 

might be able to change power dynamics in a household by giving women more control within the family, 

enabling them to have more freedom of movement. Alternatively, threats to existing power dynamics may 

cause backlash, leading women to have less freedom of movement. Interventions might also provide 

women with opportunities that require them to travel outside the home (e.g., trainings, jobs, community 

meetings), offering a more mechanical pathway to enhancing mobility. In addition, empowerment 

trainings might offer new perspectives on gender dynamics and embolden women to negotiate for more 

freedom of movement. Many of the studies measured freedom of movement as a secondary outcome, and 

thus offer limited explanations for the causal pathways that explain impacts.     

 

In this section, we review thirteen papers primarily evaluating economic interventions (with or without 

training). Since the focus of this review is to analyze the impacts of policies and programs that seek to 

enhance women’s agency, we do not include evidence related to more general transportation interventions 

nor do we examine the unintended consequences of policies on women’s mobility. As such, our 

takeaways in this section are limited, and more research is needed on this topic.  

 

Main takeaways 

● Programs such as bundled interventions or SHGs that addressed multiple constraints that women 

faced (e.g., control over resources or political participation) provided modest improvements in 

women’s freedom of movement.   

● Most studies did not disentangle what caused increases in freedom of movement. However, two 

studies identified that increasing women’s power in the home through control over financial 

resources was effective, suggesting that this may be a mechanism to explore further.  

 

Programs such as bundled interventions or SHGs that addressed multiple constraints that women 

faced (e.g., control over resources, political participation) provided modest improvements in 

women’s freedom of movement. Five of the seven studies included in this review that combined 

financial programs with additional training and measured mobility found positive but modest impacts on 

women’s freedom of movement (Bedoya et al. 2019; Jejeebhoy et al. 2017; Groh et al. 2012; Rodella, 

Cuevas, and Atuesta 2015; Buchmann et al. 2018), while two did not (Holden et al. 2016; Karlan, 

Thuysbaert, and Gray 2017). The programs that enhanced women’s mobility included: the Graduation 

approach in Afghanistan (Bedoya et al. 2019), a program in India that combined SHGs with gender 

transformative learning sessions (Jejeebhoy et al. 2017), a program in Jordan that provided young women 

with both vouchers for employment and soft skills training (Groh et al. 2012), a program in Haiti that 

combined technical and soft skills training with an internship and stipend for young women (Rodella, 

Cuevas, and Atuesta 2015), and an adolescent girls’ empowerment program coupled with in-kind 

incentives to girls for remaining unmarried (Buchmann et al. 2018).  

 

Both Groh et al. (2012) and Buchmann et al. (2018) tested the impacts of an economic intervention and 

empowerment/soft skills training separately and combined. Interestingly, both found that the economic 
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components alone reduced mobility, while the combined interventions increased mobility. For example, 

Groh et al. (2012) evaluated a program that provided young women with vouchers for employment, soft 

skills training, both, or none in Jordan. Researchers used a mobility index between zero and six to 

measure how many places the young woman could travel by herself. Women who received only access to 

the job voucher were able to go to 0.54 fewer places on average compared to women in the comparison 

group who reported that they could go to an average of 5.2 locations (a 10 percent decrease). Women who 

received only the training did not experience changes in mobility on average. However, women that 

received both the job voucher and soft skills training were able to go to 0.3 more locations than women in 

the comparison group (a 6 percent increase) (Groh et al. 2012).   

 

While the previous five evaluations of economic interventions plus trainings found impacts on freedom of 

movement, two studies evaluated the marginal benefits of adding trainings to existing economic 

interventions and did not capture positive impacts on freedom of movement. Holden et al. (2016) 

evaluated the impact of offering to SHGs trainings on how to strengthen their processes, along with 

trainings designed to combat violence against women in India, and compared outcomes for women in 

SHGs that did not receive the trainings. Access to the trainings within SHGs did not enhance women’s 

mobility in this context nor did it have impacts on financial outcomes or violence against women. Holden 

et al. (2016) suggested that the program may not have been long enough to adequately challenge gender 

norms in this context. Another study evaluated the impact of adding health trainings to microcredit groups 

in Benin and also varied the gender composition of the groups, comparing the impact of providing the 

services in women-only groups versus mixed-gender groups. Access to the health training did not result 

in any differences in a women’s empowerment index, which included questions about mobility (Karlan, 

Thuysbaert, and Gray 2017). These findings suggest that the length and content of trainings that are 

bundled with economic interventions are important.  

 

Among programs that primarily consisted of economic interventions, four interventions that offered 

access to financial resources increased women’s freedom of movement (Joshi, Palaniswamy, and Rao 

2015; Prillaman 2017; Aker et al. 2016; Field et al. 2019), while one did not (Baro et al. 2013). The 

effective interventions all increased women’s freedom of movement alongside changing other important 

aspects of women’s agency such as political participation or facilitating more direct control over financial 

resources. In India, two studies found that SHGs enhanced both women’s community/political 

participation along with freedom of movement (Joshi, Palaniswamy, and Rao 2015; Prillaman 2017). For 

example, a study using an RD design found that access to SHGs led to a range of positive impacts for 

women, including increased economic networks, civic skills, and political participation, along with 

increased freedom of movement (Prillaman 2017).  

 

Two interventions in India and Niger evaluated interventions that offered women more direct control over 

cash transfers or workfare payments and found that they were effective in enhancing mobility (Aker et al. 

2016; Field et al. 2019). In India, researchers evaluated an intervention that opened bank accounts for 

women linked to government workfare payments and offered information sessions on the benefits of 

using the banking services. With access to the bundle of services, women who faced the most social 

constraints had higher labor force participation, more agency over purchases, and scored higher on an 

index measuring women’s movement to five common locations relative to the comparison group that only 

received the bank accounts. Researchers suggested that the key mechanism was increasing women’s 
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economic options outside of marriage, which served to increase their autonomy in the household (Field et 

al. 2019). In Niger, women who received access to unconditional transfers via electronic payments were 9 

percentage points more likely to have visited the market in the last week compared to 19 percent of 

women who received the transfers in cash (a 47 percent increase). Researchers proposed that the 

electronic transfers reduced the observability and timing of the transfer which increased women’s power 

in the household (Aker et al. 2016).  

 

The economic intervention that was not effective in enhancing women’s mobility was the Savings for 

Change savings group in Mali. As the evaluation noted, in this setting, “women spend almost all of their 

time inside the household, leaving only for some specific, work-related task. Any deviation is 

exceptional” (Baro et al. 2013). These severe restrictions may partially explain why women’s mobility did 

not improve as a result of access to the program. Yet, some of the other interventions included in this 

review that enhanced women’s freedom of movement were also implemented in settings with extreme 

restrictions on women’s mobility. For example, the study in Jordan cited above found that only 51 percent 

of women in their sample could go the market alone at baseline; the evaluation of the program in India 

that combined SHGs with gender transformative learning sessions found that between 49 and 70 percent 

of women could visit friends or relatives outside of the village unescorted (Groh et al. 2012; Jejeebhoy et 

al. 2017). Nonetheless, it is clear that the constraints in the rural setting in Mali were substantial enough 

to block changes in women’s freedom of movement.  

 

Future research 

 

Taken together, these findings suggest that some bundled interventions that effectively address multiple 

constraints that women face, including but not limited to economic ones, can be successful in enhancing 

freedom of movement. Nonetheless, most studies did not disentangle what caused increases in freedom of 

movement directly. As outlined above, two studies offered evidence that enhancing women’s direct 

control over financial resources through deposits in women-owned bank accounts or digital payments 

enhanced women’s ability to protect resources and gain power in the household, which was in turn 

leveraged to increase freedom of movement (Field et al. 2019; Aker et al. 2016). This mechanism of 

enhancing women’s direct control over financial resources should be explored further, along with the 

complementarities of different interventions within multicomponent programs that bundle economic 

interventions with trainings or other elements.  

 

There are many additional open questions on improving women’s freedom of movement. Improving 

perceived or actual public safety merits further research; some ongoing randomized evaluations are 

currently exploring open questions related to updating entire public transportation systems or 

strengthening transportation options designed for women, such as women-only metro cars. Improving 

perceived safety through police presence, lighting, or other infrastructure may also be promising. 

Furthermore, interventions may aim to shift cultural attitudes and norms, including religious customs, that 

limit women’s mobility or ability to enter certain public spaces. Effective interventions will vary 

dramatically according to context and subgroups including factors related to religion, ethnicity, caste, 

class, etc. As such, comprehensive heterogeneity analysis will be important.  
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4.4. Freedom from violence  

 

Women’s and girls’ ability to exercise agency can be severely limited when they are not free from 

violence. Violence against women and girls is pervasive and can take many forms: it can be physical, 

sexual, or emotional. Often, it occurs within the home, perpetrated by intimate partners or other family 

members. In other cases, women and girls are exposed to harassment and violence outside the home, in 

public spaces like the street, public transportation, their workplace, or school. Direct exposure to violence, 

as well as the perceived threat of violence, undermines women’s and girls’ integrity, impedes their ability 

to make decisions, and, more broadly, prevents them from exerting control over their lives. Among the 

well-documented consequences of violence that can undermine women’s bodily integrity, the World 

Health Organization lists health problems like injuries, unintended pregnancies, sexually transmitted 

infections, and depression. In extreme cases, gender-based violence can be fatal for victims (World 

Health Organization 2017). Violence against women and girls can also lead to unwanted pregnancies, 

suicide attempts, and long-lasting mental disorders, factors that can restrain women’s and girls’ ability to 

exert control over their lives. The threat of violence alone, and not only direct exposure to it, can limit 

women’s ability to make choices. In India, for example, one study found that young women choose 

lower-quality colleges in order to avoid routes to school that they perceive to be more dangerous (Borker 

2018). For all of these reasons, in this review we consider freedom from violence to be a direct indicator 

of women’s agency.  

 

In this section, we review 33 studies that analyzed violence against women and girls and evaluated 

programs that provided transfers, microcredit, savings, employment and entrepreneurship opportunities, 

empowerment/life/soft skills trainings, community mobilization, and a mass media intervention. The 

evidence focused predominantly on IPV, with considerably fewer studies analyzing other forms of 

violence against women and girls, like those occurring outside the home and perpetrated by non-family 

members. The majority of studies on IPV measured violence through surveys that directly asked women 

and girls about their exposure to specific episodes of physical, emotional, or sexual violence. Researchers 

used similar (most of the time identical) versions of the domestic violence questionnaire from the 

Demographic and Health Survey, allowing comparability of results across studies. 

 

We organize this section into two parts. The first describes what interventions are effective in reducing 

IPV, the most widespread form of violence against women and girls and the most investigated by the 

literature. The second part focuses specifically on violence against adolescent girls. Most studies that 

examined violence against adolescent girls used metrics that captured different forms of violence besides 

IPV, like violence occurring outside the home (e.g., at school) or sexual violence perpetrated by men 

other than partners.  

 

3.4.1 Intimate partner violence  

 

IPV comprises all acts of physical, sexual, and emotional violence perpetrated against women by an 

intimate partner. IPV is the most common form of violence against women and girls. According to the 

World Health Organization, one out of three women worldwide report having been victims of physical 

and/or sexual abuse inflicted by their intimate partner during their lifetime (World Health Organization 

2017).  
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Interventions may reduce IPV through different mechanisms, such as raising awareness about IPV or 

changing attitudes about gender norms. In particular, the effect of women’s increased access to resources 

(e.g., through cash transfers, microcredit, savings groups, or employment) on their exposure to IPV is ex-

ante unclear. As emphasized in a recent systematic review summarizing the effect of cash transfers on 

IPV, increased income for women could activate different mechanisms, which in turn may translate into 

increases or decreases in violence (Buller et al. 2018). Women’s access to financial resources could 

increase IPV through household conflict arising from diverging preferences over expenditures or through 

men using violence instrumentally to extract resources from their spouse. Employment and 

entrepreneurship may increase women’s mobility, visibility, social status, and time spent outside the 

home, among other things. If men feel threatened by women’s changed status and role, particularly in 

contexts characterized by inequitable gender norms, these changes could lead to male backlash and higher 

IPV. However, increased access to resources may reduce IPV by positively impacting men and women’s 

economic security and emotional well-being, reducing household conflict over limited resources, 

increasing women’s decision-making power and self-efficacy, or improving women’s outside options 

from marriage, which would allow women to move away from abusive partners.  

 

Analyzing all the vast IPV literature, which also includes programmatic approaches only targeted towards 

men and studies investigating the long-term determinants of IPV, goes beyond the scope of this review. 

Our analysis is based on interventions targeting women, alone or together with their partners or family 

members, and focuses on the short- to medium-term effects of these programs.  

 

Main takeaways 

● There is strong evidence that anti-violence programs (e.g., gender trainings, couples’ dialogues, 

family coaching, and media campaigns) were effective in protecting women from IPV and other 

forms of violence. These effects often occurred in conjunction with changes in gender attitudes or 

norms around violence, suggesting that these might be important mechanisms. 

● Evidence indicates that women’s access to resources through cash and food transfers decreased 

average experiences of IPV in the short run. In particular, transfers reduced physical and sexual 

forms of violence in some settings; however, one study documented average increases in 

emotional violence for a subset of women. Important mechanisms included alleviation of 

poverty-related stress and lower tolerance for violence. Access to resources through microcredit, 

savings groups, or employment did not lead to similar impacts. 

● A few studies suggest that increased access to employment led to an increase in violence against 

women, but the evidence is weak. Nonetheless, women with low levels of empowerment may be 

more vulnerable to physical or emotional forms of violence when exposed to economic 

interventions.  

● Several studies suggest that economic interventions achieved larger beneficial effects when 

bundled with components that intentionally addressed violence, like gender trainings or family 

dialogues.  

● The evidence on programs with community mobilization components is mixed, and models 

varied substantially.   
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● Increasing the role of women in policing was a promising approach to encourage reporting of 

gender-specific crimes, including IPV. However, more evidence is needed to assess whether these 

interventions act as a deterrent against actual crime against women. 

 

There is strong evidence that intentional programming to combat IPV (e.g., gender trainings, 

couples’ dialogues, and media campaigns) were effective in reducing IPV prevalence. These effects 

often occurred in conjunction with changes in gender attitudes or norms around violence, 

suggesting that these might be important mechanisms. Programs that explicitly aimed at reducing IPV 

were successful in a variety of contexts in South Asia and sub-Saharan Africa; they included gender 

trainings targeted towards couples or families (Doyle et al. 2018; Gupta et al. 2013; Falb et al. 2015; 

Ismayilova et al. 2018), towards women and men separately (Jejeebhoy et al. 2017; Naved et al. 2018), or 

towards women only (Kim et al. 2009; Subramanyam et al. 2017). One study evaluated the effect of a 

media campaign (D. P. Green, Wilke, and Cooper 2018).  

 

In India, a gender transformative group program for female SHG members reduced physical IPV, and, at 

the same time, changed attitudes towards gender norms. The latter effect occurred not only for direct 

program beneficiaries, but also among other women in the community (Jejeebhoy et al. 2017). Similarly, 

the Gram Varta program in India, a PLA intervention for SHG members focusing on women’s agency 

and health, reduced the occurrence of some episodes of emotional and physical IPV, including unwanted 

sex. As described in the “power within” section, this program also impacted women’s self-confidence in 

refusing sexual intercourse (Subramanyam et al. 2017). Among successful anti-IPV interventions that 

targeted couples or families, one example is a gender-transformative couples' intervention in Rwanda, 

which affected gender roles and power relations and led to large reductions in physical and sexual IPV 

over the past year (Doyle et al. 2018). An anti-IPV intervention in urban Bangladesh implemented 

women’s and men’s groups focusing on gender topics and violence reduced physical IPV but only for 

adolescent girls and only where men’s groups also took place (Naved et al. 2018). Researchers 

hypothesized that various mechanisms, such as increased awareness on rights and violence against 

women, acquisition of communication and negotiation skills, a reduction of isolation, an increase in help 

seeking, self-confidence, and activism, could have contributed to the reduction in IPV. These channels, 

however, were not directly tested (Naved et al. 2018).  

 

In Uganda, a media campaign featuring three videos encouraging reporting violence against women 

perpetrated in the household led to a reduction in intra-household violence, including, but not exclusively, 

IPV (D. P. Green, Wilke, and Cooper 2018). In addition to reducing actual violence prevalence, the 

program also increased willingness to report violence among women who were directly exposed to the 

media campaign. This effect emerged together with a reduction in perceived social sanctions for reporting 

violence among both women and men and with an increase in the expectation that the community would 

intervene in the case of a violent incident. However, contrary to the interventions described above, this 

program did not shift individuals’ attitudes about gender-based violence (D. P. Green, Wilke, and Cooper 

2018).  

 

More evidence on how programs conducted at the community level affect violence is needed. Moreover, 

future studies should focus on other forms of violence besides IPV, like harassment experienced outside 

the home. 
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Evidence indicates that cash and food transfers, while in place, decreased average experiences of 

physical and sexual IPV, in some settings by alleviating poverty-related stress, increasing women’s 

decision-making power, or changing women’s tolerance for violence. However, one study 

documented average increases in emotional violence for a subset of women. Two studies evaluated 

CCTs, vouchers, or food transfers to women; two evaluated UCTs; and one evaluated both an 

unconditional and a conditional version of a cash and food transfer in two separate treatment arms 

(Hidrobo, Peterman, and Heise 2016; Roy et al. 2018; Kilburn et al. 2018; Haushofer et al. 2019; Hidrobo 

and Fernald 2013). These evaluations were conducted in different contexts, and all studies found some 

evidence of IPV reductions. In Ecuador, a six-month cash, vouchers, or food transfer program for women, 

conditional on attending a nutritional training, led to a reduction in physical and sexual IPV, as well as in 

husbands’ controlling behaviors (Hidrobo, Peterman, and Heise 2016). A related mixed-methods study 

found evidence supporting the presence of several mechanisms underlying these results. For example, the 

program reduced marital conflict; increased happiness and families’ sense of well-being; and enhanced 

women’s self-confidence, decision-making power, and freedom of movement (Buller et al. 2016). In 

Bangladesh, a similar program that offered conditional cash transfers, food transfers, or cash plus food 

transfers, coupled with nutrition behavior change communication, reduced physical IPV by improving 

women’s threat points (through increased access to and control over resources and increased locus of 

control) and increasing household wealth (which in turn reduced stress and conflict) (Roy et al. 2018). In 

South Africa, a cash transfer targeted to girls conditional on monthly high school attendance decreased 

the risk of physical IPV by delaying girls’ sexual debut and reducing the number of sexual partners 

(Kilburn et al. 2018).  

 

Two studies found that UCTs, while in place, reduced women’s vulnerability to some forms of IPV 

(Haushofer et al. 2019; Hidrobo and Fernald 2013). In Kenya, a two-year UCT reduced physical and 

sexual violence for women who received the cash. Based on the prediction from a theoretical model, 

researchers argued that these effects were due to a change in women’s tolerance for violence (Haushofer 

et al. 2019). Another UCT in Ecuador decreased men’s controlling behaviors but did not have an impact 

on emotional or physical violence (Hidrobo and Fernald 2013). This study found that women’s 

educational level was a moderator of the program’s impact. More educated women benefited more from 

the program and experienced reductions in emotional violence and controlling behaviors. Among less 

educated women, the program decreased emotional violence if women had less schooling than their 

partner, but it increased emotional violence if women had more years of education than their partner 

(Hidrobo and Fernald 2013). Researchers highlighted that, in situations where outside-of-marriage 

options for women are not a credible threat (e.g., for less educated women), increases in women’s access 

to resources may lead to male backlash, i.e. to men resorting to violence in order to control the situation.  

 

The aforementioned study in Bangladesh suggests that the beneficial effects of unconditional transfers 

may be short-lived (Roy et al. 2018). When researchers evaluated a cash, food, or cash plus food transfer 

without conditionality in a separate treatment arm, they found suggestive evidence of a short-run impact, 

but this effect faded away between six to ten months after the end of the program. In contrast, women 

who received conditional transfers experienced sustained reductions in physical IPV. 

 



 

 

47 

 

It is important to note that none of the studies in this review were conducted in conflict or humanitarian 

settings where cash transfers are increasingly used, indicating the need for additional research in these 

contexts. In addition, the aforementioned studies report average impacts, which may mask increases in 

violence among certain subsets of women, as described above in Ecuador (Hidrobo and Fernald 2013). 

 

There is suggestive evidence that conditioning transfers (e.g., on attending nutrition trainings) was 

effective in generating sustained effects on IPV. As outlined above, three CCT programs were effective 

in protecting women against IPV. Two of these studies could not separately assess the importance of 

conditionality in activating the mechanisms that led to IPV reductions (Hidrobo, Peterman, and Heise 

2016; Kilburn et al. 2018), but one study that directly compared transfers with and without conditionality 

showed that conditioning transfers may generate long-lasting impacts (Roy et al. 2018). Taken together, 

these studies provide suggestive evidence that conditionality of transfers might activate pathways for a 

sustained reduction in IPV after the end of an intervention.  

 

There is no evidence that microcredit or savings groups programs alone had impacts on IPV. 

Overall, the evidence on the effect of microcredit and savings groups on IPV is limited, as highlighted in 

a recent commentary focusing on microfinance programs (Peterman, Palermo, and Ferrari 2018). Only 

two studies among those included in this review evaluated how microfinance or savings groups alone 

affected IPV. These were studies where microfinance and VSLAs were coupled with other programming 

in separate treatment arms. In South Africa, women from villages exposed to a microfinance intervention 

for two years did not experience changes in IPV (Kim et al. 2009). In Burkina Faso, VSLAs did not have 

an impact on physical violence, although they reduced emotional violence over the past year (Ismayilova 

et al. 2018). More evidence is needed in order to assess how these types of economic interventions impact 

IPV, and in particular, how these interventions differ from cash and in-kind transfers in changing 

household dynamics. 

 

A few studies suggested that programs increasing female employment or entrepreneurship, like job 

offers or business training programs, may have led to adverse effects for women and increased 

their vulnerability to IPV, but the evidence is weak. When observed, these adverse impacts 

occurred among women with low initial levels of empowerment and in contexts with inequitable 

gender norms. The goal of this part of the review is not to cover the entire literature on the relationship 

between employment and IPV, as this would include descriptive studies as well as analyses that examine 

how contextual employment affects IPV. Instead, we focus on studies that investigated the effect of 

individual-level employment. Two studies in sub-Saharan Africa identified little to no effect of 

employment on IPV, but one study in Vietnam found that increasing women’s income through 

entrepreneurship increased IPV (E. P. Green et al. 2015; Kotsadam and Villanger 2019; Bulte and 

Lensink 2019).  

 

A five-day business training for women in Uganda combined with a start-up business grant, which 

intended to increase women’s entrepreneurship, positively impacted women’s business earnings but did 

not have an impact on emotional or physical IPV. The program increased a marital control index due to 

husbands extracting money from their partners against their will. At the same time, however, the program 

had a positive effect on relationship quality (E. P. Green et al. 2015). In Ethiopia, a program, which 

offered jobs to women in garment and shoe factories and increased their access to employment and 
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wages, reduced emotional IPV but had no effect on physical IPV. There was suggestive evidence that the 

job offer increased physical IPV among women with low decision-making power at baseline, if they 

started working, but these results were statistically significant only when including control variables 

(Kotsadam and Villanger 2019).  

 

In Vietnam, in a context with strong stigma associated with divorce, a gender and entrepreneurship 

training program for women microentrepreneurs and members of a microfinance organization led to an 

increase in physical IPV, although only when the latter was measured through a list experiment (Bulte 

and Lensink 2019). When using a measure of physical violence based on one direct question, however, 

researchers found opposing effects: the program decreased physical IPV, suggesting that women were 

reluctant to report abuse when asked directly. A mediation analysis highlighted how the main mechanism 

for the increase in IPV was women’s higher income, while increased decision-making power was 

associated with lower IPV.  

 

Taken together, these studies suggest that the relationship between women’s employment and IPV is 

complex. As highlighted by the study in Vietnam, this relationship might be mediated by different 

mechanisms generating countervailing effects. Future research should further explore these and other 

possible pathways. 

 

Several studies suggest that economic interventions were more effective in reducing IPV when 

coupled with other programming, like gender trainings and family dialogues. Economic 

interventions (e.g., microfinance, savings groups, livelihood trainings, or transfers) were often coupled 

with programming that addressed gender issues and IPV. The economic component was mostly group-

based, since groups provided an easily accessible platform for gender-based programming. Four studies in 

sub-Saharan Africa found that adding gender programming to economic interventions led to incremental 

effects. In the IMAGE program in South Africa, only women receiving a gender training in addition to 

microfinance services experienced large reductions in physical and sexual IPV over the past year (Kim et 

al. 2009). In Burkina Faso, VSLAs reduced women’s exposure to emotional violence in the past year, but 

adding family coaching led to even larger effects (Ismayilova et al. 2018). In rural Côte d’Ivoire, adding 

gender dialogues to VSLAs decreased economic abuse, e.g., capturing whether the partner obligated that 

a woman give him money. Adding gender dialogues reduced physical, but not sexual, IPV for women 

who, together with their partners, attended at least 75 percent of the gender dialogue sessions. Yet, this 

finding should be interpreted with caution since these high-attendance couples might have characteristics 

that differentiate them from the other participants and could potentially explain the effects on IPV (Gupta 

et al. 2013). In Uganda, women receiving a business grant and a microenterprise training experienced 

increased marital control, but these increases did not occur in a separate arm where the microenterprise 

trainings also involved husbands and included additional materials on cultural, gender, and financial 

barriers to women’s entrepreneurship, communication, and joint problem-solving (E. P. Green et al. 

2015). 

 

The evidence on programs with community mobilization components is mixed, and models varied 

substantially. Various community- and society-level factors, such as inequitable gender norms and 

attitudes condoning violence, have been associated with violence (World Health Organization 2017). 

Programs that engage and mobilize society to achieve a common goal (for example through community-
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level activities involving groups and associations, local leaders, service providers, and police officers) 

may erode these deeply rooted factors and reduce women’s vulnerability to violence. Three of the 

community mobilization programs we included in this review were found to be effective in reducing 

violence against women (Kim et al. 2009; Jejeebhoy et al. 2017; Subramanyam et al. 2017), while two 

were not (Abramsky et al. 2014; Holden et al. 2016). The IMAGE study in South Africa, which reduced 

physical as well as sexual IPV, included a gender and HIV training curriculum for women together with 

community mobilization activities to engage youth and men in intervention villages (Kim et al. 2009). A 

program with SHGs in India, which successfully reduced women’s vulnerability to physical IPV, 

consisted of community-wide activities like street plays, meetings, and gender power walks to increase 

individuals’ understanding of gender and social exclusion (Jejeebhoy et al. 2017). The Gram Varta 

program in India, which reduced emotional and physical IPV, included content related to women’s 

agency in its community meetings offered to SHG members as well as local leaders and service providers 

(Subramanyam et al. 2017). These programs all offered components that challenged gender norms in the 

community. 

 

Neither the SASA! initiative in Uganda (Abramsky et al. 2014) nor the Madhya Pradesh Safe Cities 

initiative in India (Holden et al. 2016) succeeded in reducing IPV. In Uganda, a four-year community 

mobilization intervention to reduce IPV and HIV (“SASA! Activist kit for preventing violence against 

women and HIV”) involved community activists, local governmental leaders, police officers, and health 

care providers to carry out informal activities among members of their social networks and to introduce 

new concepts of power between genders. The intervention appears to have been successful at changing 

attitudes in the community but did not affect physical or sexual IPV. However, there were only eight 

clusters in this study and researchers did not correct the reported standard errors to account for the small 

number of clusters. Thus, the reported standard errors might have been too small, casting doubts on the 

statistical significance of the intervention's effects. On the other hand, researchers posited that 

contamination between treatment and control areas, migration, and interruptions to the intervention could 

have prevented the identification of statistically significant effects (Abramsky et al. 2014). The Madhya 

Pradesh Safe Cities initiative in India, a community mobilization program to prevent IPV and harassment 

against women and girls in public places, did not successfully reduce harassment or physical, sexual, or 

emotional IPV in public spaces. Contrary to the just described Ugandan study, this program also failed to 

shift gender attitudes, probably due to the short program duration (only a few months) and low dosage 

(Holden et al. 2016). More research is needed to better understand how community mobilization 

programs can effectively reduce IPV and other forms of harassment outside the home.  

 

Limited evidence suggests that increasing the role of women in policing encouraged reporting of 

gender-specific crimes. However, there is weak evidence that this was effective in reducing actual 

crime. Using a DID design, two studies examined the gradual implementation of all-women justice 

centers in Peru (Kavanaugh, Sviatschi, and Trako 2019) and of all-women police stations in India 

(Amaral, Bhalotra, and Prakash 2018). Both studies found increases in women’s reporting of gender-

based violence cases, including domestic violence, and suggested that female representation in law 

enforcement was an important factor explaining these results. However, only the women’s justice centers 

in Peru were effective in reducing actual crime against women, including domestic violence, femicides, 

and female deaths due to aggression. Researchers found that women’s access to justice centers also 
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increased their decision-making power in the family, and this led to positive effects on investments in 

children’s human capital (Kavanaugh, Sviatschi, and Trako 2019).  

 

3.4.2 Violence against adolescent girls 

 

Exposure to violence early in life, particularly sexual violence, can lead to long-lasting consequences for 

girls that persist into adulthood. For example, early exposure to violence can make girls more likely to 

engage with abusive partners later in life (World Health Organization 2017). Studies evaluating the 

effectiveness of programs in reducing girls’ exposure to violence did not merely focus on IPV but also 

included any type of physical, sexual, or emotional violence perpetrated by other individuals besides the 

partner, both inside and outside the home. We reviewed six evaluations in this section.  

 

Main takeaways 

● The evidence is weak that life skills training delivered in safe spaces worked to reduce violence 

against girls.  

● In-school defense trainings for girls were a promising approach to protect girls from violence but 

more research is needed. Changes in gender attitudes and increases in adolescents’ self-defense 

skills and self-efficacy were important mechanisms.  

 

The evidence is weak that life skills training delivered in safe spaces worked to reduce violence 

against girls. These programs were ineffective in reducing violence when implemented in 

humanitarian settings or in contexts affected by epidemics. Only one study out of five evaluating the 

impact of safe space interventions found reductions in violence against girls. In Bangladesh, a safe space 

program (called BALIKA) coupled with life skills training and a training on gender rights reduced girls’ 

exposure to harassment outside the home, in school, or in class, but the program did not impact girls’ 

exposure to violence at home (Amin et al. 2016). The gender-rights component, which delivered 

information on issues related to gender-based violence, among others, was essential for the program’s 

success; in other treatment arms where safe spaces and life skills trainings were coupled with either a 

tutoring component or a livelihood training, girls’ exposure to harassment did not significantly decrease.  

 

As highlighted by the WHO, situations of conflict, displacement, or aggregate shocks like epidemics can 

not only exacerbate women’s exposure to violence, but also lead to the emergence of new forms of 

violence (World Health Organization 2017). In these contexts, programs like safe spaces for girls may 

therefore be insufficient to protect them against violence. Four safe space programs implemented in a 

refugee camp in Ethiopia (Stark, Asghar, et al. 2018), in the conflict-affected Democratic Republic of the 

Congo (Stark, Seff, et al. 2018), and in Sierra Leone during the Ebola outbreak (Bandiera et al. 2018) 

However, a safe space and skills training program for adolescent girls in Liberia did not reduce violence 

against adolescent girls (Özler et al. 2020). Researchers attributed the lack of beneficial effects to the 

inability of safe space programs to change structural determinants of violence in the short-run and to girls’ 

particular vulnerability to violence in unstable settings. 

 

There is limited evidence that in-school empowerment and self-defense trainings decreased girls’ 

exposure to sexual assault, but the amount of evidence is limited. Increased self-defense skills and 



 

 

51 

 

knowledge and higher self-efficacy were important mechanisms. Two studies in sub-Saharan Africa 

showed that increased awareness among girls regarding gender-based violence, and their ability to face 

assault and harassment through effective behaviors, can limit girls’ exposure to violence. Two similar in-

school trainings in Kenya (Baiocchi et al. 2017) and in Malawi (Decker et al. 2018) aimed to transmit 

knowledge, physical, and verbal skills to be used in case of assault and also to build girls’ self-confidence 

and self-efficacy. They both found reductions in girls’ exposure to sexual violence, which occurred 

through girls’ increased self-efficacy (Baiocchi et al. 2017) and increased skills and knowledge about 

self-defense (Decker et al. 2018). Despite the relatively limited evidence base, this type of intervention 

holds promise; self-defense programming targeted towards girls may reduce their exposure to assault.  

 

Future Research  

 

As women and girls become more mobile, it is essential to understand what interventions can protect 

them from violence perpetrated outside the home. For example, how can community mobilization 

interventions effectively change social norms and combat violence against women in public spaces? Can 

higher participation of women in policing act as a deterrent against gender-specific crimes? What 

interventions are effective in protecting women and girls in conflict settings, including both violence 

prevention and recovery from trauma? How can safe spaces for adolescent girls be tailored to these 

contexts? Future studies should develop standardized metrics and analyze other forms of violence and 

harassment besides IPV, like those occurring in public spaces and perpetrated by individuals other than 

intimate partners.  

 

While the beneficial effects of increased access to financial resources through cash transfers have been 

largely demonstrated, the causal pathway is still not entirely clear. In addition, it will be important to 

delineate how microcredit, savings, employment, and other economic empowerment interventions differ 

from cash and in-kind transfers in changing household dynamics. What mechanisms can explain the lack 

of effects of women’s labor force participation on IPV? How can economic interventions address male 

backlash and prevent men from using violence to extract resources from women? Conversely, can 

programs that successfully reduce IPV through changes in attitudes about gender norms (e.g., gender 

trainings and media campaigns) also support attitude change related to other aspects of women’s agency, 

such as labor force participation? 

 

Evidence on the effectiveness of engaging men to prevent violence against women and girls is poor and it 

is not clear to what extent changing men’s attitudes will reduce violence perpetration or improve social 

norms (Jewkes, Flood, and Lang 2015). More studies are needed to explore strategies that can effectively 

engage men since they are often the perpetrators of IPV. For example, if brief interventions on gender 

norms are not effective over the long term (Fleming et al. 2018), what are other scalable strategies to 

change societal norms about masculinity and reduce IPV? What kinds of interventions are effective to 

develop gender-equitable norms among boys? In addition, since engaging men as a strategy to reduce IPV 

often works through different mechanisms compared to interventions that target women and girls, future 

research is needed to explore how to coordinate these separate efforts to address multiple risk factors of 

IPV at different levels, including the provision of services for survivors. More broadly, more investigation 

is needed to assess the effectiveness of community-level interventions that discourage men from 

perpetrating violence by changing social norms and engaging bystanders.  
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5. Indirect Indicators of Agency 

 

In this section, we summarize the evidence from studies that measured outcomes that fall within each of 

the indirect indicators of agency under the family, economic, and political and community domains. 

Indirect indicators of agency are downstream outcomes that result from exercising agency and hence can 

reflect the presence of agency. In many studies, indirect indicators are used as proxy measures for 

“achievements of agency,” i.e., meaningful achievements enabled by women’s empowerment. We 

identify three domains of agency along with several indicators under each domain that reflect priority 

areas in which women often express agency: 

 

 

Domain of agency Selected indirect indicators of agency 

Family domain ● Timing of marriage and childbearing 

● Contraceptive use 

Economic domain ● Labor force participation 

● Income generation from entrepreneurship 

Political and community domain ● Participation in politics and community decision-making 

● Voting behavior 

● Participation in groups and ties in the community 

 

In the following sections, we provide an overview of the selected indirect indicators and a justification for 

their inclusion. We then summarize studies that measure outcomes relevant to the selected indirect 

indicators.  

 

5.1. Family domain of agency 

 

Indirect indicators in the family domain of agency are proxies for women’s ability to make choices within 

the realm of the household, particularly sexual and reproductive decisions. Girls’ ability to delay marriage 

and childbearing until adulthood is widely considered to be an indicator of greater control over critical life 

changes. Access to and use of a preferred contraceptive method is an important element in securing the 

autonomy and well-being of women and girls. Although these indicators are often considered desirable 

outcomes for women and girls and are correlated with greater ability to exercise choice in other critical 

areas of life (e.g., labor force participation and education), a woman can still express agency in the family 

domain without delaying marriage or childbearing. Further, a woman can act as an agent in choosing to 

marry at a young age or not to use any modern contraceptive method. Similarly, achieving gains in these 

indicators does not necessarily reflect a woman’s agency in the family domain, such as reduced fertility 

due to pressure from male partners to terminate a pregnancy (Grace and Fleming 2016). For these 

reasons, we consider indicators in the family domain indirect measures of women’s agency.  
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These indicators are by no means a full list of outcomes important to women’s agency in the family 

domain. For instance, based on data from more than ninety countries, women spend about three times 

more hours a day on unpaid care and domestic work than men, which limits their ability to participate in 

education, leisure, or economic activities (United Nations 2019b). However, we did not include time use 

in the household as an indicator of agency due to the lack of randomized evaluations that measured 

unpaid care work as a primary outcome.  

 

5.1.1. Timing of marriage and childbearing 

 

Worldwide, 12 million girls are married before adulthood each year (UNICEF 2019). Approximately 16 

million girls aged 15-19 years old and 2.5 million girls under 16 give birth each year in LMICs (United 

Nations Population Fund 2015; Neal et al. 2012). Marriage before the age of eighteen is a violation of 

human rights, is associated with an increased risk of domestic violence and social isolation, and 

negatively affects girls’ health, education, and future prospects (Kidman 2017). Levels of child marriage 

are highest in sub-Saharan Africa, where 38 percent of young women were married before the age of 

eighteen, and followed by South Asia, where 30 percent were married before age eighteen (UNICEF 

2019). As a direct consequence of child marriage, complications related to adolescent pregnancy are the 

leading cause of death for fifteen to nineteen year-old girls (World Health Organization 2018a). Early 

childbearing also impedes girls’ educational attainment, which contributes to the gender gap in labor 

force participation and earnings.  

 

Several reviews have analyzed interventions that reduce child marriage and early childbearing. A 

systematic review of interventions to prevent child marriage in LMICs suggests that economic 

interventions, such as cash transfers, tend to have a significant impact through reducing school-associated 

costs. In addition, interventions that focused directly on child marriage or on closely related structural 

factors, such as schooling, were more effective in changing the timing of marriage and childbearing 

compared to interventions with more narrowly defined goals, such as preventing HIV or improving sexual 

health (Kalamar, Lee-Rife, and Hindin 2016). A review on women’s empowerment and fertility suggests 

that empowerment is associated with fewer children and fewer ideal number of children in the majority of 

studies. In particular, studies that used multidimensional measures to represent empowerment through 

composite scores, multi-item scales, or factor analysis, instead of individual items, were more likely to 

find consistent associations between women’s empowerment and lower fertility (Upadhyay et al. 2014).  

 

Interventions can prevent child marriage and early childbearing through multiple mechanisms. Since girls 

who have dropped out of school are more vulnerable to early marriage, increasing access to formal 

education is often considered an effective mechanism to give girls more options outside of marriage. 

Transfers, especially those conditional on schooling or increasing household income to offset other 

competing financial needs, give girls and their families more incentives to let girls stay in school, which 

may delay marriage and sexual activities. Similarly, skills training or access to employment opportunities 

may provide girls alternatives to entering marriage early. These interventions might also increase the 

earnings and economic status of young women, making them more competitive in the marriage market. In 

addition, information and trainings that change girls’ beliefs or attitudes about marriage and childbearing 

may increase girls’ “power within” to resist the pressure of marriage. However, whether they can exercise 

agency in these choices might be subject to social norms. 
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It is important to note that positive changes in marriage and childbearing outcomes may or may not reflect 

girls’ exercising their agency, as these are important family decisions that might not be made by girls 

alone. In addition, cultural traditions and social norms may play such an influential role in marriage 

decisions that girls and young women with greater agency reflected in other indicators of agency would 

still find it difficult to resist the pressure of marriage or childbearing.  

 

We review 22 papers that measure marriage and childbearing outcomes, including interventions that 

provide information, skills training, transfers, employment opportunities, and laws that protect women’s 

rights. Given the review’s focus on specific policies or programs that target women or girls, we excluded 

studies that assessed education as a socioeconomic characteristic or interventions that aimed to improve 

schooling for boys and girls alike.    

 

 

Main Takeaways 

● Overall, interventions that changed perceptions about girls’ abilities and opportunities or 

increased the educational and economic opportunities available to them encouraged girls and 

young women to delay pregnancy. 

● There is strong evidence that cash or in-kind transfers were effective in reducing child marriage 

and early childbearing among adolescent girls. Enabling girls to stay in school longer and 

increasing household income to alleviate families’ economic pressure to marry girls early were 

two key mechanisms. 

● In contexts where social norms allowed girls to have some control over their sexual relationships, 

providing access to health information changed girls’ beliefs about the value of sexual behaviors 

and marriage, which in turn influenced marriage and childbearing outcomes.  

● Adolescent girls’ programs that provided skills training in a safe space had mixed impacts on 

child marriage and teenage childbearing despite positive effects on young women’s economic 

empowerment. Improvements in life and/or soft skills appeared to be an important mechanism 

that empowered adolescent girls to make changes in domains where they could exert influence.  

● Limited evidence from South Asia suggests that access to employment opportunities delayed 

marriage and childbearing, as adolescent girls stayed in school longer or joined the labor force.   

● Limited evidence suggests that institutional changes through laws on minimum age for marriage, 

political gender quotas, and equal inheritance laws increased young women’s age of marriage 

through protecting women’s rights and changing attitudes about gender norms. Enhancing 

women’s “power within” appeared to be an important mechanism. 

 

There is strong evidence that cash or in-kind transfers were effective in delaying marriage and 

childbearing among adolescent girls by enabling them to stay in school. Evidence from four transfer 

programs in Kenya, Malawi, Pakistan, and Zimbabwe showed large impacts on marriage or childbearing 

if the gains in schooling were substantial (Baird et al. 2010, 2015; Hallfors et al. 2011; Alam, Baez, and 

Carpio 2011; Duflo, Dupas, and Kremer 2015). Providing comprehensive support (including school fees, 

uniforms, supplies, and teacher-helpers) to orphan adolescent girls in Zimbabwe reduced school dropout 

by 82 percent and child marriage by 63 percent after two years (Hallfors et al. 2011). Offering two free 

school uniforms to adolescent girls in Kenya reduced school dropout and had lasting effects on 
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childbearing seven years after the program initiation (Duflo, Dupas, and Kremer 2015). Based on a study 

using an RD and DID design in Pakistan, the Punjab Female School Stipend Program had sustained 

effects after four years of implementation, as girls aged 15-19 living in the stipend districts married more 

than 1.2 years later, and girls aged 17-19 had 0.3 fewer children, although the effect on fertility was only 

marginally significant. The researchers pointed towards the education pathway to explain these impacts, 

as the program helped girls progress through and complete middle school, which in turn enabled them to 

delay marriage and have fewer children (Alam, Baez, and Carpio 2011).  

 

On the other hand, the effects of transfers on marriage and pregnancy might be limited without substantial 

gains in schooling. In Malawi, conditional transfers to girls who were out of school at program initiation 

substantially increased schooling, decreased the probability of early marriage by 11 percentage points 

from 28 percent, and decreased probability of ever becoming pregnant by 5 percentage points from 16 

percent (Baird et al. 2010). However, the program had no effect on marriage or pregnancy among girls 

who were already in school at baseline (Baird et al. 2010), and the only large and sustained effects in 

marriage and childbearing five years after baseline were among girls who were out of school initially 

(Baird et al. 2015). According to the researchers, the two-year CCT that targeted the final years of 

primary school might have been too short or too late to cause a substantive change in educational 

attainment among the school girls.  

 

In addition to the education pathway, there is moderate evidence that increasing household income 

and alleviating families’ economic pressure to marry girls early through cash and in-kind transfers 

were effective in reducing child marriage and delaying childbearing. Evidence from two 

unconditional transfer programs in Kenya and Malawi suggested that increasing household income can be 

another mechanism to delay marriage and childbearing (Handa et al. 2015; Baird et al. 2015). In Kenya, 

UCTs provided to orphans and vulnerable children reduced the probability of pregnancy among young 

women aged 12-24 by 5 percentage points, while 19 percent of those in the control group had been 

pregnant four years after program initiation. The researchers showed that the additional income along 

with the education pathway explained the effects on pregnancy (Handa et al. 2015). UCTs provided to 

school girls in Malawi had sizeable effects on marriage and childbearing during and immediately after the 

program ended, reducing the probability of marriage and pregnancy by 8 and 6 percentage points from 18 

and 25 percent, respectively. However, these effects were only temporary and the UCT did not change 

young women’s fertility preferences. The researchers suggested that programs that target younger girls 

and last longer could have more permanent impacts (Baird et al. 2015).   

 

Conditional transfers can target child marriage directly by loosening families’ economic pressure to marry 

girls early, as demonstrated by a conditional incentive program in rural Bangladesh that delivered cooking 

oil to families with unmarried girls (Buchmann et al. 2018). The value of cooking oil was approximately 

US$16 per year, designed to offset the amount by which dowry was estimated to increase for every 

additional year a girl remained unmarried. More than four years after the study completion, girls in 

communities targeted by the cooking oil incentive were 23 percent less likely to marry before the age of 

eighteen compared to girls in communities that did not receive any intervention. Providing incentives 

outside of the education system can also help reach the most disadvantaged girls, such as those already 

out of school (Baird et al. 2015; Buchmann et al. 2018; Handa et al. 2015).  
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In contexts where social norms allowed girls to have some control over their sexual relationships, 

providing access to health information changed girls’ beliefs about the value of sexual behaviors 

and marriage, which in turn influenced marriage and childbearing outcomes. Interventions that 

provided school-based health education to adolescent girls to prevent HIV in Kenya had different impact 

on childbearing depending on the content of the message. Providing information on relative risks of HIV 

infection by partner’s age reduced teen pregnancy by 1.5 percent points compared to the childbearing rate 

of 5 percent among girls that did not receive the information. By comparison, the national HIV/AIDS 

curriculum that advocated for abstinence until marriage did not have any impact on the likelihood of 

childbearing (Dupas 2011). Another study in Kenya suggests that the national curriculum that focused on 

risk reduction did not reduce overall teen pregnancy. However, the curriculum encouraged committed 

relationships, as it reduced out-of-wedlock pregnancy by 1.4 percentage points from 8 percent and 

increased the likelihood of marriage without pregnancy by 0.9 percentage point from 1.2 percent after 

five years (Duflo, Dupas, and Kremer 2015). These two studies suggest that in contexts where adolescent 

girls have some control over their sexual relationships, risk-reduction health information may reduce 

pregnancy by enabling girls to choose safer sexual behaviors. 

 

Adolescent girls’ programs that provided skills training in a safe space had mixed impacts on child 

marriage and teenage childbearing, despite positive effects on young women’s economic 

empowerment. Five adolescent girls programs from Bangladesh, Ethiopia, Liberia, Sierra Leone, and 

Uganda led to a decrease in early marriage and/or childbearing (Bandiera et al. 2020, 2018; Amin et al. 

2016; Stark, Asghar, et al. 2018; Özler et al. 2020). For example, the BALIKA project, a 18-month skill 

building program delivered by local young female mentors at safe spaces dedicated to adolescent girls, 

was effective in delaying child marriage in southern Bangladesh (Amin et al. 2016). In addition, there was 

no difference between the three training strategies tested: education-focused tutoring, gender-rights 

awareness training, or livelihood skills training.  

 

On the other hand, four other adolescent girls’ programs did not affect marriage or childbearing, including 

two ELA programs in Tanzania and South Sudan and two training programs through safe spaces in 

Bangladesh and Zambia (Buehren, Goldstein, et al. 2017; Buehren, Chakravarty, et al. 2017; Buchmann 

et al. 2018; Ashraf et al. 2020). The ELA program in South Sudan actually increased the likelihood of 

marriage by 13 percent compared to girls in comparison communities, which might be partially explained 

by girls’ improved marriage prospects due to enhanced employment skills in a setting where early 

marriage is common (Buehren, Chakravarty, et al. 2017). For the ELA program in Tanzania, qualitative 

evidence suggests that the lack of any social or economic impacts might have been due to weak 

implementation as a result of resource constraints (Buehren, Goldstein, et al. 2017). For the Kishoree 

Kontha, or Adolescent Girl’s Voice program in Bangladesh, researchers suggested that the empowerment 

program might have been more effective in reducing child marriage and teenage childbearing in contexts 

where young women were more in control of their marriage and fertility decisions (Buchmann et al. 

2018).  

 

Improvements in life and/or soft skills appeared to be an important mechanism that empowered 

adolescent girls to make changes in domains where they could exert influence. Qualitative evidence 

from the BALIKA program described above suggests that participating girls gained confidence to voice 

their opinions regarding the timing of marriage and choice of partners (Amin et al. 2016). In the ELA 
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program in Uganda, researchers showed that participation in life skills training, instead of livelihood skills 

training, was an important mediator for the intervention’s lasting effects on marriage and childbearing 

(Bandiera et al. 2020). However, using new soft or life skills to influence marriage decisions may not 

always be within reach. In some settings, soft skills may enable girls to influence education or economic 

decisions rather than marriage decisions. This was illustrated by a six-session after-school program that 

provided negotiation training to girls in Zambia. Researchers showed that the strong intervention effects 

on educational outcomes three years later were largely attributed to girls’ enhanced negotiation skills 

(Ashraf et al. 2020). Similarly, researchers found that the soft skills training in the Kishoree Kontha 

program in Bangladesh provided adolescent girls with tools for negotiation and enabled them to engage in 

income-generating activities, although the training did not lead to any change in the timing of marriage 

(Field, Glennerster, and Nazneen 2018; Buchmann et al. 2018). 

 

There is limited evidence that access to employment opportunities delayed marriage and 

childbearing, as adolescent girls stayed in school longer or joined the labor force, based on two 

studies in South Asia. Providing recruiting services to help young women aged 15-21 get jobs in the 

business process outsourcing industry in rural India increased their schooling and participation in the 

labor market, which changed their fertility preferences and delayed marriage and childbearing (Jensen 

2012). Similarly, a study using a DID design found that exposure to increased job opportunities in the 

garment sector in Bangladesh was associated with lower likelihood of early marriage and childbirth, due 

to older girls postponing marriage to work and younger girls staying in school (Heath and Mobarak 

2015).  

 

There is limited evidence that institutional changes through laws on minimum age for marriage, 

political gender quotas, and equal inheritance laws delayed marriage among young women through 

protecting women’s rights. Enhancing women’s “power within” appeared to be an important 

mechanism. A study using a DID design showed that the Revised Family Code 2000 in Ethiopia that 

increased the minimum age of marriage from fifteen to eighteen years was associated with an increased 

age of marriage among young women, likely because the law changed single women’s expectations of 

their role within a marriage and expanded their economic opportunities (Hallward-Driemeier and Gajigo 

2015). A study in India that used a DID design found that reserved seats for women in local government 

in rural India was associated with a 20 percentage point decline in the likelihood of child marriage and a 

2.3 year increase in the age of marriage, such that the average age of marriage increased to nineteen 

(Castilla 2018). Drawing on previous literature examining the effects of the reserved seats policy 

(Beaman et al. 2012, 2009), the researcher proposed that changes in gender norms, including greater 

parental expectations and girls’ own attitudes regarding women’s autonomy over marriage, might be a 

potential mechanism (Castilla 2018). Another DID study in India found that the legal reform that granted 

daughters equal inheritance rights to family properties as sons increased women’s land ownership, 

educational attainment, and age of marriage, pointing to broad impacts of legislative changes on women’s 

socio-economic status (Deininger, Goyal, and Nagarajan 2010).  

 

Taken together, the evidence we reviewed indicates that interventions that changed perceptions about 

girls’ abilities and opportunities or increased the educational and economic opportunities available to 

them encouraged girls and young women to delay pregnancy. 
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Future Research 

 

Future research should disentangle the multiple constraints that young women face to identify additional 

levers to enhance young women’s agency in marriage and childbearing, taking setting and cultural norms 

into consideration. For example, in what contexts are adolescent girls’ programs and empowerment 

trainings most effective? How does greater income-generating ability affect young women’s life cycle 

choices across settings and contexts? More broadly, given the existing work by community organizations 

that engage key decision-makers at multiple levels, such as parents, prospective husbands, and 

community leaders, more rigorous evaluation of these efforts can inform interventions that address 

multiple constraints young women face in contexts where women have less control. Furthermore, while 

child marriage is a violation of human rights, early marriage and motherhood among consenting adults 

can be an expression of agency and choice. Young women may find meaning in motherhood and choose 

this life path early, particularly in settings where they perceive a limited opportunity set when it comes to 

education or work. Thus, more research is needed on the linkages between “power within” and marriage 

and childbearing patterns. 

 

5.1.2. Contraceptive use 

 

In 2018, 214 million women of reproductive age in developing countries who wanted to avoid pregnancy 

were not using a modern contraceptive method for reasons including: poor access to quality health 

services, opposition from male partners and other family members, and cultural and religious barriers 

(World Health Organization 2018b). Use of modern contraceptives reduces pregnancy-related health risks 

and mortality, helps to prevent HIV/AIDS, and allows women and girls to pursue education and career 

opportunities. Using contraception does not universally equate to an expression of agency. Yet, taking 

steps to attain one’s desired number of children and determine the spacing of pregnancies is strongly 

related to women’s and girls’ ability to make informed choices about their sexual and reproductive health, 

which could have lasting effects on education and labor opportunities. For these reasons, we consider 

contraceptive use to be a useful proxy for women’s agency and thus an indirect indicator of agency under 

this review.  

 

Previous reviews have indicated that the key factors that influence women’s use of contraceptives in 

LMICs include: women’s education and employment, male partners’ attitudes, and social/cultural norms 

surrounding fertility (Blackstone, Nwaozuru, and Iwelunmor 2017; Prata et al. 2017; James-Hawkins et 

al. 2018). Existing reviews have analyzed the effectiveness of different types of interventions on women’s 

contraceptive use and identified both promising and less promising approaches (Kraft et al. 2014; Khan et 

al. 2016; Mwaikambo et al. 2011; Phiri, King, and Newell 2015). For example, a review of cash transfer 

programs suggests CCTs or UCTs could improve access to and uptake of family planning services by 

addressing financial barriers (Khan et al. 2016). Another review found that behavior and social change 

interventions that addressed gender dynamics had mixed effects (Kraft et al. 2014).  

 

We excluded most studies on the effects of health education or provision of contraceptives, given the 

existing reviews and the large literature on contraceptive use in public health (Belaid et al. 2016; Polus et 

al. 2015; Sarkar et al. 2015; Bellows et al. 2016; Phiri, King, and Newell 2015). Instead, we focus on a 

few selected studies that emphasized women’s control over sexual and reproductive choices. 
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Interventions that provided access to financial services or income may enhance women’s economic status 

in the family, giving them the means to afford contraceptives and the power to choose their preferred 

methods. Since contraceptive use often involves both partners, interventions that target men may increase 

men’s knowledge about contraceptive options and support of women’s sexual and reproductive decisions. 

In addition, since male partners’ disapproval is a main barrier to women’s contraceptive use (Blackstone, 

Nwaozuru, and Iwelunmor 2017), interventions that are designed to give women more autonomy in the 

decision-making process might also help women achieve their family planning goals.  

 

With a narrower scope than other indicators of agency, this section reviews eight studies, including 

interventions that provided family planning services, conditional transfers, microcredit, and gender-

transformative interventions that engage men in their programming.  

 

Main Takeaways 

● Giving women more direct control in family planning through providing privacy, life skills 

training, or more options in contraceptive products or encouraging more gender-equitable 

attitudes among men through male engagement interventions increased women’s agency in 

contraceptive use.  

 

Programs that gave women more control in family planning decisions through providing privacy, 

life skills training, or more options in contraceptive products increased contraceptive use. A study in 

Zambia found that providing women with vouchers for contraceptives privately increased their likelihood 

of using family planning services by 10 percentage points above the 43 percent take-up rate when 

vouchers were provided to both spouses. In addition, among women who wanted to postpone 

childbearing but believed their husbands desired more children, providing vouchers to the couple reduced 

women’s use of injectables, a concealable type of contraceptives, by 13.6 percentage points compared to a 

take-up rate of 28.4 percent when women were provided access privately (Ashraf, Field, and Lee 2014). 

These large effects suggests that private access to contraceptives in contexts where women have less 

decision-making power than men may be an effective means of enabling women to achieve their fertility 

goals, although the study also found suggestive evidence that concealing contraceptives from partners had 

adverse impacts on women’s psychological well-being (Ashraf, Field, and Lee 2014). In addition, the 

Mexican CCT program Oportunidades increased women’s contraceptive use, an outcome primarily 

driven by women who entered the program with low levels of autonomy in household and financial 

decision-making. Although the analyses did not support autonomy as the mediator for the effect of the 

CCT on contraceptive use, the researchers explained that the null effect on autonomy might be due to the 

limited sensitivity of autonomy measures (Feldman et al. 2009). Such efforts to increase women’s 

autonomy in contraceptive use can target younger women or girls, as demonstrated by the ELA program 

in Uganda where providing life skills training enabled girls to make informed choices about sex and 

increased consistent condom use (Bandiera et al. 2020). 

 

On the other hand, a study in Ethiopia found that providing family planning services and microcredit, 

alone or together, had no impact on women’s contraceptive use. Researchers suggested that this is 

because the contraceptives provided in the program (pills and condoms) did not align with women’s 

preferences (injectables) (J. Desai and Tarozzi 2011). Thus, it is important to note that women’s 
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contraceptive needs are context specific; programs aimed to improve women’s agency through health 

services provision need to understand and prioritize women’s preferences to be effective.   

 

A study in Mozambique illustrated a more nuanced relationship between women’s autonomy and 

contraceptive use (Cassidy et al. 2018). Introducing female condoms, which were new to this setting and 

more preferable to men than male condoms, to women living in slums led to a substantial 7.7 percentage 

point increase (385 percent) in the proportion of women who had used female condoms in the previous 

thirty days. In particular, the strong take-up was driven by women who were having unprotected sex at 

baseline, instead of those who were using male condoms. The researchers suggested that since women’s 

lower decision-making power in the household may constrain their contraceptive use, providing 

alternatives that are more acceptable to men may offer a second-best solution.  

 

Encouraging more gender-equitable attitudes among men through male engagement interventions 

increased women’s agency in contraceptive use. Men play an important role in women’s contraceptive 

use. A recent review suggests that engaging male partners through health education aimed to change their 

beliefs or knowledge about contraception appears to be the most effective behavior change technique 

(Phiri, King, and Newell 2015). There is also suggestive evidence that more intensive interventions, 

which seek to change men’s attitudes towards gender norms, may be effective in increasing women’s 

contraceptive use. In Rwanda, the Bandebereho intervention targeted men and their partners through 

fifteen small group sessions of critical reflection and dialogue on topics such as power dynamics, IPV, 

and maternal and reproductive health. The program led to less male dominance in household decision-

making, more equitable household division of labor, and greater contraceptive use based on both men’s 

and women’s reports sixteen months after the program ended (Doyle et al. 2018). Similar in content, the 

CHARM intervention in rural India offered family planning and gender equity counseling sessions to 

married men and their wives but only through three brief counseling sessions. This intervention also led 

to more equitable attitudes toward household decision-making among men and increased women’s 

contraceptive use (Raj et al. 2016; Fleming et al. 2018).  

 

However, providing men with family planning information might not always be effective in increasing 

women’s contraceptive use. A study in Jordan found that providing family planning counseling either to 

women or to couples increased women’s contraceptive use, but involving men did not lead to larger 

effects compared to the women-only counseling. This could be explained by the low rates of participation 

among men and the fact that women-only counseling encouraged women to communicate more with their 

male partners, which may have increased men’s knowledge through spillover effects (El-Khoury et al. 

2016). Taken together, the evidence emphasizes the importance of changing men’s knowledge or 

attitudes, instead of mechanically including them in contraceptive decision-making, as a way to improve 

women’s agency in contraceptive use.   

 

Future Research 

 

Future research should take a closer look at women’s contraceptive preferences beyond the dichotomy of 

contraceptive use or not. For example, how can policymakers provide access to a broad mix of 

contraceptive methods that meets women’s needs for spacing or limiting childbearing and their varied 

preferences for product features? How can access to contraceptives starting at a young age affects young 
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women’s aspirations, health, education, labor force participation, and other dimensions of agency? Along 

the same lines, more research is needed to address supply-side factors that may affect women’s agency in 

contraceptive use. For example, can mHealth tools support providers in helping women and girls make 

informed contraceptive decisions based on their needs and preferences? To what extent does cost-sharing 

and subsidies, especially for the relatively expensive long-acting methods, affect women’s agency in 

contraceptive decisions?  

 

How to effectively engage men in interventions aimed to improve women’s agency is a priority topic for 

future research across indicators but especially needed in the literature on women’s agency in 

contraceptive use. To encourage men’s buy-in, interventions need to be designed carefully to consider 

men’s needs in family planning, which may or may not align with women’s preferences related to 

contraceptive methods and fertility goals. For example, while using concealable methods of contraception 

might allow women to achieve their immediate fertility goals against their husbands’ will, temporarily 

hiding contraceptive use will not address spousal discrepancy in fertility preferences in the long run. More 

broadly, what approaches are effective in incentivizing men to participate in programs that are 

traditionally viewed as women’s issues? How can community norms related to masculinity, health, and 

fertility start to shift? And ultimately, if programs can effectively engage men, to what extent would 

men’s more active role in family planning affect women’s agency?  

 

 

5.2. Economic domain of agency 

 

As outlined by Kabeer (2012), there are myriad definitions of women’s economic empowerment. 

Nonetheless, many of them share commonalities related to “agency, choice, and decision-making in 

relation to markets.” In particular, most conceptualizations of economic empowerment include elements 

of: contributing to and benefitting from labor markets, accessing economic resources, and making 

economic decisions. Theories related to economic empowerment also posit that increasing a woman’s 

income can potentially function as a lever to increase her economic agency. As outlined by Laszlo et al. 

(2017), for example, a woman’s ability to make choices or negotiate with other household members can 

be considered a direct function of her income relative to the other individuals.  

 

We consider economic decision-making related to spending in the home to be a direct measure of agency 

which we covered in the household decision-making section. Participating in labor markets and growing 

income through entrepreneurship are two additional avenues through which women can gain or express 

agency, choice, and decision-making in the economic domain. Under this section, we review studies that 

measure outcomes related to women’s labor force participation and income generation from 

entrepreneurship as two key indirect indicators of women’s agency. 

 

5.2.1. Labor force participation 

 

Around the world, women participate in the labor force at much lower rates than men (48 percent 

compared to 75 percent, respectively) and women’s participation has declined over the past two decades 

(International Labour Organization 2019a). This gap is not systematically bigger in lower-income 
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countries than higher-income countries, but self-reported attitudes about women’s work are generally 

more restrictive in LMICs (Jayachandran 2015). 

 

Female labor force participation is often considered a core aspect of gender equality and women’s 

empowerment. The UNDP’s Gender Inequality Index includes it as one of its three key indicators (United 

Nations 2018). Yet, female labor force participation in the aggregate tells us little about women’s agency 

directly. Many women who work may not have had a choice and face unsafe working conditions or 

significant constraints in choosing their occupation. They may face barriers in earning equal pay or 

progressing into higher-paying management positions, or they may select into lower-return sectors. As 

outlined by Laszlo et al. (2017), labor market participation reflects the potential, though not definite, 

outcome of a woman’s decision-making process and can thus be considered an indirect measure of 

women’s agency.  

   

While working is not perfectly correlated with agency, substantially lower rates of women’s labor force 

participation, such as those seen in parts of the Middle East & North Africa (International Labour 

Organization 2019b) and South Asia (International Labour Organization 2019c), indicate that women lack 

agency in this domain. In many contexts, women’s labor force participation is mediated by overlapping 

sets of sociocultural norms, such as expectations about men’s and women’s roles in income generation 

and household work, acceptability of women working outside the home and in mixed-gender workplaces, 

and concerns for women’s ‘purity’ and safety (Jayachandran 2015). Whether these norms restrict 

women’s work varies considerably even within countries, in urban vs. rural areas, and according to 

socioeconomic class, ethnicity, and religion. Beyond these norms, women may also face other constraints 

to working, such as a higher burden of unpaid care work, lack of access to affordable childcare options, 

safe and affordable transport to work, lack of connections or relevant skills valued in the labor market, 

and regulatory constraints that restrict economic opportunities for women. 

 

In this section, we review 29 evaluations of programs intended to increase the proportion of women 

engaged in the labor market, including vocational skills training, job vouchers, information interventions, 

and policy reforms. As the informal sector makes up a large share of most LMICs’ economies, the studies 

include both formal and informal employment, though many of the interventions are geared towards the 

former.  

 

Main takeaways 

● Providing women with access to recruitment services or jobs consistently increased women’s 

employment in the short run, but may have mixed effects on direct indicators of agency. 

● Several studies suggest that providing access to free or subsidized childcare increased women’s 

labor market participation.  

● There is strong evidence that CCTs did not discourage women’s labor force participation. 

● A small number of studies suggest that removing laws that restricted women’s work or control 

over economic resources increased women’s labor force participation.  

● There is mixed evidence regarding the impact of vocational training programs targeting women 

on their employment in the short-run, with limited evidence that these effects persisted over time. 

Meanwhile, several studies suggest that adolescent girls’ programs employing “safe space” 
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models increased their self-employment into adulthood, and soft and/or life skills acquisition 

appeared to be an important mechanism.  

● Since attitudes about female labor force participation can inhibit women’s work, more evidence is 

needed on whether sharing information with women and their family members about the safety 

and benefits of work could increase women’s labor force participation in settings where they face 

restrictions. 

● Increasing access to microcredit or savings did not consistently lead to higher levels of 

entrepreneurship, suggesting limited impacts on women’s employment. 

 

Providing women with recruitment services or job opportunities consistently increased women’s 

employment outside the home in the short term, although it did not consistently impact direct 

indicators of agency like “power within” or decision-making. Across four RCTs, several studies 

suggest that increasing women’s access to job opportunities through randomly assigned job offers or 

recruitment services increased women’s employment and earnings in the short run. However, only two 

studies—one in Ethiopia (Kotsadam and Villanger 2019) and one in India (Jensen 2012)—found that 

these effects persisted a year or more after the program. In Ethiopia, randomly assigning factory job offers 

to women led to large increases in employment and earnings that were sustained at least 1.5 years after 

the job offer (Kotsadam and Villanger 2019). In India, providing recruitment services for jobs in the 

business process outsourcing industry increased young women’s employment in that sector by 4.6 

percentage points and the likelihood of young women working outside the home for pay by 2.4 

percentage points after three years (Jensen 2012). In contrast, in Jordan, a six month voucher for a 

minimum wage job did not increase young women’s employment after the subsidy ended, potentially 

because firms could not afford to keep young women on as employees (Groh et al. 2012). In another RCT 

in India, providing women with a job offer in carpet manufacturing led to large increases in their 

employment and earnings four months later, but the author did not report longer-run results (Mckelway 

2018). Overall, there is limited evidence on whether and how long employment effects persist.   

 

Furthermore, as outlined in previous sections, access to recruitment services or job offers did not 

consistently increase direct indicators of women’s agency, suggesting that the effects of employment 

alone may be limited in these domains. Only the two studies in India found positive effects on direct 

agency indicators, specifically women’s aspirations and views about themselves. Four months after 

receiving a job offer in carpet manufacturing, women in Uttar Pradesh had substantially higher 

generalized self-efficacy, suggesting that in contexts with restrictive norms about women’s work, 

women’s self-efficacy may be low because they lack experience working (Mckelway 2018). Another 

study found that increasing awareness about jobs and wages available to women, along with access to 

recruiters for the business process outsourcing industry, substantially changed young women’s aspirations 

regarding work, even among women who did not take up the free recruiting services and long after 

marriage and childbirth (Jensen 2012). 

 

Many household bargaining models posit that women’s agency is likely to increase when they earn or 

have the potential to earn a larger share of household income relative to their partners, spouses, or other 

family members. However, earning more income may not be enough to change household decision-

making or power dynamics. In Ethiopia, giving women factory job offers did not change their say in 

household decisions, including those related to child health, child schooling, outside employment, and 
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household spending (Kotsadam and Villanger 2019). The program reduced the emotional abuse women 

experienced for several months but did not decrease physical abuse or shift gender attitudes. In Jordan, 

researchers found the temporary job voucher program had no impact on direct indicators of agency or 

gender attitudes (Groh et al. 2012) . 

 

Several studies suggest that providing free or subsidized childcare increased women’s labor force 

participation. Three randomized evaluations of free or subsidized childcare found that it increased 

women’s labor force participation and one found that it increased women’s income. The positive effects 

on employment were concentrated among women who were not working before, suggesting that a lack of 

childcare prevented women from pursuing labor force opportunities. A study in Brazil found that 

providing access to free government childcare services generated a large increase in mothers’ 

employment and a small increase in household income (de Barros et al. 2011). In Kenya, providing 

subsidized early childcare to mothers living in a Nairobi slum increased employment by 8.5 percentage 

points (Clark et al. 2019). In particular, it allowed single mothers who were already working to cut back 

on working extended hours without any loss in wages by shifting to jobs with more regular hours (Clark 

et al. 2019). In a study using a triple differences design, researchers found that women’s labor force 

participation in Indonesia increased by 7.4 percentage points if they were exposed to an additional public 

preschool per 1,000 children, but private preschools had no effect on women’s work (Halim, Johnson, and 

Perova 2019). Providing free after-school care for children aged 6-13 also increased women’s labor force 

participation and employment in Chile, a high-income country, and increased the use of daycare for 

young children who were ineligible for the program, suggesting that women needed childcare for all of 

their children in order to join the labor market (Martínez A. and Perticará 2017). These studies suggest 

that a lack of access to affordable childcare is a key barrier to women’s agency in the labor market and 

that providing free or subsidized childcare is promising way to increase women’s labor force 

participation.  

 

There is strong evidence that CCT programs have not discouraged women’s labor force 

participation in LMICs. Program features and eligibility requirements should be careful not to 

discourage women’s work. Across seven RCTs of large government CCT programs in Honduras, 

Indonesia, Mexico, Morocco, Nicaragua, and the Philippines, only one found a decrease in women’s 

employment (Honduras PRAF) and none decreased the hours women worked (Banerjee et al. 2017). A 

quasi-experimental study of a national CCT program in Colombia also found no effects on women’s 

employment (Lopez-Arana et al. 2016). In a study using an RD design in Uruguay, CCTs decreased 

women’s likelihood of registering themselves as having formal employment. However, the program did 

not decrease total hours worked, indicating that women were still working informally (Bergolo and 

Galván 2018). The authors note that CCT eligibility requirements may discourage women’s work if they 

overemphasize women’s reproductive roles as caretakers (Bergolo and Galván 2018). Based on a study 

using an RD and DID design in Pakistan, CCTs for girls’ education increased girls’ education, delayed 

marriage and childbearing, and decreased work, because girls stayed in school longer (Alam, Baez, and 

Carpio 2011). When exercising agency, women may choose education over work. 

 

There is limited evidence that removing legal restrictions that discriminate against women working 

or controlling economic resources increased their labor force participation. Two quasi-experimental 

studies of legal reforms in Ethiopia and India found that removing legal barriers to work and 
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owning/inheriting property seem promising to increase women’s agency in work. Using a DID design to 

measure the impact of the Revised Family Code in Ethiopia, researchers found that removing legal 

restrictions on women working outside the home, increasing the legal age of marriage to eighteen, and 

expanding women’s access to marital property increased women’s work outside the home and ability to 

get full-time paying jobs. The positive effects were particularly strong among young, unmarried women, 

who married later either as a result of the increase in the legal marriage age or greater economic 

opportunities (Hallward-Driemeier and Gajigo 2015). Using a DID approach, another study found that the 

enactment of an equal inheritance law in India increased Hindu women’s employment, education, and 

investment in daughters (Sapkal 2017). 

 

There is mixed evidence regarding the impact of vocational training programs targeting women on 

their employment in the short run, with limited evidence that these effects persisted over time. 

Three out of the five studies on training programs targeting young women found positive impacts on 

women’s employment and earnings in the short run in Liberia, Nepal, and Kenya, but not in Jordan or 

Haiti (Adoho et al. 2014; Chakravarty et al. 2019; Rodella, Cuevas, and Atuesta 2015; World Bank and 

International Youth Foundation 2013; Groh et al. 2016). Only two studies measured whether these effects 

persisted one year after the programs ended (Chakravarty et al. 2019; Groh et al. 2016), with the other 

three measuring effects three to six months after they ended (Adoho et al. 2014; Rodella, Cuevas, and 

Atuesta 2015; de Azevedo, Davis, and Charles 2013). Therefore, there is limited evidence on whether 

effects on employment persisted. Most of the programs included a mix of technical and soft/life skills 

training in a classroom setting and provided women with job placement services or a paid internship with 

potential employers after the training. Several of the programs compensated young women for their time 

and/or transportation, while they were participating in the training, to reduce dropout.  

 

Two of the programs that increased employment took place in settings with less restrictive norms about 

women working according to the researchers. In a study in Kenya, training in either Information 

Communications Technology (ICT) or ICT plus life skills, paired follow-on job placement support, 

increased young women’s likelihood of obtaining a job and their weekly income six months after the 

program ended (de Azevedo, Davis, and Charles 2013). Another study in Liberia found that a government 

program that provided young women in Monrovia with six months of classroom-based training in either 

job or business development skills led to large increases in employment and earnings for young women 

six months after the training ended (Adoho et al. 2014). The gains were particularly large for the business 

development track, likely because formal jobs were scarce in this setting and most people were employed 

in the informal sector. The young women in this program had above average education and assets, the 

majority were not married, and they reported high levels of autonomy and decision-making power at 

baseline. 

 

As noted in previous sections, only the studies in Haiti (Rodella, Cuevas, and Atuesta 2015) and Liberia 

(Adoho et al. 2014) reported results on direct measures of women’s agency. Both studies found positive 

effects, at least in the short run. There were not strong norms restricting women’s ability to work in either 

context. In Liberia, job and business skills training increased young women’s control over the money they 

earned (already high at baseline), improved their life satisfaction related to work, and led them to worry 

less (Adoho et al. 2014). In Haiti, while the training program did not increase employment, it increased 
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young women’s autonomy in personal spending, mobility, standing in relation to other family members, 

and non-acceptance of IPV (Rodella, Cuevas, and Atuesta 2015). 

 

Using an RD design, one study also found similar positive impacts on women’s employment and earnings 

in Nepal, a setting with more restrictive norms about women working (Chakravarty et al. 2019). In this 

context, a program that provided young, low-income women in rural areas with technical, on-the-job, and 

life skills training significantly increased women’s non-farm employment, hours worked, and earnings 

one year after the program, though these increases became insignificant after two years. The one-year 

impacts were driven by a subset of women who started small informal businesses inside their homes as 

tailors or beauticians. The authors suggested that the program enabled these women to run businesses 

inside their homes so that women could continue their household chores and earn money while adhering 

to norms restricting women’s ability to work outside the home (Chakravarty et al. 2019). Young married 

women in southwestern Bangladesh employed similar strategies to earn an income, choosing businesses 

that they could run inside their homes like tutoring and tailoring. In qualitative interviews, women 

reported going above and beyond to please their in-laws and husbands to negotiate their ability to work 

(Field, Glennerster, and Nazneen 2018). Choosing work that adhered to social and cultural norms was a 

strategy women used to exercise agency amidst constraints in both contexts.  

  

Training may increase young women’s desire to continue education rather than begin working. In Haiti, 

providing hard and soft skills training plus a one-month internship to young women did not increase their 

participation in income-generating activities. However, the program did increase their aspirations to 

pursue further education, potentially explaining the null effect on labor force participation and also 

potentially indicating increased agency (Rodella, Cuevas, and Atuesta 2015). In another RCT in Jordan, 

Groh et al. found that a classroom-based soft skills training targeted to female community college 

graduates had no impact on employment four months after the program, though it did improve young 

women’s outlook for the future. The authors hypothesized that the training had no effect on employment 

because it was either too short to produce substantial changes in skills or lack of skills was not the key 

constraint to young women finding a job in this context, which instead may be related to broader 

constraints to firm growth and lack of jobs (Groh et al. 2016). 

 

Technical trainings may have impacts on women’s labor without specifically targeting women. An 

evaluation of conservation farming trainings in Zambia with a DID design found that the training was 

associated with an increase of one hour per day in female labor hours due to the fact that conservation 

farming is a more gender-neutral technology in terms of physical brawn (Carney and Carney 2018). In 

addition, two randomized evaluations of vocational training programs that targeted both young men and 

women in Colombia and the Dominican Republic had positive effects on women’s employment and skills 

but not on men’s (Acevedo et al. 2017; Attanasio, Kugler, and Meghir 2011).  

 

More research is needed on the impacts of self-efficacy training, as one study in India identified 

large, positive results on women’s employment. A nine-session group-based psychosocial training, in 

which women identified their strengths, goals, and paths to achieve them and learned about job 

opportunities in carpet manufacturing, increased women’s employment by 6.1 percentage points, 

potentially because women used the skills they learned to persuade family members to allow them to 

pursue paid work (Mckelway 2018). Interestingly, researchers found that job offers also increased 
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women’s generalized self-efficacy, offering evidence that exclusion from employment may dampen 

women’s “power within,” which establishes a vicious cycle of low self-efficacy and low employment.  

 

Several studies suggest that adolescent girls’ programs employing “safe space” models increased 

their self-employment into adulthood, and soft and/or life skills acquisition appeared to be an 

important mechanism. As outlined in the “power within” section, six studies evaluated adolescent 

training and safe space programs on their subsequent self-employment. Four evaluated BRAC’s ELA 

programs, which combined vocational and soft/life skills training in Uganda (Bandiera et al. 2020); 

Tanzania, which also included microcredit (Buehren, Goldstein, et al. 2017); Sierra Leone (Bandiera et al. 

2018); and South Sudan (Buehren, Chakravarty, et al. 2017). The other evaluations studied two 

empowerment programs (Kishoree Kontha and BALIKA) for adolescent girls in Bangladesh that were 

designed to decrease child marriage (Buchmann et al. 2018; Amin et al. 2016). All of these programs 

offered a “safe space” model where adolescents had a local space to meet multiple days per week after 

school, supervised by local peer leaders, and learn new skills.  

 

In Uganda, the ELA program increased young women’s likelihood of engaging in income-generating 

activities by 4.9 percentage points four years after the intervention ended, a 49 percent increase over 

baseline levels (Bandiera et al. 2020). In South Sudan, while the program increased the likelihood of 

being engaged in an income-generating activity by 9.6 percentage points among girls in unaffected areas 

(from 68 percent to 77 percent), it did not lead to improvements for girls living in conflict-affected areas 

(Buehren, Chakravarty, et al. 2017). In areas of Sierra Leone affected by the Ebola crisis, access to the 

ELA program allowed girls to combine school and work, while reducing the likelihood for girls to focus 

exclusively on income generation. However, these effects were not observed in areas of Sierra Leone less 

affected by Ebola, and the reason for this somewhat puzzling pattern is unclear (Bandiera et al. 2018). In 

Tanzania, the program did not impact economic outcomes, which researchers attributed to 

implementation problems (Buehren, Goldstein, et al. 2017). 

 

In Bangladesh, Kishoree Kontha increased the likelihood of adolescent girls being engaged in income-

generating work by 79 percent (Buchmann et al. 2018). Qualitative analysis revealed that providing 

adolescent girls tools for negotiation through soft skills training programs seemed to have been an 

effective strategy to help them overcome barriers related to income-generating activities (Field, 

Glennerster, and Nazneen 2018). Similarly, the BALIKA program increased the proportion of young 

women earning an income, when it included gender awareness and livelihoods training. The study also 

found that the number of hours young women worked did not change, yet their reported earnings 

increased (Amin et al. 2016).  

 

Since attitudes about female labor force participation can inhibit women’s work, more evidence is 

needed on whether sharing information with women and their family members about the safety 

and benefits of work can increase women’s labor force participation in settings where they face 

restrictions. Two studies in India tested these kinds of interventions. One found positive effects on 

women’s employment and earnings, while the other found none. In Uttar Pradesh, promoting carpet 

manufacturing job opportunities to women’s families increased women’s employment and earnings in the 

short run (Mckelway 2018). Combining this intervention with the equally successful self-efficacy 

training, however, led to no additional increases in employment or earnings. Promoting jobs to women’s 
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families also had the unintended side effect of leading family members to assert control over money 

women would earn in the program (Mckelway 2018). In Karnataka, employer-led, family-orientation 

videos and discussions about the benefits and safety of women’s employment had no effect on their 

employment, women’s own attitudes towards employment, or family members' attitudes. Unlike 

McKelway (2018), they find that similar light-touch, employer-led interventions might not be enough to 

shift work-related gender norms and more sustained community action may be required for broader norms 

change (Dean and Jayachandran 2019). A promising area for future research is to identify the program 

features and delivery models that make these types of information interventions more likely to work in 

various contexts with more restrictive norms about women working. 

  

Increasing access to financial services through microcredit or savings did not consistently lead to 

higher levels of entrepreneurship, suggesting limited impacts on women’s employment.   

As outlined in existing reviews of microcredit and savings groups interventions (Gash 2017; Loiseau and 

Walsh 2015), providing access to microfinance services has mixed impacts on business creation, 

suggesting limited impacts on women’s employment overall. For example, two evaluations in this review 

found that microcredit access had no impact on business creation in India or Mexico (Banerjee, Duflo, 

Glennerster, et al. 2015; Angelucci, Karlan, and Zinman 2015). One study in Macedonia only found 

increases in entrepreneurship among women who received access to group loans rather than individual 

loans (Attanasio et al. 2015). Among studies in this review that evaluated either savings groups or VSLAs 

and also measured business creation, one evaluation on Mali found no impacts (Baro et al. 2013). 

Meanwhile, research in Malawi found marginally significant evidence that the average number of 

businesses operated by women with access to savings groups increased slightly; analysis in Ghana, 

Malawi, and Uganda also identified a modest increase in the average number of businesses (Ksoll et al. 

2016; Karlan et al. 2017).  

 

Future research 

 

On the supply side, many existing approaches to enhance women’s labor force participation are centered 

on providing women with access to resources or skills, with mixed results. The relative benefits of 

life/soft skills versus technical skills training remain an open question, along with better understanding 

the relationship between women’s internal barriers (e.g., self-efficacy) and labor force participation. 

Better understanding the linkages between women’s work and public infrastructure, transportation, 

mobility, and public safety are other priorities. Directly challenging and changing attitudes about women 

working is another understudied area. In contexts where spouses and parents can prevent women from 

working, how can family members best be engaged? More research on how to reduce women’s time spent 

on unpaid care and domestic work should be prioritized, which may also involve working with family 

members.  

 

Another fruitful area for future research is how to best engage employers on the demand side of women’s 

work. Information interventions targeting employers can improve women’s labor market outcomes, as 

there is evidence that employers evaluate men and women candidates differently (Gallego, Larroulet, and 

Repetto 2018; López Bóo, Rossi, and Urzúa 2013; Beaman and Dillon 2018). For example, in a set of 

RCTs in South Africa, encouraging job seekers to obtain a standardized reference letter from a former 

employer significantly improved employment rates for women after three months. Women were more 
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likely to use the reference letters, “consistent with the idea that groups who feel in a position of 

disadvantage are more likely to welcome additional tools to prove their ability” (Abel, Burger, and 

Piraino 2018). These types of interventions may improve equity in hiring in settings where employers 

have limited information about applicants and reference letters are not the norm. They may also provide 

less well-connected groups (often women and minority groups) a channel to connect to job opportunities 

in settings where employers hire through informal referral systems. Other important areas for research 

along these lines are how to relieve barriers women face in promotion, professional development, 

workplace harassment, and getting higher wage work. Identifying the drivers of occupational sex 

segregation is another research priority.  

 

Future research must also take heterogeneity into account. Women’s labor force patterns differ by region 

and country, based on current and historical female labor force participation levels, wage labor options, 

and the prevalence of agriculture, among other elements. Discrimination and bias experienced by women 

at the workplace may also vary according to ethnicity, caste, class, etc. 

 

5.2.2. Income generation from entrepreneurship 

 

As of 2019, women’s average global income was about $11,000 (in Purchasing Power Parity) compared 

to US$21,000 for men (World Economic Forum 2019). Among the self-employed, which comprise 55.5 

percent of the labor force in LMICs (International Labour Organization 2019d), lack of capital, liquidity, 

and business skills are considered fundamental constraints to increasing earnings and income. In addition, 

women face unique disadvantages to growing their incomes. For example, only 59 percent of women in 

LMICs have access to bank accounts, compared to 67 percent of men, limiting their access to vital 

financial resources (Demirguc-Kunt et al. 2018).   

 

A woman’s ability to make choices or negotiate with other household members can be considered a direct 

function of her income relative to the other individuals (Laszlo et al. 2017). At the macroeconomic level, 

there is a correlation between GDP per capita and a woman’s self-reported ability to participate in 

household decisions (Jayachandran 2015). Yet, factors like restrictive cultural norms, male backlash, and 

women’s own lack of self-esteem and self-efficacy can counteract positive gains from increases in 

relative income. As such, we consider income generation from entrepreneurship to be an indirect, rather 

than direct, indicator of women’s economic agency (Laszlo et al. 2017).  

 

We review 46 evaluations of programs intended to increase women’s income-generating ability, including 

financial services, such as microcredit and savings groups, along with business skills training programs. 

Where possible, we reference metrics that directly measure income. We also reference outcomes related 

to business activity, such as earnings, business profits, or household consumption, which is often used as 

a proxy for income. While income, earnings, business activity, and consumption may not fully reflect 

women’s economic agency, these outcomes offer a proxy for a woman’s enhanced financial position 

within the household and speak to her position within markets, both key ingredients in economic 

empowerment.  
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Main takeaways  

● While access to various savings and credit interventions had small positive effects on women’s 

income-generating ability, the effects were modest and not transformative for income generation.  

● There is strong evidence that the impacts of microcredit or business grants on microenterprises 

were moderated by gender norms and household dynamics in many contexts, potentially 

explaining some of the lack of transformative impacts on income generation.  

● Business training programs varied greatly in program design and had mixed impacts on earnings. 

Successful programs often included content on gender equality or addressed gender-specific 

constraints, such as agency, soft skills, or social networks. 

● There is strong evidence that the Graduation program led to sustained increases in women’s 

income; the multicomponent approach appeared to be critical to the program’s success. 

 

While access to various savings and credit interventions had small positive effects on women’s 

income-generating ability (measured through income level, business activity, or proxied through 

household consumption), the effects were modest and not transformative for income generation. As 

documented in previous reviews of microcredit interventions (Loiseau and Walsh 2015) and women’s 

empowerment interventions (Buvinic and Furst-Nichols 2014), providing women with access to 

microcredit had small positive economic outcomes that were typically not transformative for income 

generation. In Mexico, for example, the expansion of a microfinance institution with a group-lending 

model led to a 27 percent increase in revenue and a 36 percent increase in expenses, yet this did not 

translate to any increase in income (Angelucci, Karlan, and Zinman 2015). In India and Mongolia, access 

to joint liability microloans led to increases in women’s entrepreneurship; and in Mongolia, this also 

increased household food consumption (Banerjee, Duflo, Glennerster, et al. 2015; Attanasio et al. 2015).  

However, access to individual lending (as compared to joint lending) in Mongolia did not lead to any 

impacts on entrepreneurship or household consumption (Attanasio et al. 2015).   

 

In India, offering longer repayment periods for microcredit did not lead to increases in business profits for 

women-owned businesses, though it did increase total household income (Bernhardt et al. 2019). In 

Uganda, loans of around US$200 did not have an effect on women’s profits; however, men’s business 

profits increased due to access to the loans in the short run but not the long run (Fiala 2018b, 2018a). 

Both of these studies identified that household dynamics played a factor, which is outlined further below. 

 

Some studies of microcredit programs for women didn’t evaluate business activity but measured other 

proxies for income, such as household consumption or concepts related to women’s financial stability and 

resilience. Once again, the results were mixed. A study using an RD design in Nigeria found that access 

to individual microcredit led to moderate reductions in household vulnerability (including household 

assets, frequency of child labor, food shortages in the household, health service demand, and shocks) 

(Ikenwilo et al. 2016). In South Africa, women with access to microcredit were 3.65 times as likely to be 

able to meet basic needs and 1.29 times as likely to have household assets above US$300 relative to the 

comparison group, though there were no significant impacts on food security (Kim et al. 2009). However, 

in India, an evaluation of a government program offering microcredit through SHGs found that the 

program did not lead to impacts on consumption (Hoffmann et al. 2017).  

 



 

 

71 

 

Savings groups, SHGs, and VSLAs are intended to support participants in accumulating lump sums for 

consumption smoothing or productive investments. As outlined in other reviews (Brody et al. 2017; Gash 

2017), savings groups, SHGs, and VSLAs have led to positive but modest outcomes for women with 

access to the programs, as measured through business operations, income, or household consumption. 

Several studies included in this review also identified a range of positive outcomes directly related to: 

business activity in Malawi, Ghana, and Uganda (Karlan et al. 2017); or consumption in Malawi (Ksoll et 

al. 2016), Mali (Baro et al. 2013), the Democratic Republic of Congo (Bass et al. 2016) and Burundi 

(Annan et al. 2013). For example, in Burundi, access to VSLAs ultimately led to a 14 percent reduction in 

poverty, along with a 22 percent increase in average per capita consumption expenditures from a base of 

US$32 for the comparison group, and increased an asset index score roughly equivalent to one extra head 

of cattle for each household who participated in the VSLA (Annan et al. 2013). Nonetheless, not all 

results have been uniformly positive. Two evaluations of SHGs in India found that women’s SHGs, 

which included group savings programs, did not lead to any increases in income (R. M. Desai and Joshi 

2013; Prillaman 2017).  

 

There is strong evidence that the impacts of microcredit or business grants on microenterprises 

were moderated by gender norms and household dynamics in many contexts, potentially explaining 

some of the lack of transformative impacts on income generation. Six evaluations included in this 

review offer evidence to support this finding (Said et al. 2019; Fiala 2018b; Bernhardt et al. 2019; Riley 

2018; E. P. Green et al. 2015; Dupas and Robinson 2013). Researchers analyzed how household 

dynamics moderated the impacts of grants or microloans designed to relieve capital constraints for 

women microentrepreneurs in India, Ghana, and Sri Lanka (Bernhardt et al. 2019). In India, they found 

that providing longer grace periods before loan payment led to an 81 percent increase in business profits 

among women-owned businesses relative to the comparison group, but only when there were no other 

businesses in the household. Women in households where there were multiple businesses did not 

experience any changes in profits on average (Bernhardt et al. 2019). In Ghana, microenterprise owners 

were offered business grants in cash (approximately US$120) versus in-kind (inventory, raw goods, or 

physical equipment). Approximately three years later, neither the cash nor in-kind grants had impacts on 

women’s average business profits, yet the in-kind grant led to large increases for female-owned firms 

which were initially more profitable. In contrast, men experienced similar, but statistically insignificant, 

impacts from both the cash and in-kind grants (Fafchamps et al. 2014).  

 

In Sri Lanka, microentrepreneurs were offered cash or in-kind grants (either US$100 or US$200 in cash 

or materials). The cash and in-kind grants led to large increases in business profits for men but not for 

women, and compared to men, women invested less of the US$100 grant into their businesses but more of 

the US$200 grant. One potential explanation was that women with access to the larger grants were able to 

invest in larger assets that were easier to protect from other household members (de Mel et al. 2009). 

Taken together, these findings suggest that businesses owned by women in households with multiple 

businesses benefited less from capital injections than those owned by women who were the sole business 

owners, because women’s capital was invested into their husbands’ enterprises. Women may have been 

optimizing by investing in the most profitable business in the household, or they may have been subject to 

gender norms that led them to sort into low-return sectors (Bernhardt et al. 2019).  
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Five other studies offer support for the finding that intra-household dynamics and gender norms moderate 

the impacts of access to capital on business outcomes. An evaluation of microcredit loan disbursements 

by BRAC Uganda found that women who received microfinance loans through mobile money accounts 

had 10 percent higher monthly business profits (above US$152 in the comparison group) eight months 

after receiving the loan compared to women who received cash loans, even though many of the women 

receiving cash loans still had mobile money accounts. Women who experienced more pressure to share 

money with other members of the household experienced larger impacts, suggesting that the mobile 

disbursements offered a way to protect funds from household pressures and reap higher business profits 

(Riley 2018).  

 

Furthermore, a program in Pakistan, which offered start-up loans and training to women entrepreneurs, 

led to a 17.7 percentage point increase in women’s likelihood of setting up business above 14.7 percent in 

the comparison group, but women were also 17.9 percentage points more likely to shut down a new 

business, resulting in no net increase in female business ownership (Said et al. 2019). The study found 

that both men and women preferred that women operate businesses within the home rather than work 

outside the home. Likewise, women in the study often chose to receive business advice from their partner 

rather than an outside expert, even when the expert advice was free. The evaluation concluded that gender 

norms related to interacting with people outside of the household limited the success of women-owned 

businesses in Pakistan (Said et al. 2019).    

As cited previously, male entrepreneurs in Uganda increased business profits in the short run as a result of 

being offered loans averaging US$200 along with business training; however, none of the interventions 

had an effect on women’s profits (Fiala 2018b). Participants also played a follow-up lab-in-the-field game 

where the participant could choose either to keep approximately US$1.5 for themselves or to share 

roughly double that amount with their spouse. Women who hid money from their spouses had positive 

economic outcomes from the intervention, while those who did not hide money had negative outcomes. 

Researchers suggested that women may resort to hiding their money in order to retain control and prevent 

husbands and other family members from appropriating their resources (Fiala 2018a). In post-conflict 

Uganda, women with access to the WINGS program (business training, a start-up grant of US$150, and 

technical support) doubled their earnings from US$7.15 to US$15.25. However, the quality of women’s 

relationships with intimate partners was an important determinant of economic success, as the gains in 

earnings did not apply to women who reported that their partners did not treat them well (E. P. Green et 

al. 2015). These studies provide additional evidence on the role of intrahousehold relationships in 

moderating the impacts of financial resources for women. 

 

Finally, an evaluation studied the impact of providing access to bank accounts among men and women in 

Kenya. The savings accounts had no opening fees, but offered no interest rates either, and it was 

expensive to withdraw funds, amounting to an expensive option for saving. Access to the accounts 

increased total savings among women market vendors and also led to a substantial positive effect on 

average daily business investments relative to women in the comparison group. Meanwhile, few men with 

access to the accounts (most of whom were taxi drivers) used their accounts and experienced no impact 

on savings or other business outcomes. Potential explanations for the differential impacts between men 

and women included that: women may have experienced heightened social pressures to share resources, 

or there may have been differences in time-inconsistency preferences (Dupas and Robinson 2013).  
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Business training programs had mixed impacts on earnings and there was wide variation in 

program design. Successful programs often included content on gender equality or addressed 

gender-specific constraints, such as agency, soft skills, or social networks. Previous reviews have 

identified that business practices are important for microenterprise growth and profits (McKenzie and 

Woodruff 2015). Yet, there is limited policy-relevant evidence on what is effective business trainings for 

entrepreneurs (McKenzie and Woodruff 2014). This review complements these previous analyses by 

focusing on trainings that target women microentrepreneurs, considering how gender relations and 

dynamics may interact with the success and implementation of business trainings, and evaluating whether 

gender-specific training materials make a difference.   

 

Among the six standard business training programs evaluated, three were not effective in increasing 

business profits for women in Peru (Karlan and Valdivia 2011), Uganda (Fiala 2018b), and Kenya 

(Brooks, Donovan, and Johnson 2018). In Uganda, for example, adding the International Labor 

Organization’s Start and Improve Your Business modules to either business grants or loans did not lead to 

any additional gains in business profits for women (Fiala 2018b). Nonetheless, three standard business 

trainings that we reviewed were effective, particularly for certain subgroups of women. In urban Sri 

Lanka, women were offered a business training program with or without a business grant. The nine-day 

business training offered different content for women entrepreneurs depending on if they were starting a 

new business or improving an existing one. The training alone had no impact for women with existing 

businesses, yet for women starting a new business, the training increased incomes by 30 percent 

(approximately US$12.97) two years later (de Mel, McKenzie, and Woodruff 2014). A standard and 

intensive 48-hour business training in rural Mexico that focused on practical business applications led to 

sustained impacts on women’s business profits, particularly among the highest-quality entrepreneurs 

(Giorgi, Cunha, and Calderon 2018).    

 

In India, low-income self-employed women were invited to a two-day business and financial literacy 

training, which also included a goal setting component. Women who attended the training with a friend 

doubled their demand for business loans, compared to women who did not attend with a friend, which led 

to increases in business activity and household income. Results were concentrated among women 

constrained by more severe social restrictions. Upper-caste women who received training were more 

likely to take out a loan within four months and to expand sales than upper-caste women who received no 

training. However, the training did not seem to help Muslim women, who may have been so highly 

restricted that they could not start businesses at all, or scheduled-caste women, who faced fewer 

restrictions on social interactions. Researchers concluded that inadequate peer support may be a factor 

limiting some women entrepreneurs (Field et al. 2016).  

 

We also reviewed six evaluations of training programs that combined standard business training material 

with additional training content on topics such as women’s self-confidence, gender equality, or agency. 

Five out of the six evaluations had some impacts on women’s business profits or earnings (Bulte, 

Lensink, and Vu 2017; Valdivia 2015; McKenzie and Puerto 2017; Shankar, Onyura, and Alderman 

2015; Alibhai et al. 2019). Two separate programs in Kenya and Peru offered women entrepreneurs a 

gender-focused business training that included elements such as gender equality, self-esteem, and soft 

skills, with or without, technical assistance in Peru or mentoring in Kenya (Valdivia 2015; McKenzie and 

Puerto 2017). In Peru, access to the training increased women’s sales seven to ten months after the 
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treatment, but nineteen to 25 months later, the effects only lasted during normal or slow months, not 

during good months (Valdivia 2015). In Kenya, women with access to the trainings experienced an 

increase in weekly profits of 15.4 percent, or US$2.63, above the comparison group’s profits three years 

after the intervention (McKenzie and Puerto 2017).  

 

Also in Kenya, women with access to an agency-based empowerment training were nearly three times 

more likely to be an active cookstove seller than women who participated in the standard entrepreneurial 

training, indicating that increasing women’s agency was an important factor in generating higher sales 

(Shankar, Onyura, and Alderman 2015). In Ethiopia, mindset-oriented business trainings for women 

entrepreneurs that addressed self-confidence were effective in Mekelle but not in Addis Ababa due to the 

implementation details and service delivery. However, by the second year, profit increases in Mekelle 

were no longer statistically significant (Alibhai et al. 2019). In Vietnam, a training for microentrepreneurs 

with sessions on gender, entrepreneurship, equality, and women’s self-confidence, along with standard 

business skills content, increased total profits by around 30 percent, amounting to US$70 over the course 

of a year (Bulte, Lensink, and Vu 2017). As outlined in the IPV section, researchers found that access to 

the program also increased IPV (Bulte and Lensink 2019).  

 

Nonetheless, one program designed to address women’s soft skills only was not effective in enhancing 

women’s business outcomes. In rural Mexico, women entrepreneurs who were clients of a microcredit 

bank were provided access to a training that emphasized hope and aspirations but did not include any 

elements of traditional business skills. A follow-up survey implemented five weeks after the intervention 

found that the program increased aspirations but not other measures of agency, such as self-efficacy, or 

business performance (Lybbert and Wydick 2016).   

 

Among the studies reviewed here, business training programs that were effective in increasing women’s 

business outcomes often included gender equality material or addressed constraints that women 

entrepreneurs might disproportionately face, such as social network or soft skills asymmetries. 

Meanwhile, programs with standard business curriculums were typically not effective. Yet, only one 

study tested a standard business training compared to a gender-specific training. Due to the bundled 

nature of the interventions, it was hard to disentangle the effects of different program components. As 

outlined above, the WINGS program in post-conflict Uganda provided business training, a startup grant 

of $150, and follow-up technical support. A random subset of women received the grant with a different 

framing called W+, under which women were encouraged to share the grant with the household. The 

program stressed joint financial decisions to reduce tensions and risks for IPV. Women were also 

provided with an additional training session on constraints to women’s entrepreneurship, communication, 

and problem-solving with household partners. While the standard WINGS model doubled women’s 

earnings on average, W+ actually led to a marginally significant decrease in the proportion of women 

engaged in business, although it did improve marital relationships. The researchers concluded that the 

dosage should potentially be higher (E. P. Green et al. 2015). These findings indicate that more research 

is needed on business skills training programs for women microentrepreneurs that address gender-specific 

constraints.  

 

The Graduation approach led to sustained increases in women’s income. The multicomponent 

approach appeared to be critical to the program’s success. The Graduation approach is an intensive 
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multicomponent model designed to provide ultra-poor women with a “big push” out of poverty. 

Evaluations of the Graduation approach found that the program led to sustained positive changes in 

income and/or consumption in Afghanistan, Bangladesh, Ethiopia, Ghana, Honduras, India, Pakistan, and 

Peru (Bedoya et al. 2019; Banerjee, Duflo, Goldberg, et al. 2015; Bandiera et al. 2017). The four-year 

follow-up in Bangladesh found that the program enabled women to have more agency in their work 

decisions. Women with access to the Graduation program were able to allocate more time away from 

casual labor, working informally and infrequently as maids, towards livestock raising, a more productive 

option, leading to a 21 percent increase in net annual earnings relative to the comparison group (Bandiera 

et al. 2017). Access to the program in Bangladesh led to an 8.4 percentage point decrease in households 

living below the poverty line from 62.4 percent in the comparison group (a 13 percent reduction).  

 

In separate evaluations in Ghana and Uganda, the Graduation approach (or similar bundled programs) 

were compared against either an asset transfer or a savings component alone. Neither of the pared down 

versions led to outcomes that were comparable to the full graduation model (Sedlmayr, Shah, and 

Sulaiman 2018; Banerjee, Karlan, et al. 2018). While understanding the underlying mechanisms behind 

these bundled components continues to be a research priority, multifaceted models that include even more 

programmatic components to address key constraints merit further exploration (Banerjee, Karlan, et al. 

2018).  

 

Future research 

 

While there is compelling evidence outlining how the number of businesses within a household affects 

male and female entrepreneurs differently, it will be important to understand if other demographic details 

(e.g., age, education level, age difference between spouses, or quality of relationship) are similarly 

indicative of a financial program’s effectiveness. Another critical open research question includes better 

understanding which approaches are most effective in fundamentally changing and improving intra-

household power dynamics based on gender. For example, some design features that enable women to 

protect their resources and maintain financial control might rely on hiding information from spouses in 

order to circumvent power dynamics in marriage (Fiala 2018a; Riley 2018). While temporarily effective 

in giving women enhanced control over financial resources, we have limited evidence on whether these 

approaches will fundamentally alter power imbalances within the household.  

 

Better understanding how gender norms affect choices in entrepreneurship is also an area for future 

research. In particular, what are the drivers of women’s self-selection into less profitable industries, and is 

there scope for change? To what extent do expectations around domestic labor play a role, and will 

engaging men in domestic work offer women more flexibility in entrepreneurship? Better understanding 

gendered preferences between formal and self-employment will also be helpful in assessing how 

employment decisions reflect agency versus constraints (e.g., opting into self-employment due to lack of 

child care options versus entrepreneurial interest). 

 

Meanwhile, more rigorous research is needed to evaluate the effectiveness of trainings that explicitly 

address gender dynamics in entrepreneurship and to understand if these approaches more effectively shift 

individual and collective gender norms. For example, adding gender-specific components to the 

Graduation approach might enhance the outcomes. Finally, more information on cost-effectiveness, 
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similar to the trials conducted with the Graduation approach, will be important for assessing whether and 

how to bundle economic and non-economic programming.  

 

 

5.3. Community and political domain of agency 

 

Women’s ability to have a voice in collective decision-making and to be active members of society 

remains limited in many contexts around the world. Women are underrepresented as voters and in the 

political sphere; worldwide, only 24.3 percent of national parliamentarians were women in 2019 (UN 

Women 2019). Women are often restricted in their ability to engage in more informal decision-making 

processes at the local level, to be active members of their community, to participate in groups, and, more 

broadly, to benefit from social ties and community support. There are multiple barriers to women’s 

political and community participation. Restrictive gender norms, prejudice against women as leaders, 

restrained access to political information, and limited mobility are some important ones.  

 

We consider women’s active participation in collective (formal and informal) decision-making, voting 

behaviors, social ties, and membership in groups to be indirect indicators of agency. Women’s low 

participation in politics or in the community may not necessarily stem from lack of agency but may be the 

consequence of women’s preferences and their active decision not to participate. Conversely, the presence 

of women in leadership positions may not be equated to women’s agency. For example, this could be only 

a mechanical result of quotas and not necessarily a sign of women’s ability to speak up and influence 

political decisions. Similarly, observing women voting may not necessarily be a reliable indicator of 

agency if women cannot express their vote independently from the influence or pressure from others. At 

the same time, however, increases in female participation in these domains may indicate that a woman has 

gained greater ability to advocate for herself and her interests in the public sphere.  

 

5.3.1. Participation in politics and in community decision-making 

 

Community and political participation refers to women’s leadership positions in political bodies and 

formal decision-making processes at the community level. These concepts are measured through the 

number of women running for office, the number of women winning elections and occupying leading 

positions, women’s attendance to public meetings, women’s propensity to speak up and voice their 

opinions, or women’s participation in community-driven development projects. We reviewed 27 studies 

that evaluated gender quotas, information sharing interventions, savings groups, SHGs, and 

multicomponent interventions. 

 

Main takeaways 

● In India, mandating leadership opportunities for women through gender quotas increased 

women’s political participation. This effect remained even after the quota was withdrawn. A 

small number of studies indicate that gender quotas in other countries or in community-driven 

development projects did not have similar outcomes. 

● The evidence on the impact of programs that provided information on women’s political 

participation was mixed. Existing gender norms may have limited the effects of information 

sharing programs. 
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● A small number of studies found that that SHGs enhanced women’s civic engagement in 

community decision-making in India, where political participation and representation among 

women are generally low. However, it is unclear whether similar models can achieve the same 

impacts in other contexts.  

● There is strong evidence that the Graduation approach increased women’s participation in politics 

and community decision-making in several contexts.  

In India, mandating leadership opportunities for women through gender quotas increased women’s 

political participation. This effect was more pronounced after multiple election cycles and remained 

even after the quota was withdrawn. However, a similar political gender quota in Lesotho had 

opposite effect on women’s engagement in politics. In India, reserved seats for women in local village 

councils led to increases in political participation among women; women in villages with reservations 

were more likely to attend and participate in village council assemblies. This effect persisted, but was 

smaller in magnitude, after the reservation was withdrawn (Deininger et al. 2015). In addition, when the 

quota was in effect, women who attended council meetings were more likely to participate in discussions, 

compared to women in non-reserved villages.  

Two studies suggest that gender quotas in India changed attitudes towards women leaders, which in turn 

increased women’s political representation. One study found that gender quotas increased women’s 

chances of electoral victory and that this effect was more pronounced after two reservation cycles, rather 

than one (Beaman et al. 2009). Another study of gender quotas in India found that reservations improved 

women’s chances of electoral victory, even after the quotas were withdrawn (Bhavnani 2009). A change 

in attitudes about the ability of women candidates to win elections may have led to a greater willingness 

among political parties to grant “tickets” to women, thereby enabling women candidates to stand for 

elections and increasing women’s electoral chances (Bhavnani 2009). Other studies in India also found 

that women’s greater participation in politics led to: increases in public goods responding to women’s 

needs (Chattopadhyay and Duflo 2004), heightened police responsiveness to crimes against women (Iyer 

et al. 2012), and increased aspirations and educational attainment among girls (Beaman et al. 2012). It is 

unclear whether these findings about gender quotas generalize to higher political levels. In a study using 

an RD design in India, a woman’s electoral victory in the state legislative assembly led to an increase in 

the share of female candidates in the next election (Bhalotra, Clots‐Figueras, and Iyer 2018). However, 

this increase was driven by greater willingness of incumbent women to run for re-election, instead of the 

entry of new female candidates (Bhalotra, Clots‐Figueras, and Iyer 2018).  

 

However, the positive effects of gender quotas on women’s political participation are not universal. In 

Lesotho, a randomized policy experiment showed that women living in districts that reserved councilor 

seats for female candidates were less engaged with councilors and expressed lower interest in politics. 

Researchers explained that this is was due to the negative perception of the mandatory quota in this 

specific context, as the policy did not originate from grassroot efforts within the country and was 

considered unfair to male candidates (Clayton 2015).  

 

A small number of studies found that gender quotas for participation in community-driven 

development projects did not consistently lead to increases in women’s political participation. In 

Afghanistan, a community-driven development intervention that mandated women’s participation through 

quotas led to more gender-equal attitudes towards women participating in village governance and 
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increased women’s participation in social, economic, and political activities, but the intervention did not 

change entrenched attitudes about women’s role in society (Beath, Christia, and Enikolopov 2013). 

However, comparable changes did not occur in two other contexts. In Sierra Leone, quotas for women 

and young adults in a community-driven development program did not lead to a persistent effect on their 

participation in local decision-making (Casey, Glennerster, and Miguel 2012). Researchers argued that 

mandating participation in community-driven development may be less effective in challenging existing 

elites than quotas imposed in a formal state body, and this might explain the difference with the Indian 

cases. In the Democratic Republic of Congo, gender quotas in community management committees had 

no effect on women's position in the community or attitudes towards women's role in the community (van 

der Windt, Humphreys, and Sanchez de la Sierra 2018). Taken together, this evidence highlights the need 

to better understand how to create leadership opportunities for women in these contexts and decision-

making bodies.  

 

The evidence on the impact of programs that provide access to information on women’s political 

participation is mixed. Existing gender norms may have limited the impacts of information sharing 

programs. In India, a voter information campaign that increased citizen awareness about the 

responsibilities of local leaders increased women’s political participation (Banerjee, Duflo, et al. 2018). 

The program doubled the proportion of female candidates and this effect was sustained in the next 

election, five years later; however, it did not increase the probability of electing a female candidate. 

At the community decision-making level, one study using a DID design from Kenya found that an 

information sharing and training program targeted towards women increased their political awareness and 

physical participation in formal community decision-making processes. The intervention increased the 

number of women who attended community decision-making meetings but did not affect the probability 

of women speaking up at those meetings. Researchers conjecture that these results could be attributed to 

men being less willing to accept women’s input in the public sphere (Grillos 2018). Similarly, in Uganda, 

participation in a community-driven development program was not affected by an information sharing 

intervention that informed residents about their rights and opportunities to participate in local decision-

making (Buntaine, Daniels, and Devlin 2018). Instead, there were indications of adverse effects, as 

women exposed to the information sharing intervention perceived fewer opportunities to participate in 

community planning and decision-making. Researchers suggest that the information intervention might 

have made existing gender norms that excluded women more salient (Buntaine, Daniels, and Devlin 

2018).  

 

A small number of studies found that SHGs enhanced women’s civic engagement in community 

decision-making in India, where women’s political participation and representation are generally 

low. However, it is unclear whether similar models can achieve the same impacts in other contexts. 

A study evaluating SHGs in India through an RD design found that women’s political participation at the 

local level increased as a result of women’s networks formed within groups. Members of SHGs were 

twice as likely to attend local public meetings or make a claim to the local leader (Prillaman 2017). 

Another evaluation on SHGs in India found that women in villages with SHGs had higher levels of civic 

engagement, measured through knowledge on where to report grievances about drinking water and actual 

reporting behaviors, in addition to increased engagement with local village councils, the Gram Sabha and 

Gram Panchayat (R. M. Desai and Joshi 2013). A third study using an RD design in India found that 
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SHGs increased women’s willingness to act on and pursue institutional responses to public problems but 

did not affect civic action (Joshi, Palaniswamy, and Rao 2015). 

 

Similar interventions in other contexts did not lead to comparable effects. A VSLA intervention in Ghana, 

Malawi, and Uganda did not affect a women’s community participation index, which captured self-

reported involvement in community affairs (Karlan et al. 2017). However, when researchers evaluated the 

components of the index, they found that there was a small effect on participation in community meetings 

(Karlan et al. 2017). In Mali, the Savings for Change program, a group-based savings program, did not 

increase the community action index, which captured the extent to which women spoke with different 

village leaders, participated in village meetings and activities, and voted in the last election (Beaman, 

Karlan, and Thuysbaert 2014).  

 

Two studies evaluated the impact of group-based interventions bundled with training on women’s 

political participation. The IMAGE program in South Africa, which combined group-based microfinance 

with HIV and gender equity trainings, led to greater involvement of women in collective action (Pronyk 

et al. 2008). However, this effect was not statistically significant after including controls in the analysis. 

In India, a program combining SHGs with PLA on health, nutrition, water, sanitation, and hygiene 

increased women’s contact with government officials, although it did not increase women’s attendance to 

public meetings (Subramanyam et al. 2017). A qualitative analysis of mechanisms revealed that SHG 

meetings might have allowed women to get in touch with local government officials, who occasionally 

attended meetings together with health workers. 

 

The findings of a study conducted in Benin suggest that, for group-based interventions, the gender 

composition of groups might be an important aspect to consider. Women who had access to a health 

education program integrated with microfinance in mixed gender groups scored worse on a social capital 

index compared to women who had access to the program in women-only groups (Karlan, Thuysbaert, 

and Gray 2017). Researchers found that adding health education to microfinance services led to a 

marginally significant increase of 0.21 standard deviations in the social capital index, which measured 

women’s participation, engagement, and influence in the community.  

 

There is strong evidence that the Graduation approach increased women’s participation in politics 

and community decision-making in several contexts. Multicomponent programs that target low-income 

people may reduce the extent to which they are marginalized in their community, therefore stimulating 

community engagement and political participation. The Graduation program implemented in six countries 

(Ethiopia, Ghana, Honduras, India, Pakistan, and Peru) increased an index capturing participation in 

political activity and village-level actions both immediately and one year after the conclusion of the 

program in the pooled analysis (Banerjee, Duflo, Goldberg, et al. 2015). Women who received a similar 

intervention in Afghanistan experienced a 0.33 standard deviations increase in an index capturing social 

capital and political participation (Bedoya et al. 2019). Finally, a similar intervention in Bangladesh 

targeted towards women increased the score on an index indicating political activity and awareness of 

politicians at different levels of government (Bandiera et al. 2017).  
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Future research 

 

More research is needed to understand how gender biases and norms about women’s political 

participation and leadership exclude women from the political process and how to most effectively 

counter them. Further, there is a need to study if and how prevalent gender norms lead to backlash against 

women leaders. Additionally, the effectiveness of interventions that train or fund women to run for 

political office should be evaluated. Once more women are in decision-making bodies, how does their 

behavior and decision-making differ from men, if at all? What role do women’s movements play in 

advocating for gender-equitable policies?  

 

While a significant amount of research exists about the effectiveness of gender quotas mandated by the 

state in India, there is a need to understand how to make quotas effective in other contexts. Further, more 

research is needed to understand the role of mandating leadership opportunities for women on attitudes 

towards women leaders and norms surrounding women in leadership positions outside of India.  

 

Most of the studies in this section focus on electoral representation or formalized community decision-

making systems, which are only one part of women’s broader political participation. To encourage 

women to play an active role as citizens, more research is needed to gain a systematic understanding of 

when women actively engage in politics, how they engage, and what are the broader implications of 

women’s political participation.  

 

5.3.2. Voting behaviors 

 

Women’s participation in voting is an important prerequisite for their interests to be appropriately 

represented in the political arena and for their needs to be considered in the process of policymaking. This 

indicator captures women’s propensity to vote, alongside their ability to vote independently of others’ 

influence. Ten studies examined program’s impacts on women’s voting behaviors and included 

evaluations of information sharing interventions, economic interventions (microcredit, savings groups and 

SHGs), and multicomponent interventions like the Graduation approach.  

 

Main takeaways 

● There is suggestive evidence that gender norms might have interfered with the effectiveness of 

information sharing programs aimed to encourage voting among women. 

● Interventions to increase women’s economic empowerment, including group-based programs and 

the Graduation approach, did not have consistent impacts on women’s voting behaviors. 

 

There is suggestive evidence that gender norms might have interfered with the effectiveness of 

information sharing programs aimed to encourage voting among women in some settings. In 

Pakistan, an information campaign that emphasized the importance of voting and the secrecy of balloting 

was effective in increasing the likelihood of voting by 11 percentage points among both treated women 

and untreated close neighbors, indicating large geographical spillovers (Giné and Mansuri 2018) Also in 

Pakistan, voter turnout among women in areas with mixed gender polling stations (i.e., with relaxed 

gender segregation norms) responded strongly to an information campaign about public service delivery 

performance, but voter turnout among women in areas with gendered stations (i.e. with strict gender 
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segregation norms) did not (Chaudhry, Hussain, and Khan 2019). In China, sharing information with 

women about voting rights increased their knowledge about voting, but the impacts on voting behavior 

varied by province (Pang, Zeng, and Rozelle 2013, 2014). For example, voting behavior was unaffected 

among women in the Ningxia province, where women face heightened social restrictions. Qualitative 

evidence suggests that women faced many barriers, including social norms and poverty, that prevented 

them from acting on this gained knowledge (Pang, Zeng, and Rozelle 2014).  

 

Interventions to increase women’s economic empowerment, including group-based programs and 

the Graduation approach, did not have consistent impacts on women’s voting behaviors. In India, 

combining SHGs with PLA had a positive effect on the probability of women voting in national elections 

(Subramanyam et al. 2017). However, other evaluations of women’s SHGs in India or savings groups in 

Mali did not have impacts on women’s community engagement, as measured by indexes that included 

voting (Joshi, Palaniswamy, and Rao 2015; Beaman, Karlan, and Thuysbaert 2014). In addition, the 

Graduation approach, implemented in six countries, did not find any effect on voting, although there was 

an increase in a general index capturing political participation (Banerjee, Duflo, Goldberg, et al. 2015).  

 

Future Research 

 

Since there is little rigorous research on the topic, more research is needed to understand how to increase 

voting among women. Do certain topics consistently motivate female voters across contexts? 

Furthermore, research is needed on how gender norms mediate the effects of interventions designed to 

increase women’s voter turnout, and how these norms can be overcome or subverted to effectively deliver 

these interventions.  

 

 

5.3.3. Participation in groups and ties in the community 

 

This indicator includes women’s access to networks, social support, and membership in groups. It 

captures the extent to which women are connected in their community, the strength of these social ties, 

and women’s ability to count on social support. This indicator also includes women’s membership in 

community groups that are not strictly involved in political action and that do not necessarily entail 

formal decision-making processes. We review 26 studies that evaluated interventions including 

conditional transfers, microcredit, savings groups, information sharing interventions, multicomponent 

interventions, and programs for adolescent girls. 

 

Main Takeaways 

● Several studies suggest that, in South Asia, women's groups either increased or strengthened 

women’s ties in the community and participation in other groups. 

● There is suggestive evidence that safe spaces and trainings for adolescent girls strengthened 

social ties. However, it is unclear to what extent these findings hold in conflict-affected areas or 

areas experiencing an external shock. 

 

Several studies suggest that, in South Asia, women's groups either increased or strengthened 

women’s ties in the community and participation in other groups. Four studies in South Asia found 
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that group-based approaches improved or strengthened social ties, and one found that increasing the 

group meeting frequency impacted members’ social interactions (Prillaman 2017; R. M. Desai and Joshi 

2013; Feigenberg, Field, and Pande 2013; Gram, Morrison, et al. 2018; Jejeebhoy et al. 2017). In sub-

Saharan Africa, however, the evidence on strengthening ties in the community is more limited.   

 

SHGs in India appear to be a promising tool to increase women’s social ties and community engagement. 

One study using an RD design showed that SHGs strengthened women’s social ties, which in turn 

increased women’s political participation (Prillaman 2017). Similarly, another study found that SHGs in 

India led to a large, positive increase in women’s participation in group programs and civic engagement 

(R. M. Desai and Joshi 2013). In Nepal, a health group incorporating PLA increased women’s overall 

participation in groups unrelated to the intervention by 0.31 standard deviations. The impact on group 

participation was even higher when the program also offered cash or food transfers (Gram, Morrison, et 

al. 2018). However, another study of a similar intervention in Nepal did not find similar effects in the 

long-run (Gram, Skordis-Worrall, et al. 2018). Additionally, access to a gender training program for SHG 

members in India increased women’s access to social support relative to a comparison group, where 

women had access to SHGs and did not receive the trainings (Jejeebhoy et al. 2017). 

 

Furthermore, in India, increasing the frequency of group meetings from once a month to once a week 

strengthened women’s social interactions in the short and longer term (Feigenberg et al. 2014; 

Feigenberg, Field, and Pande 2013). More than a year after the end of the intervention, women who had 

weekly meetings scored higher in a social contact index, which captured their interactions with other 

group members outside of group meetings (Feigenberg et al. 2014).  

 

In sub-Saharan Africa, studies of group-based interventions for women did not consistently find similar 

positive effects. A VSLA intervention in Ghana, Malawi, and Uganda had a small impact on the 

likelihood of women taking part in community meetings, but it did not significantly change group 

membership or most measures of community participation (Karlan et al. 2017). Women accessing savings 

groups in Mali through the Savings for Change program did not experience an increase in social ties, 

measured via a social integration index that captured whether women would ask for or give money to 

other members of the group or whether they would go to the market with other group members (Baro et 

al. 2013; Beaman, Karlan, and Thuysbaert 2014).  

 

In the Democratic Republic of Congo, a VSLA program for sexual violence survivors did not increase 

women’s social ties or women’s participation in groups (Bass et al. 2016). Similarly, a group-based 

microfinance program in South Africa, when not combined with a gender training, did not increase 

women’s ties in the community, measured through their social networks, their sense of community 

support, and their perception of solidarity during a crisis (Kim et al. 2009). These two studies that did not 

find impacts, however, identified qualitative evidence that social networks were strengthened in ways that 

were not measured or substantiated quantitatively (Bass et al. 2016; Kim et al. 2009). 

 

In Benin, the gender composition of microfinance groups mattered for increasing women’s social ties 

(Karlan, Thuysbaert, and Gray 2017). Overall, women who received the program in mixed gender groups 

scored worse on social capital measures, which included group membership, support networks, and 

participation in village meetings. This provides some support to the claim that encouraging women to 
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convene and interact improves social capital. However, the group’s gender composition did not influence 

a social network index that measured the strength of women’s social networks.  

 

Interestingly, one study using an RD design in Nigeria found that a microcredit program without a group 

component had an impact on an index that included an indicator of women’s connectedness in the 

community. The program also increased a measure of women’s networking, community activities, and 

self-confidence (Ikenwilo et al. 2016).  

 

There is suggestive evidence that safe spaces and trainings for adolescent girls strengthened social 

ties. However, it is unclear to what extent these findings hold in conflict-affected areas or areas 

experiencing an external shock. Three out of five studies that evaluated safe space programs identified 

positive impacts on girls’ social ties. In Ethiopia, South Sudanese adolescent girls in refugee camps 

receiving a safe space and life skills training program had 1.71 greater odds of reporting having friends 

than girls in a comparison arm and two times greater odds of having a non-family female adult they could 

trust (Stark, Asghar, et al. 2018). In South Sudan, girls in communities with low exposure to conflict that 

received the ELA program were 12.4 percentage points (a 30 percent increase) more likely than girls in 

the comparison group to have a place, other than home or school, where they could meet other girls, more 

than a year after the program ended. However, these same effects were not in place for girls in 

communities severely affected by conflict (Buehren, Chakravarty, et al. 2017). The same program, 

implemented during the Ebola outbreak in Sierra Leone, helped protect girls’ social ties for younger girls 

aged 12-17 and older girls aged 18-25 (Bandiera et al. 2018). Conversely, in Tanzania, the ELA program 

did not enhance girls’ interactions, as it did not change the extent to which girls talked to their friends 

about social issues or business (Buehren, Goldstein, et al. 2017). However, adding a microfinance 

component to the safe space program brought about a significant increase in the likelihood of girls talking 

to their friends about business. In Liberia, a safe space and life skills training program in a post-Ebola and 

post-conflict setting did not increase girls’ social capital, measured as an index that included questions on 

friendship and social resources (Özler et al. 2020). 

 

Two studies evaluating adolescent girls programs in Bangladesh and Haiti did not find program impacts 

on adolescent girls’ participation in other groups or associations. In Bangladesh, the BALIKA program, 

which provided education tutoring, livelihoods skills trainings, or gender and life skills trainings in safe 

spaces, increased girls’ membership in adolescent clubs but did not increase girls’ participation in other 

social or cultural clubs and associations (Amin et al. 2016). The effect on participation in adolescent clubs 

may be in large part attributable to girls taking up the program. Similarly, in Haiti, the Adolescent Girls 

Initiative did not impact the likelihood of participating in associations or groups (Rodella, Cuevas, and 

Atuesta 2015). 

 

Future Research 

 

The linkages between social relationships and ties to the community and other aspects of women’s agency 

remain an open question that merits further research. For example, are social relationships a critical aspect 

of enhancing skills through group-based trainings? In addition, how can social connections be developed 

for the most vulnerable and marginalized social groups? Other important areas for research include 



 

 

84 

 

collective action and local movement building, and to what extent social relationships play a role in 

generating social change led by women. 

 

 

6. Additional Notes on Women’s Agency 

 

Two additional topics emerged as common themes as we reviewed the literature across indicators of 

women’s agency: engaging men and measuring women’s agency. Although a literature review on either 

topic is beyond the scope of this review, we discuss them briefly and refer to other resources for a more 

thorough understanding of these two important topics.  

 

6.1. Engaging men 

 

Analyzing the literature on all the interventions that target men is beyond the scope of this review. 

However, given the important role men play in women’s family, economic, and social life, and given that 

they often play a role in restricting women’s agency, we discuss several studies that offer insights on the 

potential and limitations of male engagement programs aimed to improve women’s agency, especially in 

household decision-making and freedom from violence. 

 

Interventions aimed to change men’s knowledge, attitudes, or behaviors can be an effective 

approach to eliciting men’s support for women’s empowerment and reducing violence against 

women. However, male engagement strategies need to pay attention to how men’s participation 

affects women in mixed-gender programming. Assessing the incremental effects of male 

engagement remains a challenge due to the low take-up among men. Programs that engaged men and 

aimed to change men’s knowledge or behaviors in specific domains, such as household finance (Seshan 

and Yang 2014) and maternal and child health (Doyle et al. 2018), were effective in encouraging joint 

household decision-making. Similarly, anti-violence programs designed to target couples or families were 

successful in reducing violence against women (Doyle et al. 2018; Gupta et al. 2013; Ismayilova et al. 

2018).  

 

However, inviting men to join training programs with women might have negative impacts on women’s 

attitudes about gender norms or their participation in the community. Inviting men to participate in a 

business training program in Uganda did not strengthen women’s autonomy or improve their attitudes 

about gender norms compared to the women-only training (E. P. Green et al. 2015). Moreover, health 

education delivered to mixed-gender microcredit lending groups, as compared to women-only groups, 

decreased women’s social capital in Benin (Karlan, Thuysbaert, and Gray 2017). Thus, male engagement 

strategies need to pay attention to how men’s participation affects women in mixed-gender programming.  

 

Some studies identified a lack of incremental effects of engaging men and found this might partially be 

attributed to men’s low participation in the interventions being evaluated. Many training programs that 

tried to engage men, such as life skills training, entrepreneurship training, and gender transformative 

men’s groups, suffered from low attendance or program take-up among men and had no incremental 

impact on attitudes towards gender norms, business outcomes, or violence against women compared to 

delivering the interventions to women alone (Jejeebhoy et al. 2017; Holden et al. 2016; Bulte and Lensink 
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2019; E. P. Green et al. 2015). Nonetheless, an anti-IPV community mobilization program in urban 

Bangladesh only reduced physical IPV against adolescent girls when men’s groups took place in addition 

to women’s groups (Naved et al. 2018). How to motivate men to participate in interventions that aim to 

improve women’s and girls’ agency remains an important topic for future research.  

 

6.2. Measuring women’s agency 

 

The challenges in measuring women’s empowerment and agency have been documented in several 

methodology papers (Donald et al. 2017; Kabeer 1999; Diaz-Martin, Glennerster, and Walsh 2018; 

Martinez-Restrepo and Ramos-Jaimes 2017). In addition, several initiatives are underway to compile 

existing measures of women’s empowerment or validate aggregate measures of specific agency domains 

(University of California San Diego 2019; MEASURE Evaluation 2019; OECD Development Centre 

2019; The World Bank 2019; Alkire et al. 2013).12 While this review is not about measurement per se, 

measurement issues presented a challenge in our interpretation of the evidence. We outline some of the 

top issues we faced in this section.  

 

There is a lack of consensus around the best way to measure decision-making and a great need for 

more validation and measurement research to identify the approaches that are most useful in 

different cases. The studies included in this review used varied decision-making questions or approaches 

to measure decision-making power in the household. Many used survey questions to measure to what 

extent women, versus men or other household members, have a say in decisions about household 

spending, consumption, children’s schooling and health care, and women’s mobility, usually assessed 

individually or as an index. In addition to being subject to reporting bias, these questions might also not 

be meaningful or relevant without formative research to tailor them to the local context. Researchers have 

also used non-survey instruments to capture difficult-to-measure outcomes related to women’s 

empowerment, relying on revealed instead of stated preferences. In particular, studies increasingly used 

lab-in-the-field experiments to measure women’s relative status in the household, relying on observed 

behaviors instead of proxy measures based on socioeconomic status or self-reported outcomes using 

decision-making questions (Fiala 2018a; Schaner 2017; Bulte, Lensink, and Vu 2016; Almås et al. 2018).  

 

Measuring violence against women and girls poses additional methodological difficulties due to 

challenges women face in reporting this information safely. Worldwide, less than 40 percent of 

women experiencing violence seek help of any sort and, among those, only ten percent report violence to 

the police (United Nations Statistical Division 2015). Researchers have thus relied on survey instruments 

instead of police or hospital reports to collect data on women’s exposure to physical, sexual, or emotional 

violence, sometimes using technologies such as audio computer-assisted self-interview software or 

interactive voice response applications to reduce reporting bias. To overcome potential biases from self-

reported measures of sensitive topics, some researchers used list experiments to measure prevalence of 

violence against women and girls (Bulte and Lensink 2019). By design, this technique does not allow for 

the collection of information on violence at the individual level but only at the sub-group level chosen by 

the researcher (i.e., within the intervention and comparison group, within the sub-group of educated 

women, employed women, and so on).  

 

12 This is not an exhaustive list. 
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A few studies that used both survey questions and lab-in-the-field experiments showed different 

effects on indicators of women’s agency, highlighting the need to undertake more systematic 

research and validation exercises on agency metrics. An evaluation of a CCT program in Macedonia 

used a willingness-to-pay experiment to identify the values that made the women indifferent between the 

recipient of the transfers being herself or her husband, providing information about the trade-off the 

women make between having more overall household income versus being the direct recipients of the 

money. The results from the lab-in-the field experiment showed that women who were offered CCTs 

revealed a lower willingness to pay to gain control over income, suggesting their higher bargaining power 

in the household. However, the effects of the cash transfer were not significant using different measures 

of empowerment (i.e., household decision-making index or domestic violence index) (Almås et al. 2018).  

 

Similarly, in Vietnam, an entrepreneurship and gender training program did not affect women’s decision-

making measured by an index of whether women make most decisions in seven different categories of 

household expenditures (Bulte and Lensink 2019). However, using a lab-in-the-field experiment, where 

spouses were asked to allocate a set budget first separately and then jointly as a couple, the same training 

program increased women’s influence in household decisions because the joint decisions in the 

experiment were more closely aligned to women’s preference after the training (Bulte, Lensink, and Vu 

2016). While this could point to differences in revealed versus stated preferences, a common 

measurement challenge in self-reported data, it also signals the fact that some of the most widely used 

metrics for capturing decision-making sometimes fail to pick up meaningful information.  

 

The prevalence of violence tended to be lower when elicited through traditional survey questions than 

when reported indirectly through list experiments (Bulte and Lensink 2019; Holden et al. 2016; Kotsadam 

and Villanger 2019), although in one case, researchers reported that the difference was not statistically 

significant (Kotsadam and Villanger 2019). In one study, findings from the list experiment led to opposite 

assessment of intervention effects on IPV compared to survey questions (Bulte and Lensink 2019). 

Despite the limitations of both data collection methods, future evaluations should consider using list 

experiments alongside traditional survey tools.  

 

When it comes to reporting violence, the direction of the reporting bias associated with exposure to 

treatment, when it occurs, is ex-ante unclear. For example, an empowerment program may raise women’s 

awareness of gender norms and their knowledge on what constitutes violence, making women more 

willing to openly report it even though the actual prevalence of violence remained unchanged. This would 

make researchers erroneously infer that the empowerment program had adverse effects. Conversely, if 

more empowered women refrain from reporting being victims of abuse because they are less willing to 

identify as a victim, this would lead to erroneous conclusions that the empowerment program decreased 

violence.   

 

Individual indicators without context, including the outcomes in our conceptual framework, tell us 

little about women’s role as agents. To determine whether changes in women’s well-being are indeed 

the result of increased agency, we need information about women’s goals and interests, how the decisions 

were made that led to these outcomes, and how women perceive these changes (i.e., the process of 

empowerment and decision-making). Yet, researchers often lack this information. For example, an 
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empowerment program that led to women’s greater participation in income-generating activities might 

not necessarily reflect an increase in economic agency if women were forced to work out of severe 

economic necessity or had limited autonomy in their labor market choices (Field, Glennerster, and 

Nazneen 2018). Extensive formative research to deeply understand the context and pathways for the 

results can help substantiate quantitative findings.  

 

Some commonly used indicators, such as investments in children, might not be valid metrics for 

women’s agency in certain contexts. Many evaluations associate women’s empowerment with 

improvements in children’s health and education, assuming that greater household investment in 

children’s health care, nutrition, and schooling represents women’s preferences (van den Bold, 

Quisumbing, and Gillespie 2013; Cunningham et al. 2015; Pratley 2016; Thorpe et al. 2016). Since 

women are usually the primary caregivers for children, more resources channeled to children are often 

considered a result of women’s greater power in the household (Richards et al. 2013; Gitter and Barham 

2008).  

 

Although targeting transfers to women can improve children’s well-being (Yoong, Rabinovich, and 

Diepeveen 2012), two recent studies found that children’s education and health outcomes did not differ 

according to whether the recipient of transfers was the father or the mother. In the conditional cash 

transfer program in Burkina Faso mentioned above, giving the transfers to fathers did not affect the 

program’s impact on children’s school enrollment or number of health check-ups compared to when the 

transfer was offered to mothers (Akresh, de Walque, and Kazianga 2016). Similarly, offering cash to 

fathers instead of mothers in an education-focused cash transfer program in Morocco made no difference 

in children’s school participation (Benhassine et al. 2015). These findings demonstrate that providing 

financial resources to fathers or mothers in transfer programs led to similar outcomes related to children’s 

well-being, which questions the use of investment in children as a default proxy measure of women’s 

agency.  

 

 

7. Conclusion 

 
Overall, the evidence has crystallized around the idea that policymakers, practitioners, and researchers 

should be more intentional when it comes to addressing power imbalances and social inequalities based 

on gender by designing programs that directly address attitudes about gender. Regardless of whether or 

not gender dynamics were considered in the program or research design, they may end up playing a 

meaningful role in moderating or even blocking the intended impacts. For this reason, access to resources 

alone, without addressing gender-specific constraints, is often not an effective mechanism for enhancing 

women’s agency. While interventions that address multiple constraints that women face through bundled 

programs appear effective in improving multiple indicators of women’s agency, more research is needed 

to understand which mechanisms generate positive outcomes and whether the full package of services is 

required. Opportunities to enhance women’s agency will also change over a woman’s life cycle. The 

timing of marriage and childbearing for young women offers key margins for improvements, while it 

appears more challenging to alter household decision-making dynamics within a marriage. A better 

understanding of other dimensions of heterogeneity by ethnicity, religion, class, etc. will additionally 

improve our understanding of how to enhance women’s agency.  
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Attempting to understand what works for an outcome as multidimensional as women’s agency implies 

connecting the dots between a range of possibilities, decision points, preferences, and domains. Based on 

our review of the evidence, some interventions that were effective in enhancing multiple indicators of 

women’s agency included: adolescent girls’ programs, laws that mandate equality, cash and in-kind 

transfers, and the Graduation approach. We also identified a range of takeaways specific to each direct 

and indirect indicator of agency that we reviewed.  

 

We found that programs that offer resources might be more successful in improving women’s agency if 

they employ design features (e.g., digital accounts and privacy features) with mechanisms that give 

women more control over those resources. Nonetheless, design features that enable women to hide 

decisions from their spouses likely do not offer long-term solutions to the very power imbalances that 

require women to shield their possessions or conceal their choices. Evaluating interventions with the 

people that consciously or unconsciously constrain and restrict women’s agency (e.g., partners, parents, 

etc.) should be prioritized. Continuing to research and understand approaches that are designed to shift, 

rather than accommodate, individual and collective gender norms that perpetuate inequality, then, is a 

continued priority for the development community
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