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a b s t r a c t

Despite extensive literature on the complex nature of empowerment, current efforts to measure women’s
empowerment in the agricultural development sector are largely limited to assessing visible forms of
agency. We take a critical look at current efforts to measure women’s empowerment at the individual/
household level through standardized tools. We examine the results of a household survey conducted
in Nepal using the Women’s Empowerment in Agriculture Index (WEAI), which was developed as a mon-
itoring and evaluation tool for the Feed the Future Initiative. Our interpretation of the results is informed
by qualitative fieldwork conducted in the same region. In our quantitative analysis, we regress correlates
of empowerment identified in the literature, such as age, education, household wealth, income, and
household composition, on individual empowerment as measured by the WEAI. While several factors
associated with women’s empowerment are significantly associated, household composition and intra-
household relationships, which we expected to be essential factors in the local context, appear to be
unrelated to the WEAI empowerment score. A measure of critical consciousness tested alongside the
WEAI instrument appears instead to be closely associated with these factors. Our qualitative findings
reveal that there is a discrepancy between local meanings of empowerment and definitions of
empowerment defined in terms of agency. Based on these results, we suggest that improvements in
measurement may be possible if approaches that measure power predominantly in terms of agency or
decision-making were to include critical consciousness in their framework.

� 2018 Elsevier Ltd. All rights reserved.

1. Introduction

Women’s empowerment has been a key concept and major goal
in development discourse since the 1990s. There is a particularly
strong narrative linking women’s empowerment with increased
agricultural productivity and food security, as seen in the reports
of major international organisations (e.g., FAO, 2011; World
Bank, 2012). This narrative has gained further prominence given
the socio-demographic dynamic observed in many regions of the
world described as the ‘‘feminization of agriculture” (Garikipati,
2008; Radel, Schmook, McEvoy, Mendez, & Petrzelka, 2012;
Sugden et al., 2014). Food and water security interventions and
programs have increasingly targeted women as beneficiaries,
under the assumption that women are best positioned to adopt
the productive practices that will contribute to enhanced agricul-
tural productivity and food security, and that increased income

to women will support better feeding and care practices – claims
that have been supported by several studies (Duflo, 2003;
Kennedy & Peters, 1992; Malapit, Kadiyala, Quisumbing,
Cunningham, & Tyagi, 2015). Stemming from the recognition that
such adoption might, however, be constrained by social norms
and institutions that restrict women’s agency, international food
and water security programs have included women’s empower-
ment as part of their objectives.

In this context, food security and agricultural aid programs
have become increasingly concerned with measurement of
women’s empowerment at the household level using standard-
ized tools, an area of study and research that has been largely
under-developed. Most international women’s empowerment
measurement tools, such as the Gender-related Development
Index (GDI) and the Gender Empowerment Measure (GEM)
developed by the UNDP in the mid-1990s, have aimed to capture
changes at the national level using aggregated data. Few
initiatives have been dedicated to exploring the messier
reality of community- and household-level power and gender
relationships.
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Designing a tool to measure empowerment across cultural con-
texts presents daunting challenges. Defining normative universal
indicators of power and social change across cultures is problem-
atic, as forms of agency or achievements (for example, increased
mobility) may indicate empowerment in some contexts and not
in others (Mahmud, Shah, & Becker, 2012). Normative indicators
may also reflect the values of those who are measuring rather than
those whose empowerment is assessed (Kabeer, 1999). For
perception-based indicators, respondents are asked to reflect on
and assess their own power, yet such a task requires a certain level
of critical consciousness for even the most visible forms of
decision-making (Freire, 1970; Kabeer, 1999). Despite rhetoric to
the contrary, there is also a wealth of evidence that change in gen-
der inequalities as a result of external interventions may be differ-
ent to what is expected, whether in agricultural or water sector
interventions or interventions specifically aimed at empowering
women (Batliwala & Dhanraj, 2004; Fischer & Qaim, 2012;
Kabeer, 1999; O’Reilly, 2006; Sultana, 2009). Accurately forecasting
what achievements will result from specific interventions may
therefore be unrealistic. Attributing causality is further compli-
cated by the fact that gender is embedded in cultural norms and
intersects with other social markers such as caste, class, and eth-
nicity (Harris, 2008).

Recognizing these challenges, we take a critical look at current
efforts to measure women’s empowerment at the individual/-
household level through standardized tools, and in particular the
recently developed Women’s Empowerment in Agriculture Index
(WEAI), which has been used as a monitoring and evaluation tool
for the USAID Feed the Future Initiative (Alkire et al., 2013). Our
analysis adopts a concurrent mixed methods research methodol-
ogy (Tashakkori & Teddlie, 2003), incorporating a household sur-
vey conducted in Nepal in 2014 that utilized the WEAI survey
tool and qualitative fieldwork conducted in the same region in
2015. Stemming from feminist conceptualizations of empower-
ment (Batliwala, 1994; Kabeer, 1999; Rowlands, 1995), we posit
that there are flaws in limiting measures of empowerment to vis-
ible forms of agency, and we defend the relevance of including
other forms of power, namely the power within (Rowlands, 1995),
which we will refer to as critical consciousness (Freire, 1970,
1974). Our findings have implications not only on the measure-
ment of women’s empowerment but also on the framing of
empowerment and women’s role in international food security
debates and programs. Ultimately, what is measured – and not
measured – influences discourse and confers legitimacy to certain
categories of intervention or institutional change by stressing cer-
tain forms of power while rendering others invisible.

In the next section, we review the ways in which power and
women’s empowerment have been theorized in dominant interna-
tional food security discourses and how this conceptualization has
translated into measures of empowerment in the agricultural
development sector.

2. Background

Power is one of the most contested and ambiguous concepts in
the social sciences. The feminist literature on power and women’s
empowerment is consequently extensive and reflects evolving
interpretations of its multiple dimensions (Upadhyay, 2003). Yet
in international food security and development discourses,
empowerment of women has been framed as a relatively straight-
forward and uncontested objective: an increase in women’s
agency. Empowered women are to become more effective farmers,
more productive food producers, and better income managers.
Women’s empowerment in the Global South is therefore to be
expressed through individual actions; it has been equated to

greater individual control over income and bargaining power
within the household and a greater role for women in decision-
making. As Kabeer (1999) already remarked almost two decades
ago, most quantitative studies assessing women’s empowerment
have focused on visible forms of agency related to decision-
making. This is still true today as observed in recent studies (e.g.,
Alkire et al., 2013; Cherayi & Jose, 2016; Mishra & Sam, 2016;
Sundström, Paxton, Wang, & Lindberg, 2017; Trommlerová,
Klasen, & Leßmann, 2015). Development projects also almost
exclusively rely on quantitative measures of agency to measure
progress and evaluate outcomes (Carter et al., 2014). The WEAI
itself explicitly focuses on agency, in contrast to resources or
achievements (Alkire et al., 2013).

Yet according to classical theories of power in social and polit-
ical science, power can take many other forms than agency or
power to. Power can be exercised through relationships of influence
and domination (power over) or, more insidiously, through hege-
monic forms of knowledge and ideas (Freire, 1970; Lukes, 2005).
Feminist theory highlights another form of power: the power
within. This is notably prominent in the seminal work of
Rowlands (1995), who convincingly argues that empowerment
goes beyond agency and stresses the role of critical consciousness:
‘‘empowerment is concerned with the processes by which people
become aware of their own interests and how these relate to those
of others [. . .] Empowerment is thus more than simply opening up
access to decision-making; it must also include the processes that
lead people to perceive themselves as able and entitled to occupy
that decision-making space” (Rowlands, 1995: 87). Critical con-
sciousness is related to one’s values and one’s ability to define
one’s own values. Even the concept of agency, defined by Sen
(1989), includes a reference to values and to critical reflection:
agency is a person’s ability to act on values he or she regards as
important. In Sen’s definition, values directly inform agency.
Agency (either individual or collective) can contribute to well-
being only insofar it is in line with ones’ values and identities.
Kabeer (1999) also explicitly defines agency beyond observable
actions to include the values that give meaning, motivation and
purpose to these actions.

The concept of critical consciousness was popularized by Paulo
Freire in his seminal work on social oppression with illiterate peas-
ants (1970). Freire distinguishes different levels of critical con-
sciousness; higher levels allow individuals to become aware of
their ability to make choices to change their lives (critical reflec-
tion), including by taking action against oppressive social and
political structures (critical action). The concept has been exten-
sively used and assessed in the fields of education, public health
and social work. It has not been operationalized to measure
women’s empowerment in the international development sector,
however, and its use to measure empowerment has been limited
to a few academic studies (Goldman & Little, 2015; and to some
extent in Hanmer & Klugman, 2016; Mahmud et al., 2012).1

Without critical reflection, an increase in women’s agency may
reinforce the existing hegemonic patriarchal system (Charmes &
Wieringa, 2003). For instance, women might take punitive actions
against other women in their community because the latter have
not respected the patriarchal norms that they themselves value.
The values that are embedded in organizations, professional cul-
ture and structure also affect critical consciousness and the type
of agency that men and women exercise. For instance, an irrigation
engineer might unconsciously prefer to act in ways that conform to
the hegemonic masculine values of the irrigation sector
(Zwarteveen, 2008). Conversely, agency and the lack of agency

1 A recent exception is the Oxfam publication byLombardini, Bowman, and
Garwood (2017)
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