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Abstract 

The World Bank defines women’s empowerment as a criterion for sustainable development and for the 

fulfilment of the Millennium Development Goals (MDG). Economic empowerment has been identified as a main 

fragment of women’s empowerment in literature. Women’s economic empowerment would lead to an expansion 

of women’s labour force in order to participate as an important factor for inclusive growth of the country. 

Economic empowerment directly influences the improvement of women’s decision-making power and their 

financial well-being. The main purpose of this paper is to provide an integrative review of antecedents and 

consequences of Women’s Economic Empowerment. A comprehensive review of women’s economic 

empowerment is presenting as an important topic for the policy makers and future researches. An integrative 

framework and a detailed summary table are provided based on the previous literature. Based on the findings, 

five main determinants of women’s economic empowerment were identified namely, Decision making power, 

Controlling over the use of income and expenditure, Leadership in the community, Control over the time 

allocation and Financial wellbeing. Among the total consequences an inclusive growth revealed as main 

consequence. The compendium of antecedents and consequences of women’s economic empowerment can be 

used by policy makers for their policy decisions as to identify the most significant antecedent to improve 

economic empowerment and to formulate new economic strategies to achieve an inclusive growth as a main 

consequence of women’s economic empowerment. As new vistas emerge for furthering economic empowerment 

leading to inclusive growth, this paper provides a timely review and an integrative framework of existing 

research on women’s economic empowerment and, its antecedents and consequences. This paper contributes to 

the economics discipline both by integrating a wide body of research on an important economics topic and by 

offering broad avenues for further research. 
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1. Introduction 

Although a universal definition for the term “women’s economic empowerment” is unavailable, many reputed 

international organizations have attempted to define and explain it on their own. The Organization for Economic 

Co-operation and Development (OECD) in 2015, defines it as, “women’s economic empowerment is the 

capacity of women to participate in, contribute to and benefit from growth processes in a way that recognizes the 

value of their contributions, respect their dignity and make it possible to negotiate a fairer distribution of the 

benefits of growth”. The OECD also elaborates the positive impact that the economic empowerment has upon 

women’s accessibility to opportunities and economic resources such as financial services, employment 

opportunities, skills development, market information and various other productive assets. The World Bank 

defines women’s empowerment as a criterion for sustainable development and for the fulfilment of the 

Millennium Development Goals (MDG). The fact that the upturn of female employment would lead to an 

expansion of women’s labour force engagement is quite undeniable. This is directly proportional to the 

improvement of their personal revenue and the economic growth. Consequently, there emerges a need to manage 

their incomes, savings and investment. Although this need may be opportunely fulfilled by attaining the financial 

market so as to achieve the financial wellbeing, which leads to economic empowerment. The financial wellbeing 

helps to increase investments and creating more employment opportunities which induced to reducing poverty 

and inequalities. Therefore, women’s economic empowerment facilitates to increase propensity to savings, 

accumulating investment and financial wellbeing paved the way for inclusive growth 

 

2. Definitions of Women’s economic empowerment 

The word ‘empowerment’ is believed to have emerged from the Spanish word empoderaminto which was 

adopted in a project for financing women with the purpose of empowering them. In the view of Serageldin, 

(1991), “the idea of empowerment manifests all levels of societal interaction which allow weak and marginalized 

groups to have access to tools and materials for their own destinies”. However, Olawaye, (1996) emphasis that 

empowerment is a concept that has become popular in recent times to describe an enabling process of the 

socially marginalized persons and groups to gain advantage and opportunities otherwise non-available to them. 
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Further Udegbe (1996) emphasizes that “empowerment acquires adequate knowledge, capacity confidence and 

idea to decide what is good for person(s) and the same encourage them willing to function accordingly”. 

The concept of empowerment also incorporates a thought of empowering people either in the form of 

individual or group who has been facing the challenges of social and economic deprivation (Kabeer, 2001). In 

other words, the term ‘empowerment’ creates a sort of entrepreneurship or encouragement among the poor 

sections of the society who are physically and mentally willing to do certain activities in promotion of their lives 

but hierarchy, which is inbuilt in social system, prevents them to do so because of their poor socio-economic 

background (Haque & Zulfiqar, 2015). Accordingly, empowerment generates power among poor communities of 

the society. In the perspective of social sciences, the term ‘empowerment’ could be defined as the process of 

making people self-sufficient in all spheres of life such as social, religious, cultural, political, and economic for 

the betterment of their lives (Malhotra et al., 2002). In Gandhi’s view, empowerment is a power, which enables 

people to act outside of their house to the immense pride. As per the definitions discussed in this section, the 

word empowerment is much suitable in the context of poor and vulnerable sections of society because it creates 

expansion of assets and capability of individual or group to promote participation, make negotiation, control over 

non-cooperative atmosphere, and generate influence and accountability towards the institutions, which promotes 

their lives. Therefore, empowerment is the process of self-strength, self-reliance and self-power which promote 

the dignity of the individual within the group or society (Krishna, 2003) and makes persons efficient in the 

process of making fast decision and encourages them to protect their rights. 

Empowerment became a popular term when women were speaking about gaining control over their lives 

and participating into the decisions that affect them in the home, community, governance and international 

development policies (Hallward-Driemeier, 2011). According to Khandker, (1998) women empowerment can be 

viewed as the component of several inter-related and mutually reinforcing component. Making headway in 

alleviating poverty and promoting equitable growth is inextricably linked to improving women’s lives and 

increasing their participation in decision making (Allsopp & Tallontire (2014). Some researchers (e.g. Haque, & 

Zulfiqar, 2015) argue that women’s empowerment helps raise economic productivity and reduce infant mortality 

and it contributes to improved health and nutrition. Therefore, women empowerment is one of the recent priority 

issues in developing countries, since women have less salaried jobs. According to Mayoux (1998) empowerment 

is a multidimensional and intertwined method of change in relating to power. Krishna (2003) stated that 

women’s empowerment is a process through which women can make their choices and renovate these choices 

into desired actions and outcomes.  

Empowerment has been discussed by most of researchers (e.g. Paulino et al., 2016) in terms of economic 

perspective. Economically empowering women is indispensable both to apprehend women’s rights and to 

achieve broader development goals such as economic growth, poverty reduction, and social welfare. According 

to Golla et al., (2011), when women have the ability to succeed and advance economically as well as have the 

power to make economic decisions, women are said to be economically empowered. Many researchers and 

scholars (e.g. Goldman and Little, 2014) argue that women’s economic empowerment promotes inclusive 

growth in many developing countries. Some researchers (Khandker, & Cartwright, 2006) shows that a large 

portion of the hard-core poor are the women, because they face social barriers in accessing formal finance such 

as savings and credits that make it is much harder for them to overcome poverty and they are more susceptible to 

becoming poor when they lose the male earning member of the family due to abandonment, divorce or death. 

Further Siddik (2017), pointed out continued disparities between women and men in employment and income 

opportunities, education, financial literacy and control over assets demonstrate that development activities are 

centered on the men. 

On the other hand, women’s economic empowerment is vital to recognize women’s right (Handa & Davis, 

2006). Economy and organizations start to realize that women empowerment is a win-win situation not only for 

women but also for economy as a whole (Rawlings & Rubio, 2005). Further Hoddinott, & Alderman, (1997) 

argue that economically empowered women are able to enjoy wellbeing and also help in increasing productivity, 

economic growth, reducing poverty and enhancing efficiency. Therefore, empowerment of women promotes 

sustainable development of a community (Thomas, 1990) as sustainability develops and determines, based on 

equilibrium structure of society, a society that does not make discrimination or is biased against any social group 

or gender (Fletschner, 2008). Further, sustainable social structure comprises social and economic empowerment, 

financial literacy and financial freedom of women to free access to the formal financial system (Khandker, & 

Cartwright, 2006). These factors promote their active involvement in development of their own, society and 

whole nation (Thomas, 1990). Women being the major proportions of society get chance in all spheres of life 

and definitely become the part of sustainable development (Fletschner, 2008). According to Kabeer, (2001), as 

women held responsibilities of many facets of family structure, empowering women means empowering whole 

family, because women serve families on various aspects, which fall under the category of human resources 

development. Mayoux, (1997) noted that women by sitting idle at home even watch the progress of the activity 

of the family members and interfere in the matter to promote their career. 
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According to above discussion, women economic right is definitely an important indicator for enhancement 

of their status. Therefore, women’s financial knowledge should be accessed in terms of financial literacy by 

educating more employment avenues and financial awareness etc. it would all lead to the women economic 

freedom (Hulme & Mosley, 1996). This dimension covers strength of financial decision making benefit of 

economic growth, financial access, credit, social cohesion, local participation and interaction of formal financial 

transactions, etc., for betterment of their lives (Mayoux, 1997). In this regard, developing countries give priority 

financial literacy for more for financial inclusion to improve the economic empowerment of their women. 

However, in the new global economy, women’s empowerment has become a central issue for countries to be 

able to achieve development goals such as economic growth, poverty reduction, health, education and welfare 

(Golla et al., 2011; Maheswari, & Revathy,2016; Das, 2016; Kumari & Subrahmanyam, 2017; Roy and Jain 

2018; Angela, John & Ting, 2019). Therefore, most of researchers developed the interest to investigate the 

relationship between women’s economic empowerment, financial inclusion and financial literacy. As the women 

empowerment has been analyzed by previous researchers in different perspectives, some definitions have been 

summerised into table 1. for getting clear picture about the concept for present study.  

Table 1: Defining women’s economic empowerment 

Source Conceptual definitions  

Kabeer (2001) The expansion of people’s ability to make strategic life choices, within their households and 

their communities, particularly in contexts where this ability has been limited. 

Malhotra ( 2002) The ability of people to make strategic choices in areas that affect their lives. 

Krishna (2003) Women’s empowerment is a process through which women can make their choices and 

renovate these choices into desired actions and outcomes. 

Kabeer ,(2005) Individual’s or group’s capacity to make choices and  transform those choices into desired 

actions and outcomes. 

Malhotra and 

Mehra (2011).  

Women’s economic empowerment is fast becoming a key instrument in promoting their 

abilities to achieve their rights and well-being which subsequently reduces household 

poverty and increases economic growth, productivity and efficiency. 

Golla et al., 

(2011) 

A woman is economically empowered when she has both the ability to succeed and advance 

economically and the power to make and act on economic decisions. To succeed and 

advance economically, women need the skills and resources to compete in markets, as well 

as fair and equal access to economic institutions. To have the power and agency to benefit 

from economic activities, women need to have the ability to make and act on decisions and 

control resources and profits. 

DFID (2012) 

  

“Economic empowerment is a process that increases people’s access to and control over 

economic resources and opportunities including jobs, financial services, property and other 

productive assets (from which one can generate an income), skills development and market 

information” 

Goldman and 

Little, (2014) 

Empowerment is a continuous, phased and relational process that occurs across scales and 

pathways 

Allsopp and 

Tallontire, (2014) 

The empowerment was defined as a dynamic process that follows a series of sequential 

steps in which ownership of one type of power increases the likelihood and the ability to 

exercise other forms of power thus creating a positive ‘power spiral’ 

Haque and 

Zulfiqar (2015) 

Economic empowerment is a combination of individual’s knowledge, ability, skills and 

confidence for handling her own financial wellbeing. 

Gilabert, Dietz & 

Grabs (2016) 

A woman is economically empowered when she has both the ability to succeed and advance 

economically and the power to make and act on economic decisions.  

Haque & Zulfiqar 

(2016) 

Economic empowerment is a combination of individual’s knowledge, ability, skills and 

confidence for handling her own financial wellbeing. 

Mathews & 

Nandhini (2016) 

Women’s economic empowerment, which entails that women have the authority to make 

their own decisions regarding use of their resources, leads to prosperity for families and 

communities. 

OECD (2018) Economic empowerment is the capacity of women to participate in, contribute to and 

benefit from growth process  in ways that recognise the value of their contributions, respect 

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

Vithanagama 

(2018) 

To succeed and advance economically, women need the skills and resources to compete in 

markets, as well as fair and equal access to economic institutions. To have the power and 

agency to benefit from economic activities, women need to have the ability to make and act 

on decisions and control resources and profits. 

Source: Author constructed based on the literature 
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3. Theoretical models of women’s economic empowerment 

Kabeer’s Three Dimensional Model 

Trans Theoretical Model(TTM) (also called the Stages of Change Model), developed by James Prochaska & 

Carlo DiClemente (1984); Prochaska, DiClemente, & Norcross (1992); Prochaska & Velicer (1994),   was 

derived by studying human experiences and combining existing psychotherapy models. Further TTM was 

designed to help people intentionally change behavior by understanding process of changed. However, based on 

the main principles of TTM, three dimensional model was developed by Naila Kabeer in 1999. This model can 

be applied for conceptualize woman empowerment.  According to Kabeer’s framework empowerment is a 

dynamic process, in which women acquire resources that enable them to develop voice and the capacity to 

articulate preferences. It will be provided the capacity to make decisions to fulfill their own aspirations. 

According to Kabeer (2005) three dimensions of empowerment can be adopted to explain the pathways through 

which empowerment occurs. (See figure 1)  

Figure 1. Theoretical model of women’s empowerment 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Source: Naila Kabeer (1999) 

In this model, the resources include material, human or social in form such as schooling attainment, skill 

development, and self-efficacy; social resources such as participation in organizations, access to peer networks, 

and access to role models outside the family; and economic resources or material assets such as earnings, 

property, and land (Huis et. al, 2017). Resources enable but do not necessarily guarantee empowerment because 

of the broader structural and normative environment in which girls grow up (Hansen, 2015). From a theoretical 

point of view, a women’s ability to become empowered at the individual level depends on the environment in 

which she lives (e.g., Pitt et al., 2006). The second dimension is agency which provides access to resources as a 

necessary pre‐ condition of empowerment (Kabeer, 1999). However, if women are living in a much 

disempowered community, it will be difficult for her to gain access to the resources to develop voice and agency 

(e.g., Kabeer, 1999; Grabe, 2012). And lastly, the third dimension is achievements, which refers to the 

consequences of the choices made (Kabeer, 1999). According to Kabeer (2005), change in one dimension can 

lead to changes in the other dimensions. 

Based on the Kabeer (2005) three dimensions, Kumari (2020), has built a new model for women’s 

economic empowerment. In the model, women’s economic empowerment Centrals by the two main variables 

named as financial literacy and financial inclusion. By using the Kabeer’s three dimensions’ process kumara 

(2020) attempted to reconstruct the model in her PhD thesis 2020. Accordingly, the model was rearranged as 

depicted in figure 2. Figure. 

Figure 2: Conceptual model for women’s Economic Empowerment 

 
Source: Kumari (2020a) 
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4. Determinants of women’s economic empowerment 

According to Haque, & Zulfiqar (2016), when women have the ability to succeed and advance economically as 

well as have the power to make economic decisions, women are said to be economically empowered. Further, 

Vithanagama R. (2016a) argue that economically empowered women are able to enjoy financial wellbeing and 

also help in increasing productivity, economic growth, reducing poverty and enhancing efficiency. Further 

Maheswari, & Revathy, (2016), pointed out continued disparities between women and men in employment and 

income opportunities, education, financial literacy and control over assets demonstrate that development 

activities are centered on the men. Empowerment has been discussed by most of the researchers (e.g. Haque, & 

Zulfiqar (2016) in terms of economic perspective. Economically empowering women is indispensable both to 

apprehend women’s rights and to achieve broader development goals such as economic growth, poverty 

reduction, and social welfare. According to previous researchers (Arora, 2016), women’s economic 

empowerment is influenced by many factors. However, Bonga et al., (2016) noted that financial literacy become 

very prominent in the modern society. Financial literacy facilitates the growth and the molding of finances in an 

appropriate manner. Accordingly, it supports to achieve economic wellbeing in the rural communities (Devi, 

2016; Batra, 2013). Well informed financial decision making is turning into a requirement for economic 

empowerment of women as a result of constant shifting in the financial market and the intensification of 

individual responsibility (Lusardi, 2017). While reviewing previous literature in the purpose of identifying the 

antecedents of women’s economic empowerment, researcher did meta-analysis and selected determinants which 

were commonly used in the previous studies. Accordingly, there were five main determinants identified. 

 

4.1.Decision making power 

Decision-making power is the ability to influence decisions that affect one’s life – both private and public (Deka, 

2015). Formal access to positions of authority and to this processes is an important, if insufficient, condition for 

women to have decision making power in the public domain (Adam, et al., 2018; Islam, 2014). Decision-making 

power is a composite of access, capabilities and actions that shape whether women have influence the society or 

their private life. While considering, economic empowerment, the decision making power consider under the 

financial point of view (Deka ,2015; Karunathilake, 2016). Therefore, in the research context, the decision 

making power referred as, to the power of poor rural women to make household economic decisions for 

achieving short and long term economic wellbeing in their households Arora, 2016; Maheswari, 2016; Haque et 

al., 2016; Bonga et al., 2016; Singh et al.,2017; Lusardi et al., 2017; Roy et al 2018). 

 

4.2.Control over the use of income and expenditures 

The next important issue is controlling over the use of income and expenditure. Without this step, will be 

spending money out of track. To control the income and expenditure, it is best to directly prepare the detailed 

document to controlling an income and expenditure, while developing the budget Alkire, et al., 2012; Biswas, 

1999; Malhotra et al., 2002; Deka, 2015. The household budget should be communicated with all the relevant 

staff. Under the women’s economic empowerment, controlling power of the income and expenditure of family 

members as well as controlling herself is an important phenomenon of her empowerment (Deka ,2015; Gilabert, 

Dietz, & Grabs, 2016; Soni, et al., 2016. Deka ,2015; Gilabert, Dietz, and Grabs ,2016). Therefore, in the 

research context, controlling the use of income and expenditure termed as; authority and willingness of poor 

rural women to control the over expenditure of their families with the purpose of using this resources to 

productive ways. Karunathilake, 2016; Arora, 2016; Maheswari, 2016; Haque et al., 2016; Bonga et al., 2016; 

Lusardi et al., 2017; Singh et al.,2017; Kumari,2017). 

 

4.3.Leadership in the community 

Women have long been the mainstay of communities and are heavily involved in community initiatives in 

various forms. Though often the unrewarded heroes of community action, women’s role in community 

development has become important (Dietz, & Grabs ,2016; Alkire, et al., 2012; Deka ,2015). Especially, in some 

communities like rural poor, they have established themselves as leaders in community development and 

acquired the skills that have brought positive change to their communities. Women leaders play key roles in 

establishing and maintaining important relationships and networks in their communities (Gilabert, Gilabert, 

Dietz, and Grabs ,2016; Karunathilake, 2016). They face cultural, economics, and social barriers in leading the 

community and in many cases overcoming those barriers become their motivation. While their comprehensive 

approach has influenced the evolution and nature of community development, women’s contributions have been 

neither widely acknowledging nor explicitly credited. The results of this study provide deeper insights into 

women’s thinking about leadership and community development (Arora, 2016; Maheswari, 2016; Haque et al., 

2018; Bonga et al., 2016; Singh et al.,2017; Lusardi et al., 2017; Kumari, 2019. Therefore, according to the 

research context, leadership in the community means the extent to which poor rural women can influence the 

common decisions of community and degree of other community people willing to accept their views Roy et al., 
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2018; Vithanagama, 2018).  

 

4.4.Control over the time allocation 

A study by Hoque and Itohara (2009) reported time allocation is contributing to an extent in planing family 

activities and participation in family leisure time based on the decision making power of the rural women.    And 

also stated that time spending programme among family members is developing leadership of the rural women 

(Arora, 2016; Maheswari, 2016; Haque et al., 2016.This study was conceptualized considering basically five 

important dimensions of women’s economic empowerment that identifies five principles in which empowerment 

are achieved including control over the time allocation as an important dimention (Swamy,2014; Deka ,2015; 

Gilabert, Dietz, and Grabs ,2016; Karunathilake, 2016; Kumari, 2017). Therefore, according to the research 

context, control over the time allocation means ability and willingness of poor rural women for allocating their 

time for different tasks and ability to decide their leisure time in between their day to-day work schedule (Bonga 

et al., 2016; Singh et al.,2017; Lusardi et al., 2017; Roy et al 2018. Another sub-dimention of the study is 

financial wellbeing, attributing to some extent in generating economic empowerment and participation in 

financial decision making power of the rural women (Dash, Prasad & Koshy ,2016).  

 

4.5Financial wellbeing 

Empowerment is power or authority to someone. Women are important to the family as a mother as well in a 

society. Women are working in the family without any compensation but in the workplace they earn more 

money with their high position. Empowerment of women refers to giving decision making power to women in 

social, economic and financial empowerment of life (Haque, 2016; Gilabert, Dietz, and Grabs ,2016; 

Karunathilake, 2016; Arora, 2016; Kumari, 2020). Empowerment of women is very much essential to achieve 

sustainable development. The process of empowerment should start from the home.  Women’s position in the 

household determines women’s autonomy in the family (Kabeer, 1999; Haque & Zulfiqar ,2016; Kumari,2017). 

According to the financial wellbeing, it is worth to examine whether can decide about household matters like 

buying household assets and managing financial resoureces, having access to bank, have security of financial 

future, have ability to make choices or have enough assets to do day to day financial transactions (Deka, 2015; 

Maheswari, 2016; Haque et al., 2016; Bonga et al., 2016). Therefore, according to the research context financial 

wellbeing refreed as: ability of poor rural women to fully meet current and ongoing financial obligations and feel 

secure in their financial future, and is able to make choices that allow them to enjoy life. United Nation 

Foundation ,2015); Biswas ,1999; Krishnan and Silvi,2011; Singh et al.,2017; Lusardi et al., 2017). According to 

the previous literature, determinants of women’s economic empowerment can be explained by reflecting the 

main five determinants.  

 

5. Conclusion 

The literature arranges in this paper was mainly focused on the conceptual background of women’s economic 

empowerment in different perspectives. In this process, the author did not pay special attention to one particular 

economy and general analysis of the respective concepts was carried out. However, this phenomenon is more 

relevant to developing countries other than developed countries. According to the critical literature review given 

in this paper, women’s economic empowerment becomes the crucial determinant of the economy that are 

focusing on achieving an inclusive growth of the country. Further, women’s economic empowerment is at a low 

level in developing countries. And different antecedents are being influenced by the level of economic 

empowerment in those countries. Mainly there were five antecedents identified. However, in general, women’s 

economic empowerment has a direct causal relationship with economic growth. As per the previous literature, 

consequences of women’s economic empowerment named as financial wellbeing, poverty alleviation, creating 

employment and resulting income equality etc. Policy decision-makers should consider improving the level of 

women’s economic empowerment for achieving economic growth. Further, future researchers can design some 

empirical studies in different socio-economic contexts for analyzing the contribution of women’s economic 

empowerment on economic growth. Finally, academics can pay special attention to the antecedents of women’s 

economic empowerment and should examine which factors are more contributing to determine the women’s 

economic empowerment. 
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