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Abstract

This study critically examines the evolving dimensions of women’s empowerment in modern society by analyzing
secondary data. Drawing from national and international surveys such as NFHS, PLFS, DHS, and a wide range of peer-
reviewed empirical studies, the research investigates the trends, determinants, barriers, and outcomes associated with
women’s empowerment. Education, economic participation, legal reforms, healthcare access, and digital engagement
emerged as central drivers, though their impact is often uneven due to systemic inequalities and socio-cultural constraints.
The findings emphasize that while policies and global indices show progress, deep-rooted patriarchal norms, intersectional
disadvantages, and weak institutional mechanisms continue to hinder sustainable empowerment. The study further
highlights the critical role of grassroots interventions, digital activism, and community-led programs in catalysing change,
especially for marginalized groups. Concluding that empowerment is a dynamic, context-specific, and multi-layered
process, the study offers policy-level suggestions grounded in evidence to promote inclusive, intersectional, and
transformative approaches to gender justice.
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INTRODUCTION

Background

Women’s empowerment is one of the most resonant “voices of change” of the twenty-first century. From boardrooms to
village councils and from social-media timelines to factory floors, women’s claims to equal rights, agency, and dignity have
dramatically reshaped how modern societies understand development, democracy, and human fulfilment. Yet empowerment
is neither a single moment nor a uniform experience; it is a dynamic, multilayered process that unfolds within shifting
political economies, cultural idioms, and technological ecosystems. This introduction sets the stage for an in-depth analysis
of that process. It maps the historical evolution of the concept, clarifies its conceptual building blocks, situates contemporary
debates in global and local contexts, and identifies the analytical lenses through which the subsequent chapters will examine
women’s empowerment as both outcome and catalyst of social change.

Historical Trajectories: From Suffrage to Sustainable Development

The modern story of women’s empowerment often begins with the nineteenth- and early-twentieth-century suffrage
movements that struggled for the most basic political right: the vote. While Western women famously secured that right in
staggered waves (New Zealand in 1893, the United States in 1920, France in 1944), parallel struggles were unfolding in the
global South, sometimes tied to anticolonial and nation-building projects. Indian women gained the vote in 1947 within a
constitution that formally enshrined gender equality, just as Ghanaian, Egyptian, and Brazilian activists wove women’s
citizenship into broader quests for independence and democracy.

The second wave of the 1960s—1980s expanded the agenda beyond the legal public sphere to the private realms of family,
sexuality, and reproduction. Concepts such as ‘“the personal is political” and “consciousness-raising” reframed
empowerment as liberation from structural and cultural patriarchy rather than a one-time legal concession. Meanwhile,
activist-scholars in Latin America, Africa, and Asia criticized Western feminisms for ignoring class, race, and colonial
legacies; they seeded what would later crystallize as intersectionality and transnational feminism.
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By the late twentieth century, women’s empowerment became a cornerstone of international development discourse. The
United Nations’ Fourth World Conference on Women in Beijing (1995) adopted the Beijing Platform for Action, an
unprecedented blueprint linking empowerment to education, health, and economic autonomy. Two decades later,
Sustainable Development Goal 5 (2015) made “Achieve gender equality and empower all women and girls” a standalone
global commitment, integrating gender targets across all seventeen SDGs.

Conceptual Foundations: Defining Empowerment:

Naila Kabeer’s model of empowerment, developed in her seminal work “Resources, Agency, Achievements: Reflections
on the Measurement of Women’s Empowerment” (1999), provides a multidimensional and dynamic understanding of
empowerment, particularly in the context of gender inequality and development. She defines empowerment as “the
expansion in people’s ability to make strategic life choices in a context where this ability was previously denied,”
emphasizing that empowerment is not simply about access to opportunities but about the ability to make meaningful choices
and act on them. Kabeer identifies three essential interrelated components of empowerment: resources, agency, and
achievements. Resources refer to the pre-conditions necessary for empowerment and include material assets (like income,
land, and property), human capital (such as education, health, and skills), and social resources (like relationships, networks,
and institutional access). These resources provide the foundation upon which agency can be built.

Agency is the heart of empowerment and is defined as the ability to define one’s goals and act upon them. It includes both
individual and collective forms of action and can manifest in decision-making, negotiation, resistance, voice, or protest.
Agency is not limited to outward behavior; it also involves internal processes such as confidence, awareness, and self-
perception. The third dimension, achievements, represents the outcomes or results of the exercise of agency using available
resources, such as improved access to education, increased income, better health outcomes, political participation, and
enhanced control over personal and family decisions. Kabeer’s model views empowerment as both a process, the journey
of acquiring capabilities, and a condition, a state of being where the individual possesses the power to make and implement
choices. A unique strength of her model lies in its integration of both subjective (perceptions, aspirations, and self-worth)
and objective (tangible, measurable progress) dimensions of empowerment, which makes it more holistic and applicable
across different social, cultural, and economic settings.

Moreover, Kabeer underscores that empowerment is deeply contextual and intersectional, shaped by the interplay of caste,
class, ethnicity, religion, geographic location, and gender norms. What counts as empowerment in one context may not
translate similarly in another. Therefore, empowerment must be assessed with the specific constraints and possibilities
within each woman’s environment. Kabeer’s model continues to be widely used in gender studies and development research
because it moves beyond simplistic indicators and captures the deeper structural and personal dynamics that influence
women’s ability to transform their lives.

The Multiscalar Nature of Empowerment: Global Trends and Local Realities

The concept of empowerment is inherently multiscalar, meaning it operates and manifests across multiple levels: global,
national, and local, each shaped by its own distinct social, economic, and cultural dynamics. While the idea of gender
equality has gained considerable traction on the international stage, the actual realization of women’s empowerment varies
significantly depending on context. According to the World Economic Forum’s Global Gender Gap Report 2024, the world
has closed 68.5 percent of the overall gender gap, indicating progress in areas such as education, health, economic
participation, and political representation. However, a closer look reveals stark regional disparities. Western Europe, for
instance, leads with 76 percent of the gender gap closed, benefiting from progressive social policies, institutional support,
and inclusive governance structures. In contrast, South Asia remains behind at 63 percent, held back by deep-rooted
patriarchal norms, economic inequality, and limited access to opportunities for women. Even within countries considered
relatively empowered, gender-based challenges persist. Nations with high rankings in gender equality still grapple with
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entrenched issues such as sexual and domestic violence, occupational segregation, and the disproportionate burden of unpaid
care work on women, highlighting that legal and policy frameworks alone are not sufficient to achieve full empowerment.

Zooming in to the national level, India offers a compelling case of this layered reality. On one hand, the passage of the
Women’s Reservation Act in 2023, which guarantees 33 percent parliamentary seats for women, marks a significant policy
milestone toward political empowerment. On the other hand, India’s female labor-force participation remains troublingly
low, stagnating below 25 percent, and revealing that representation in governance does not automatically translate into
broader socio-economic inclusion.

Furthermore, the empowerment of women in India is shaped by intersectional factors such as caste, class, religion, and
geography, making it impossible to generalize across the diverse experiences of Indian women. Structural discrimination,
particularly against Dalit, tribal, and Muslim women, continues to limit their access to education, employment, property,
and justice. Yet, local realities also present promising stories of grassroots empowerment. In rural Andhra Pradesh, Self-
Help Groups (SHGs) have emerged as transformative spaces for poor and marginalized women. These groups, supported
by microcredit initiatives, have enabled women to start small businesses, gain financial literacy, and engage in collective
bargaining with local institutions. Through these decentralized and community-driven models, women have been able to
exercise agency in both household and public domains, often becoming decision-makers, income generators, and social
leaders. Such bottom-up efforts highlight the critical importance of contextual, locally-rooted strategies in achieving
meaningful empowerment outcomes.

In sum, empowerment cannot be understood or achieved through a single lens or top-down approach. Global indicators may
offer a macro-level overview, but they often fail to capture the lived realities of women on the ground. True empowerment
is multidimensional and dynamic, requiring synchronized efforts at the international, national, and local levels. It must
address not only legal and economic barriers but also socio-cultural norms, structural inequalities, and everyday practices
that restrict women’s full participation in society. Recognizing the multiscalar nature of empowerment allows us to
appreciate both the progress made and the deep challenges that remain, while also emphasizing the powerful role of local
actors and grassroots movements in driving sustainable gender equality.

REVIEW LITERATURE

e  Mukhopadhyay (2025). In The Study Titled “Empowerment of Women and Its Determinants in India: A State-Level
Analysis with Nths-5 Data,” Utilized Secondary Data From 22 Indian States/UTs, focusing On Ever-Married Women
Aged 15-49. Drawing On =~611,700 Women from Nfhs-5 (2019-21) And 690,000 From Nfhs-4, The Research
Developed a Composite Women’s Empowerment Index Using Six Indicators Through Principal Component Analysis
(Pca). Using Stata/Se 17, A Fixed-Effects Panel Regression Model Was Employed to Assess the Influence of Eight
Socio-Economic and Living-Condition Variables. The Results Highlighted That Female Secondary Education, Access
to Clean Cooking Fuel, Improved Sanitation, And Delayed Marriage Age Significantly Influenced Empowerment
Across States. The Strongest Predictor Was Years of Female Schooling. The Study Recommended Prioritizing
Secondary Education for Girls, Boosting Sanitation Infrastructure Under Swachh Bharat, And Enforcing the Legal Age
of Marriage Through Incentives.

e HARTMANN ET AL. (2025) conducted a cluster-randomized controlled trial titled “Effectiveness of an
empowerment-based self-defence programme among South-African girls.” The study was implemented in 15 public
schools in Ggeberha, Eastern Cape, and included girls aged 10-19. Of the 1,540 girls enrolled, 1,250 were retained at
the 12-month follow-up. Data was collected via electronic surveys and implementation logs at baseline, 3, 6, and 12
months. Using Generalised Estimating Equations, the study compared outcomes across intervention and control groups.
While the program didn’t significantly reduce past-year sexual violence (adjRR 1.24, p=0.08), it improved self-defence
knowledge. The authors noted that school schedule constraints impacted implementation fidelity and recommended
embedding the program with school-wide buy-in and longer practice durations before scaling.
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SAHU AND BEHERA (2025), in their study “Barriers to women’s empowerment in India’s informal sector,” analyzed
structural and socio-economic constraints faced by female informal workers. Using the Periodic Labour Force Survey
(PLFS 2022-23) and 40 qualitative interviews from Bihar, Odisha, and Delhi, the study included 101,500 working-age
women. STATA 17 was used for multivariate logistic regressions and Blinder-Oaxaca decomposition, while NVivo 14
facilitated thematic coding. Results showed a 28% gender wage gap even after controls, and that legal protection
coverage was below 10%. Literacy and vocational training halve the odds of earning below the poverty line.
Recommendations included expanding E-Shram insurance, subsidizing skills training, and enforcing equal pay
provisions in the Shops & Establishments Acts.

RAGHUVANSHI AND COLLEAGUES (2025), in “Unmasking inequality: socio-economic determinants and gender
disparities in Maharashtra and India’s health outcomes,” used NFHS-5 individual-level data with a national and
Mabharashtra-specific focus. Their sample comprised approximately 650,000 nationally and 42,000 from Maharashtra.
Using STATA 17 and Fairlie decomposition methods, the study found that women reported nearly double the self-
perceived morbidity rates. Marital status was the strongest determinant of disparity nationwide, while urban residence
widened gaps in Maharashtra. Health insurance was found to mitigate some disparities. The study advised targeting
widowed and currently married women for universal health insurance and enhanced urban primary healthcare outreach.
Kulkarni N. & Shaikh R.B. 2024 study titled “Empower HER Health,” they analyzed NFHS-4 and -5 datasets to
examine changes in gender-based violence and women’s empowerment in Karnataka compared to national trends.
Karnataka’s NFHS-5 sample included ~38,000 women, while NFHS-4 included 35,000. Using MS Excel dashboards
and Data wrapper visualizations, the study reported a S-percentage-point drop in early marriage in Karnataka (compared
to 2% nationally) and a 24-point rise in menstrual hygiene product use. However, the prevalence of physical spousal
violence remained unchanged. The study called for reforms in GBV law enforcement, continuation of adolescent
hygiene subsidies, and school-based gender sensitization programs.

NAWAZ (2023) investigated microfinance’s role in “Does microfinance address women’s strategic gender needs?”
through a qualitative study of 32 rural women borrowers in Bangladesh from two NGOs, using purposive network
sampling. Data was collected via in-depth interviews, key-informant interviews, and focus group discussions. Thematic
coding revealed that while microfinance improved outcomes like children’s education and health access, it failed to
challenge male dominance over household finances or redistribute unpaid domestic labor. Nawaz recommended
integrating gender-sensitization and male engagement components into microfinance delivery systems.

MENGSTIE (2022) evaluated “Impact of microfinance on women’s economic empowerment” using a sample of 346
clients from three microfinance institutions. Structured questionnaires were analyzed through paired-sample t-tests and
multiple regression using SPSS 26. Results showed significant increases in women’s post-loan income, savings, and
asset ownership. Training frequency and loan size were the most significant empowerment predictors. The study
suggested bundling microloans with business training and market-linkage support to maximize empowerment
outcomes.

KHURSHEED’S (2022), “Exploring the role of microfinance in women’s empowerment & entrepreneurial
development,” focused on six in-depth interviews and a focus group discussion with rural women borrowers of the
RCDP in Pakistan. Findings revealed that while micro-loans enabled enterprises in livestock and tailoring, repayment
stress and lack of mentorship limited sustainability. The study advocated for post-loan supervision and inclusion of
financial literacy modules to prevent client distress and enhance long-term impact.
NWAJIUBAC.A.&UKWANDUE. (2021) In their study “Female ICT participation in South-Eastern Nigerian tertiary
institutions,” they surveyed 136 female undergraduates using structured Likert-scale questionnaires. The analysis
indicated that high device costs and male-dominated classroom environments discouraged ICT participation, with 78%
of respondents believing ICT to be a male domain. To address this, the study suggested waiving hardware fees,
establishing gender-inclusive labs, and sensitizing parents about girls’ STEM potential through community outreach.
HAZRA (2020) examined maternal and neonatal health improvements through SHGs in “Health-behaviour change
through women’s self-help groups.” Conducted across 320 villages in Uttar Pradesh and Bihar, with 20,500 mothers of
infants, the study employed pre-/post-household surveys and difference-in-differences analysis with fixed effects.
Results showed a 12-percentage point rise in antenatal care uptake and a fall in neonatal mortality by 8 per 1,000 births,
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particularly benefiting the poorest households. Recommendations included aligning SHG behavioural modules with
ASHA outreach programs and government schemes.

e SARNQUIST ET AL. (2019) piloted a school-based intervention titled “Empowerment intervention to prevent sexual
assault” in Kenya’s Kibera and Mathare slums. Conducted in 108 primary schools with 4,300 students, the cluster-RCT
used structured surveys and school-matched randomization. Logistic regression models showed a 26% reduction in
first-incident sexual assault among girls at 24-month follow-up (2022 data). The study also reported increased bystander
intervention among boys. Recommendations included scaling self-defence training for girls and integrating positive
masculinity programs into school curricula.

e MSUYA A. ET AL. (2015), drawing from Tanzanian DHS data spanning 2004-05, 2010, and 2015-16, developed a
Women’s Empowerment Index. The 2015-16 sample included 6,310 women, with earlier samples of 8,189 and 6,786.
Using Exploratory and Confirmatory Factor Analysis along with Cronbach’s alpha for reliability, six empowerment
domains were validated. Findings revealed stable patterns over time, but low scores on property ownership and social
independence persisted. The study recommended using the tailored index for SDG-5 monitoring and prioritizing
reforms in women'’s land rights and delayed marriage campaigns.

METHODOLOGY
OBJECTIVES OF THE STUDY

e To identify key socio-economic, legal, educational, and digital determinants influencing empowerment.
e To analyse the role of intersectionality in shaping women's empowerment experiences.

e To evaluate the impact of national and global empowerment programs and policies.

e To examine barriers and backlashes that hinder sustainable empowerment.

e To provide evidence-based recommendations for inclusive and transformative policy interventions.

NEED FOR THE STUDY

Women's empowerment remains an incomplete and uneven process across different regions and social groups. In recent
years, new challenges such as digital exclusion, rising online harassment, increasing informalization of women's work, and
regressive socio-political narratives have intensified the complexity of achieving genuine empowerment. At the same time,
important strides have been made through education reforms, microfinance programs, legal activism, and community-led
health interventions. However, the data remains fragmented and often lacks comparative analysis across time and space.
This study aims to contextualize women’s empowerment within socio-cultural, economic, legal, and technological
frameworks, highlighting how intersectionality (caste, class, religion, geography, etc.) continues to influence women's lived
experiences. The insights derived can support more inclusive and sustainable empowerment strategies moving forward.

DATA COLLECTION

This study adopts a secondary data-based research methodology to analyse women's empowerment trends, determinants,
barriers, and outcomes across global and local contexts. It involves a critical review and synthesis of empirical studies. The
research draws upon a diverse range of data sources, including large-scale national surveys, government reports, academic
journal articles, and experimental interventions. The primary datasets and documents reviewed include the National Family
Health Surveys (NFHS-4 and NFHS-5) for India, the Periodic Labour Force Survey (PLFS), and Demographic and Health
Surveys (DHS) from various countries across Africa and Asia. In addition to these quantitative sources. Mixed-method
studies published in peer-reviewed journals further enrich the analysis, offering a comprehensive understanding of women's
empowerment from multiple methodological perspectives.
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FINDINGS AND SUGGESTIONS

Findings of the Study

Women’s empowerment is a multi-dimensional and evolving process, not confined to any single indicator such as
income or education. True empowerment involves both external opportunities and internal agency.

Educational access remains foundational to empowerment, yet it must be complemented by quality, gender-sensitive
pedagogy, safe learning environments, and opportunities for leadership and civic participation.

Despite legal frameworks and development schemes, social norms and patriarchal attitudes continue to act as deep-
rooted barriers, especially in rural and marginalized communities.

Intersectionality plays a crucial role empowerment outcomes vary significantly depending on caste, class, region,
marital status, and religion. Generalized policies often fail to reach those most in need.

Economic empowerment has expanded through microfinance and informal employment, but this growth is often
precarious, with limited protection, low wages, and little negotiation power for women.

Digital spaces have opened new platforms for voice and resistance, yet they are also sites of exclusion, abuse, and
surveillance, especially for women from underrepresented backgrounds.

While global indicators (like the Gender Gap Index) show gradual improvement, local realities reflect persistent
disparities, particularly in labor force participation, access to healthcare, and safety.

Community-based interventions, such as SHGs, have been more successful in fostering empowerment than top-down
models, especially when coupled with capacity-building and peer support systems.

Many empowerment programs are short-lived, donor-driven, or poorly implemented, reducing their potential for long-
term structural change.

Finally, the study affirms that empowerment is not merely an outcome but a process, a continuous journey shaped by
individual aspirations, social structures, and institutional support.

Suggestions of the Study

Expand and enforce girls’ secondary education with cash-transfer incentives to reduce early marriage and increase
agency in later life.

Increase vocational training and skilling initiatives tailored for informal women workers to bridge income and protection
gaps.

Integrate gender norm sensitization modules within microfinance, SHG, and employment programs to challenge
patriarchal roles.

Strengthen digital safety policies and offer digital literacy training, especially for rural and marginalized women, to
navigate and resist online abuse.

Scale community-based health interventions by linking SHGs with ASHA workers and public health systems for
maternal and child care.

Strengthen enforcement of gender laws through judiciary reforms, police sensitization, and labor inspections, moving
beyond symbolic legislation.

Adopt intersectional approaches in policy design by recognizing how caste, religion, geography, and economic status
influence empowerment outcomes.

Promote inclusive ICT environments in educational institutions through gender-neutral labs, low-cost devices, and
parental engagement in STEM education.
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CONCLUSION

This secondary-data-based research reveals that while considerable progress has been made globally and nationally in
promoting women’s empowerment, significant challenges persist across legal, economic, social, and digital domains.
Education consistently emerges as a cornerstone of empowerment, yet it must be combined with supportive systems such
as healthcare, social security, legal enforcement, and digital access. Empowerment is not a singular or universal process; it
is multifaceted and deeply contextual. Programs that address only the surface-level needs (like income) without
transforming gender norms tend to fall short of delivering strategic empowerment. Importantly, this study highlights that
intersectional and localized strategies, like SHGs, targeted insurance schemes, and school-based gender reforms, are often
more effective than top-down models. Policymakers and practitioners must therefore embrace integrated, culturally
grounded, and intersectionally sensitive approaches to truly enable and sustain women's empowerment in modern societies.
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