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1. Introduction 

The inclusion of a Millennium Development Goal oriented towards the promotion of 

gender equality and the empowerment of women demonstrates that gender equality is 

placed high on the development agenda (UN 2002). The Millennium Declaration also 

states that the promotion of gender equality and the empowerment of women in addi-

tion to being a goal in itself also is a means to further other development goals such as 

the elimination of poverty, hunger and diseases; c.f. United Nations (2000, 2005).  

The view that the promotion of gender equality may accelerate development is widely 

shared.1 If true, empowering women is not only about slicing the pie differently, but 

also about increasing the size of the pie to be distributed. In fact, a virtuous circle 

could then be envisioned where increased empowerment stimulates development 

which in turn trickles further empowerment of women etc.  

In a recent paper, Duflo (2005), however, provides a more critical assessment of the 

pro-poor effects of empowering women. She argues that while giving power to women 

will indeed bring about changes in economic decision making and hence affect eco-

nomic development, the changes will not be unambiguously positive for overall welfare 

and the development process. Duflo points out that the academic evidence underpin-

ning the link between gender equality and empowerment and other development out-

comes are (perhaps) not as robust as previously perceived. 

The purpose of the present study is to therefore to critically synthesize relevant knowl-

edge about how and when specific project level instruments and/or policy interven-

tions work to increase gender equality and to foster economic development through 

increased empowerment of women.  

                                                
1 See, for example, The World Bank (2001). 
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Focus will be on the following three types of interventions that all have empowerment 

potential: Microfinance, education and legal aid. 

 Microfinance is defined as the provision of financial instruments to poor individu-

als/groups. This type of intervention has, following the broad attention accorded 

to institutions like the Grameen Bank in the early 1990’s, been a hyped and much 

used policy instrument put to serve multiple development agendas. Following the 

example of the pioneer institutions, microfinance interventions are often targeted 

towards women because of the observed inequalities in these areas and because of 

the expected empowerment effects; see Duflo (2005). 

 Education is here defined as universal education and training, principally at the 

primary and secondary school level. This is, of course, a basic right and public 

good, which is almost unanimously perceived to have positive effects upon gender 

equality and empowerment. These effects are, however, perhaps not as robust as it 

is commonly thought, meriting the inclusion of education on the list of interven-

tions considered in this study.  

 Legal aid is defined as support to women’s use of the legal system to obtain what is 

theirs by right. This is a relatively recent type of intervention, representing a depar-

ture from the assumption that changing the legislation in a pro-gender direction 

will suffice to ensure more equitable outcomes. It is consequently often motivated 

by women being discriminated against although the relevant laws by themselves 

prescribe equal treatment. Legal aid is thus to a large extent founded on a desire to 

empower certain groups, and it is therefore a relevant type of intervention for 

analyses of initiatives to empower women. 

For each type of intervention, we identify and review relevant evidence of effects on 

empowerment as it manifests itself through changes in gender equality and/or eco-

nomic development. This will allow for an improved understanding of the expected 

effects of different types of (empowerment) interventions in various contexts as well as 

their limitations. 

In order to assess the overall effectiveness of the different interventions, the expected 

effects should be weighted against the costs. This is, however, beyond the scope of the 

present study. Nevertheless, the present overview will constitute an important input to 

the process of clarifying the gender effects of different types of interventions. 
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1.1 Methodology 

The present study is based on a review of economic academic papers and reports.2 The 

criteria for selecting the relevant studies relate to the ability of the individual study in 

combination with other studies to inform about general effects of different empower-

ment interventions.  

The selection criteria are: 

 Geographical focus: The studies should be relevant for as many developing regions 

as possible. Ideally, they should cover as many combinations of culture, religion 

and developmental status as possible. Although a focus on sub-Saharan Africa is 

desirable from a development perspective (as the region is the primary recipient of 

development assistance), Latin America and South and Southeast Asia are also rep-

resented on the list of regions covered. 

 Technical quality: The selected studies should be methodologically sound. This im-

plies that the studies should employ a methodology which compares a large set of 

individuals subjected to a well-defined programme with a large set of comparable 

individuals who neither directly nor indirectly have participated in the programme. 

Preference will accordingly be given to experimental studies, because they maxi-

mize the probability that an observed difference in empowerment indicators is in-

deed the result of the empowerment instrument. The initial focus on experimental 

evaluations follows Duflo and Kremer (2008) who advocate the use of experimen-

tal evaluations as a tool to guide development policy on which interventions are 

most effective. However, as pointed out by Rodrik (2008) an exclusive focus on 

experimental studies also has its limitations. First, the generalizability of the ex-

perimental studies to other settings can never be assured. Second, other forms of 

knowledge may also inform policy – despite the methodological rigour inherent in 

experimental settings, Rodrik (2008) argue that randomized evaluations do not “de-

serve monopoly rights – or even necessarily pride of place – in moving our priors 

on most of the important questions in development economics”. Finally, as is evi-

dent from the survey conducted here, an exclusive reliance on experimental studies 

will also limit the number of relevant studies as experimental designs are often 

costly to implement and have only become widely applied in more recent years. By 

implication, this survey will as a starting point identify relevant experimental studies 

                                                
2 Reports from the following institutions have been used: of the World Bank, the International Monetary Fund, 
the OECD, the International Food Policy Research Institute (IFPRI) and various UN organisations. 
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but will supplement this with other types of surveys and knowledge whenever rele-

vant.  

Most of the academic papers and reports which form the background material of this 

study are available on the internet in either public or restricted access domains (elec-

tronic scientific journals). The material has been found searching the Internet using 

strings such as “gender empowerment”, “microfinance”, and “economic empower-

ment”. In addition, the content of selected academic journals and of the homepages of 

main development institutions and of key researchers in the respective fields has been 

scanned.3  

In order to structure the review of the studies, the following questions will be an-

swered for each study: 

 What is the intervention and where did it take place? 

 Why can the intervention – from a theoretical point of view – be expected to affect 

empowerment and economic development under the given circumstances?  

 What are the indicators used to describe the effects on women’s empowerment or 

other developmental objectives in the study? 

 What were the results found? Can the results be generalised, and if so – to which 

groups and contexts? 

Answering these questions will increase the comparability between the different studies 

and subsequently facilitate the discussion about the extent to which results can be gen-

eralised. 

1.2 Overview 

Chapter 2 provides an overview and discussion of the different concepts used in the 

literature on gender equality. In particular, the chapter clarifies the meaning of and rela-

tionship between the concepts of "gender equality", "participation" and different as-

pects of "empowerment". 

Chapter 3 presents the theory and evidence relating to microfinance, education, and 

legal aid as empowerment instruments. It explains why and how these interventions 

                                                
3 The journals scanned are: The American Economic Review, The Quarterly Journal of Economics, The Journal 
of Political Economy, Econometrica, World Development, Journal of International Development and World 
Bank Economic Review. The homepages scanned are those of the World Bank, the IMF, IFPRI and the OECD. 
Besides, the homepage of NBER, a main distributor of quality working papers, has been scanned. 
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may work to empower women and how they may be expected to affect other devel-

opment outcomes. 

Chapters 4-6 then synthesise the existing evidence about the effects of each of the 

three types of empowerment interventions. While a number of studies have been 

found assessing the effects of microfinance and education, the number of studies con-

cerning legal aid is more limited. This may have to do with the more recent nature of 

this instrument combined with the methodological focus on studies with an experi-

mental design. 

Finally, Chapter 7 provides a summary and conclusions. 
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2. Concepts and definitions 

A number of concepts relate to and describe the status of women and men in society. 

Some of the most commonly used concepts are gender equality, women’s participation, 

and empowerment of women. The interpretations of these concepts may, however, 

vary between authors and applications. This section tries to clarify how these concepts 

and their interrelationships are understood in the present study. 

2.1 Gender Equality 

Gender equality is generally used to describe a situation: A given society at a given time 

can be considered more or less gender equal. It is common to distinguish between two 

dimensions of equality: Equality in outcomes and equality in opportunities. Equality in 

outcomes means that women and men enjoy the same standard of living, degree of 

autonomy, status and other socially valued goods, c.f. Roemer (1998). Equality in op-

portunities means that men and women have equal access to education, borrowing, 

election to legislative assemblies, labour market careers etc. Terms such as a “level 

playing field” are often used to describe a situation with equal opportunities. 

Some differences exist among different authors and institutions in the interpretation of 

gender equality. For example, UNFPA describes the meaning of gender equality in the 

following way:4 

“Gender equality implies a society in which women and men enjoy the same opportunities, out-

comes, rights and obligations in all spheres of life. Equality between men and women exists 

when both sexes are able to share equally in the distribution of power and influence, have equal 

opportunities for financial independence through work or through setting up businesses; enjoy 

equal access to education and the opportunity to develop personal ambitions.”  

                                                
4 See http://www.unfpa.org/gender/empowerment.htm for the definition. 
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The OECD (1999) defines gender equality in a somewhat different way:  

“Gender equality requires equal enjoyment by women and men of socially-valued goods, oppor-

tunities, resources and rewards. Gender equality does not mean that men and women become the 

same, but that their opportunities and life chances are equal…” 

The UNFPA statement above requires that men and women enjoy the same outcomes, 

whereas the OECD definition only requires equal opportunities and life chances.5 In 

this study, we follow the latter definition; understanding gender equality to mean equal 

opportunities. Furthermore, as there is considerable empirical evidence, see, e.g. Duflo 

(2005), that men and women have different preferences, we should not expect equal 

opportunities to result in a situation with equal outcomes. 

It should be recognised, however, that for measurement purposes, equality in opportu-

nities is not a very useful definition as opportunities are hard to observe/measure. As a 

result, gender equality is often measured in practice by equality in outcomes. It is, how-

ever, important to bear in mind that this is an imperfect measure of gender equality as 

men and women because their preferences differ may choose differently even when 

given the same opportunities. 

2.2 Women's participation 

The concept of "participation" relates to who takes part in a set of society’s activities 

and how they do it. The list of activities considered could be formal sector employ-

ment, general and local elections, legislative work, household work, etc. As a conse-

quence, participation can be seen as a measure of equality – both in opportunities (e.g. 

by looking at participation in paid work) and outcomes (e.g. participation in the use of 

public services).  

It is important to notice, however, that women’s participation does not imply equality 

between men and women. For example, the fact that women participate in paid work 

does not imply that women receive or control the income which they generate. Hence, 

it is possible to have situations where women participate but do not achieve equality. 

On the other hand, it is hard to imagine that equality can exist without a minimum of 

participation in, for example legislative processes, c.f. e.g. Duflo (2005), Narayan (2002) 

and Akerkar (2001). 

                                                
5 This corresponds to the definition employed by Danida where gender equality (according to Danida 2008) 
means “that all human beings are free to develop their personal abilities and make choices without limitations set 
by strict gender roles.” 
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2.3 Empowerment of women 

The concept of women’s empowerment (by some authors referred to as “gender em-

powerment”) has also been described differently by different authors. A key factor in 

all definitions, however, is that gender empowerment relates to the ability of women to 

manage their lives.  

While empowerment has been described as both a state and a process in the literature, 

see, e.g., World Bank Institute (2007), we shall follow Duflo (2005) and Kabeer (2005) 

in stressing that empowerment is a process, which leads towards a state in which 

women are empowered. That is, empowerment involves an improvement in women’s 

ability to manage their own lives. This is obtained through increased access to key re-

sources and activities, as stressed by Duflo (2005): 

“…gender empowerment [is] defined as improving the ability of women to access the constituents 

of development – in particular health, education, earnings opportunities, rights, and political 

participation.” 

This understanding of women’s empowerment gives a direct link between empower-

ment and equality of opportunities. The process of empowering women will improve 

their ability to manage their lives, i.e. it improves their access to education, access to 

formal sector employment, access to entrepreneurship, access to finance, control over 

fertility etc. This improved ability to manage their own lives entails an expansion of 

women’s opportunities in the direction of equal opportunities in comparison with men. 

This is illustrated in the upper part of Figure 2.1 below. 

Before we turn to a more detailed discussion of the different aspects of empowerment, 

let us briefly summarise how we understand the concepts discussed above: 

 Gender equality refers to a state in which men and women have equal opportuni-

ties, which does not imply equality of outcomes in all spheres of life. 

 Women’s participation refers to women’s share and role in various activities in so-

ciety. 

 Empowerment is the process of increasing women's ability to manage their own 

lives through increased access to key resources and activities.  

2.4 Aspects of Empowerment 

As stressed above, the process of empowerment is about improving women’s ability to 

manage their own live through increased access to key resources and activities. This 
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may involve a wide range of aspects, which can be grouped in different ways, c.f. e.g. 

UNFPA, Mayoux (2000) and World Bank Institute (2007).6  

A general feature of the empowerment aspects discussed in the literature is that they 

involve: 

 Access to and control of various material and non-material resources. 

 Participation in and power over various market and non-market processes and ac-

tivities at different levels in society. 

In the following, we furthermore distinguish between three groups of empowerment 

aspects: Political empowerment, economic empowerment, and social/legal empower-

ment.7  

Political empowerment: All the classifications reviewed in the preparation of this study 

include women’s political empowerment as a key aspect of empowerment. Political 

empowerment is defined as increasing the participation of women in legislative assem-

blies, their decision power in these assemblies, the ability of women to publicly voice 

their opinions and to affect the composition of legislative assemblies. An example of 

political empowerment could be to ensure women’s suffrage. 

Economic empowerment: Another aspect of empowerment which is also part of all 

the classifications reviewed relates to women’s economic opportunities. Key aspects of 

this type of empowerment are women’s access to formal sector employment, self em-

ployment, borrowing, saving and access to and control of economic resources. Exam-

ples of economic empowerment would be an increase in women’s control of house-

hold resources or an increase in women’s access to borrowing in the financial markets.8 

Legal/social empowerment: A third group of aspects, which is often (but not always) 

present in the classifications of empowerment reviewed, relates to women’s roles as 

social actors in the community and in the household. Key aspects in this group are le-

gal rights, status and norms.9 Two examples of legal empowerment are: (i) the removal 

of legislation which constrains women from divorce, and (ii) assistance directed at in-

                                                
6 See http://www.unfpa.org/gender/empowerment.htm for UNFPA’s dimensions. 
7 A fourth category of empowerment aspects, which is commonly referred to, encompasses women’s educational 
situation. Key aspects in the group are women’s access to education and their educational attainment. UNFPA 
refers to this category as educational empowerment. In the following, educational empowerment will not be 
considered as a separate empowerment dimension, because we believe that the essence of educational empo-
werment is encompassed by a combination of economic, social and legal and political empowerment. 
8 A household is understood here as a group of people who share a home and a pool of resources. Often some 
household members will have a common ancestor. 

9 Mayoux (2000) and World Bank Institute (2007) both work with this category. 
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forming women of their legal rights. Norms are in this report10 defined as rules of 

conduct or expectations for the behaviour of members of society. This implies a po-

tentially close relationship between norms and laws as laws can be influenced by norms 

and vice versa. Likewise, failure to comply with norms is also associated with sanctions. 

Thus, an example of social empowerment is the change of social norms that prevent 

women from working in the formal labour market.  

Figure 2.1 Empowerment 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Economic, political, and legal/social empowerment are interlinked as illustrated in Fig-

ure 2.1. For example, a woman’s economic empowerment depends on her posi-

tion/power in the household as this determines her control over household resources. 

This in turn may depend on how empowered women are socially and legally, e.g., their 

right to divorce, the possible informal sanctions from the rest of the community if they 

leave their households and/or the social acceptance of women working in situations 

where their husbands deny them access to the income generated by the women them-

selves.  

                                                
10 This is obviously a more operational definition, disregarding the potentially very complex relationship between 
formal vs. informal, tacit vs. explicit and beliefs vs. behavior. 
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Similarly, social norms may also be affected by women’s economic empowerment 

through their participation in the formal economy. As women to an increasing extent 

earn their own income in the formal economy, it can become more difficult to uphold 

social sanctions against the women who work for a wage.  

Another example is the interplay between women’s political empowerment and eco-

nomic empowerment: There is some evidence that women’s suffrage has led to an in-

creased focus on redistribution of income – which has led to economic empowerment 

of women, as women have lower average incomes, c.f. Stotsky (2006). There may also 

be an important feedback mechanism from economic empowerment to political em-

powerment: The access to and control of women to an increased amount of economic 

resources enhances their abilities to act collectively, e.g. in women’s rights organiza-

tions, as described by Mayoux (2000). 

Finally, there may be a relationship between women’s political empowerment and their 

legal/social empowerment, c.f. Mayoux (2000): Women in legislative assemblies may 

be less likely to pass laws which oppress other women, and the legal empowerment 

may in turn affect the social norms. Likewise, Chattopadhyay and Duflo (2004) in a 

study of Indian village councils subject to affirmative action regulation find that 

women leaders prioritise resources in a manner that is more beneficial to women. Fur-

thermore, Mayoux (2000) also speculate that women’s social and legal empowerment 

affects the informal and formal acceptance of women’s political activities in society and 

hence also women’s political empowerment. 

Thus, there is a close relationship between the three groups of empowerment aspects. 

As a consequence, a given policy intervention to stimulate empowerment can be diffi-

cult to classify under one of the headings.  

In the following, we shall consider the empowerment potential of three types of inter-

ventions: Microfinance, education and legal aid. The first two of these are examples of 

instruments/interventions that most likely will give rise to mainly economic empow-

erment, while the last one – legal aid – can foster legal/social empowerment but also 

economic empowerment by strengthening women’s de facto rights to economic re-

sources.  

The process of empowerment can, of course, also take place without government in-

tervention. Economic growth and development may lead to women participating more 

actively in the labour market as it happened in the Western World in the 1960s. This is 

an example of economic empowerment without (explicit) government intervention. 
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3. How can interventions empower women? 

Before turning to the review of the evidence concerning the three interventions it will 

be useful to briefly consider theories and evidence that might assist the understanding 

of how and why microfinance, education, and legal aid interventions can result in 

women’s empowerment. In addition, the derived effects from empowerment to other 

development outcomes and targets are also briefly considered. 

When considering how interventions can empower women, it is useful to distinguish 

between two situations.  

First, consider the case where the woman is the sole decision maker. That is, she has a 

given set of resources under her control and decides for herself what to do with these. 

This is, e.g., the case of a woman living alone or together with individuals (e.g. small 

children) that do not challenge her decisions and control over the resources. Increas-

ing, e.g., the woman's education or access to loans in this case directly increases the 

resources under her control and hence empower her. 

If, on the other hand, the woman is not the sole decision maker, but instead is part of a 

household where other individuals may challenge her control over resources and try to 

influence the decisions made, things get more complicated. In Section 3.1, we take a 

look at the economic theories that might guide our understanding of the potential em-

powerment effects in this case.11 

Note that a household may be either a “standard” Western type household (husband, 

wife and children) or an extended household with possibly several generations and 

more distant relatives involved. For ease of exposition, many of the arguments in Sec-

                                                
11 Note that the first case, where the woman is the sole decision maker, can be considered a limiting case of this – 
more general – scenario. 
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tion 3.1 are presented assuming a standard household structure, but they can, in prin-

ciple, also be of use when analysing extended households. 

3.1 Inside the household 

When women form part of a household, relying on household income will not do the 

trick as individual well-being may vary considerably within the household. Duflo (2005) 

summarises the evidence emerging from a number of household surveys by noting that 

the intra-household allocation of access to resources like nutrition, medical care and 

education tends to have a strong bias against women (and girls) whenever the house-

hold experiences a crisis. One of the stark implications of this tendency to discriminate 

against women in times of crisis is the estimated 150 million missing women. The ma-

jority of these have, according to Duflo (2005), died as the result of cumulative neglect 

of and discrimination against women and girls. The fact that the intra-household dis-

crimination against women tend to be worse under extreme circumstances do, how-

ever, also imply that an overall increase in household income12 can disproportionally 

benefit women.  

Noting the unequal distribution of resources within the household leads to a discussion 

of the factors that affect this. In this context, the fact that a large share of the work 

performed by women is unpaid (e.g. collecting firewood and water) and/or intangible 

and not recognised (e.g. parenting and caring for sick household members) is of key 

importance. The activities undertaken by women in the almost invisible “care econ-

omy” imply that women contribute less to household funds and/or are time poor. This 

constrains women’s access to and control over household resources. Even in the case 

where women contribute to overall household income (by working on the family farm 

or outside the household) they may not have control over a proportional (let alone) fair 

share of total household resources. 

One approach used by economists to understand the intra-household allocation of 

resources is to use the so-called cooperative bargaining models (c.f. Lundberg and Pol-

lak,1996) that can encompass the two extremes (the dictatorship and the completely 

equal distribution of resources) and the (most likely more frequent) intermediary allo-

cations of distributional power. The key assumptions of the bargaining models are: 

 Household members bargain over the allocation of goods, services, tasks and re-

sponsibilities. As noted by Dasgupta (1993), these negotiations are unlikely to be 

                                                
12 An increase in household income will potentially reduce both the variability of income and the period(s) in 
which household income drops below its minimum consumption requirement 
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as explicit as bargaining between managements and unions. Rather it should be 

seen as a representation of the co-operative mechanisms at work within the 

household. 

 The bargaining power of the respective parties depends on what they will do if 

an agreement cannot be reached. This could, for example, mean that the house-

hold members decide individually about what to do with the resources they gen-

erate/control. However, it could also involve a resort to domestic violence13 for 

the men, whilst a possible option for women could be to leave the household al-

together.  

Obviously, this admittedly simple economic modelling framework cannot be consid-

ered to be a full description of household decision making, but it captures some central 

elements of it. First, household members may have different and conflicting prefer-

ences over the use of household resources. Second, the intra-household decision mak-

ing process may go through different phases, where some phases are characterized by a 

dialogue over how to use the sum of all household resources, some phases are charac-

terized by the household members keeping to themselves some of the resources and 

making unilateral contributions, and yet other phases may concern the splitting of re-

sources in relation to a break-up of the household.  

Please note that leaving the “intra household negotiation” does not need to imply 

breaking up marriage. In some cultures, divorce is not allowed, leaving women very 

few options outside the household. As a result, tensions over the division of household 

resources can exist and be long-lived in marriage. Anderson and Baland (2002) note 

that: 

“[b]ased on such empirical evidence, Folbre (1986), Sen (1990) and others have concluded that 

… the household in developing countries is better modelled as conflictual”.  

These conflicts can take the form of spouses keeping resources to themselves and pro-

viding for the household in the form of contributions.  

Two key implications of the bargaining model approach to household allocation of 

resources are:  

 If women control a large share of household income, they also substantially in-

fluence the way household resources are used. 

                                                
13 Please note, that the term cooperative bargaining may appear inappropriate in a context that includes one party 
potentially resorting to physical violence. The term cooperative is, however, coined in the game theoretic literatu-
re referring to an altogether different (and much more theoretical) situation. 
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 If the outside option of the women improves (e.g. through the passing of legisla-

tion allowing a divorce or an improvement in the labour market opportunities of 

women), the intra-household allocation of resources to women may improve 

without the women actively using the new option. This is essentially due to the 

improvement of the women’s outside option, resulting in a more pro-women 

outcome inside the household.  

In summary, any assessment of intervention outcomes must disaggregate outcomes to 

the individual level and have to take possible intra-household conflicting preferences 

and discrimination into account. By implication, all interventions targeting women are 

based on an assumption that women have some power over household resources – 

otherwise the husband/dictator would take possession/control of all resources once 

they were brought into the household.  

Furthermore, the use of the bargaining model approach highlights a need to consider 

how an intervention affects the alternatives and opportunities available to women. In 

addition, the fact that an improvement in women’s options outside the household may 

result in an intra-household positive development even if women do not make active 

use of these new opportunities indicate that impact evaluations may underestimate the 

total effect of the intervention. 

3.2 A closer look at the three intervention areas 

Based on the considerations above and to facilitate the discussion later in this study, a 

more detailed description is now given of how the interventions considered in this pa-

per may be expected to empower women, and how we may observe that in the eco-

nomic outcomes. 

Microfinance 

The potential empowerment implications can be can be directly related to the theoreti-

cal arguments above. Most microfinance interventions are essentially directed at in-

creasing the amount of resources under women’s control. The premise for microfi-

nance interventions is often a situation where women’s access and control of external 

resources differ from that of men. This could be due to: 

 Social and legal aspects: This includes the Moslem purdah which has been con-

sidered to be a barrier to women’s access to traditional credit in the Moslem 

world, c.f. Aghion and Morduch (2005). Another example is related to women’s 
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access to land, which may depend on the goodwill of male relatives and/or be 

poorly protected by the existing legislation, c.f. Allendorf (2007). 

 Economic aspects: This could be if traditional moneylenders have more difficulty 

assessing the credit-worthiness of women than of men, because they have more 

difficulty monitoring the activities of women or because women are poorer and 

can provide less collateral than men.  

The above mentioned problems in combination with the implicit assumption that 

women has sufficient intra-household autonomy to retain control of additional re-

sources provided implies that microfinance interventions has the potential to empower 

women by circumventing existing inequalities. 

In terms of the observed empowerment effects that can be expected to follow from 

microfinance interventions, de Aghion and Morduch (2005) mention the potential for: 

increasing labour market and home-based production opportunities for women, en-

hanced skill acquisition by women, and increased savings reducing household vulner-

ability to income shocks. This can in turn lead to improvements in gender equality over 

both the medium term (by raising the income generating capacity of the current gen-

eration of women) and the long term (through the potential improvements in child 

(girl) health and education). 

Education 

Educational interventions likewise have the potential to strengthen women’s earnings 

possibilities and control of resources both inside and outside the household. However, 

as pointed out by Duflo (2005), the apparently strong results about the (positive) rela-

tionship between education and women’s empowerment in general fail to take account 

of the potentially severe selection biases that exist when looking at the effects of educa-

tion. First, the women who manage to get an education (in an often difficult context) 

will in many cases be gifted and very motivated, which could explain their subsequent 

superior performance. Second, the educated women may be able to choose their hus-

band, ensuring that he is more open to, for example, a more equitable household allo-

cation of resources. Both potential problems of selection indicate that the observed 

results cannot be applied to the entire population. 

Looking at the different aspects of empowerment, educational interventions may assist 

women in circumventing the following hurdles: 



 20 

 Social and legal empowerment: In some areas it may be less socially accepted for 

girls to attend school in which case parents would opt to send boys to schools 

regardless of perceived ability of the children. 

 Economic empowerment: Sending children to school incurs both direct costs 

(e.g. school fees and uniforms) and indirect costs (foregone income from child 

labour) to the household. As a result, household will in many cases opt to send 

only boys to school. Further, if an economy does not yet have a labour market 

for (more) educated women, the economic incentive for parents (thinking about 

securing their old age through child remunerations) will be to educate boys and 

keep the girls at home.  

As indicated by the above-mentioned aspects, the decision to send or not send chil-

dren to school will depend on a variety of factors – not all of which will change even 

if the educational intervention involves free or subsidised education. It is consequently 

interesting to see whether an increase in the supply of educational opportunities (not 

directly addressing the factors that effect demand for educated women/girls) has an 

empowerment effect. 

In terms of the observed empowerment effects of educational interventions they re-

semble those that follow from microfinance interventions except that the time per-

spective will be longer. Educational attainment will thus in the medium to long term 

expand the labour market production opportunities of women, augment their human 

capital and in turn improve the outlook for the next generation through an expected 

positive effect on child (girl) health and education. 

Legal aid 

Whilst microfinance and education interventions can be characterised as directed to-

wards economic empowerment (albeit with potentially important effects on social and 

legal empowerment), legal aid interventions are more directly related to social and legal 

empowerment.  

Because the situation of women outside the household may effect the bargaining posi-

tion of women within the household, increased knowledge and use of measures which, 

for example, strengthen women’s legal position in the settlement of divorce can em-

power women in intra household negotiations. In practice, however, rights need to be 

supported by norms. If social norms regarding the treatment of divorced women are in 

conflict with women’s legal rights, the presence of social sanctions means that it will 

still be costly for women to claim their right in the event of divorce. 
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It is possible that changes in laws will affect norms, because laws send a signal to the 

population of what is socially acceptable. Nonetheless, in the short term there is likely 

to be a role to play for interventions which work directly with norms, or which assist 

women in using existing legislation, or which supports and strengthens women who 

have been subject to social sanctions after divorce. The expected observable effects of 

legal aid will thus most likely be long term and difficult to measure (possibly related to 

intra-household allocations and well-being).  

In the following three chapters we review existing studies of the three types of inter-

ventions and their empowerment effects. As argued above, the observable effects on 

women’s empowerment will often be indirect as they represent (expected) derived ef-

fects of empowerment. Such indicators include children’s schooling, male and female 

labour supply, per capita earnings and expenditure, self-employment, children’s health, 

and women’s educational level. More direct indicators of empowerment effects include 

women’s non-land assets, use of contraceptives and women’s general control over fer-

tility, land and women’s self-perceived control of own lives. However, these are often 

difficult to observe or poorly measured.  
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4. Studies of  microfinance interventions 

This chapter surveys a range of microfinance interventions. In this context it should be 

noted that microfinance encompasses many potential financial instruments. This sur-

vey does not purport to present a complete toolbox of instruments, but only to present 

the instruments analyzed in some selected studies of high technical quality and of rele-

vance to the current study. 

4.1 De Aghion and Morduch (2005) 

De Aghion and Morduch (2005) present a survey14 of microfinance which includes a 

survey of the effects of microfinance on women’s economic empowerment.  

Interventions considered  

The survey encompasses 20 studies which either:  

 Assess the effects of different programmes related to microfinance on a range of 

empowerment indicators, or 

 Analyze differences in behaviour between women and men, which are relevant to 

the expected effects of microfinance 

The interventions in the review can be grouped according to their scope, ranging from 

pure micro credit to a combination of micro credit and educational and awareness-

building activities. Three of the large Bangladeshi programmes included in the survey15, 

                                                
14 Appendix B contains a table which summarizes the studies reviewed in the gender chapter of de Aghion and 
Morduch (2005) with respect to the programmes analyzed, the locations analyzed, the data and methods used and 
the overall conclusions reached. 
15 Grameen Bank, Bangladesh Rural Advancement Committee (BRAC) and Bangladesh Rural Development 
Board RD-12 programme 
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for example, involve both credit and non-credit services such as training for skill de-

velopment, literacy, bank rules, investment strategies, health etc.  

The above mentioned three Bangladeshi programmes all target the rural poor, where 

poverty is defined by households having less than a minimum amount of land. A 

fourth Bangladeshi programme analyzed in the review by de Aghion and Morduch 

(2005) is the Small Enterprise Development Programme (SEDP). This programme 

targets a wealthier group of individuals with entrepreneurial experience, loans are lar-

ger, and loans are given on an individual basis.  

Locations of the interventions 

The interventions considered in de Aghion and Morduch (2005) are located mainly in 

Bangladesh, Latin America and Africa. See Appendix B for details. 

Reason for the expected effect 

The expected empowerment effects will, of course, vary with the local context. In 

Bangladesh where local traditions limit women’s mobility and economic activities, the 

interventions will offer opportunities for economic empowerment to women who pre-

viously have had very few options. The African contexts differ from country to coun-

try, but a broad generalization is that in Cameroun, Zimbabwe, Zambia, South Africa, 

Kenya and Uganda, women play a prominent role in agricultural production and in-

formal sector marketing, whereas there are more restrictions on women’s outward ac-

tivities in Sudan, Chad, Ethiopia and Eritrea. In Latin America the rationale for micro-

finance as an empowerment tool is that women are more frequently constrained in 

their access to credit than men are, because women are poorer – a rationale which may 

be equally meaningful for Bangladesh and the Moslem African countries. 

Results  

Their overall conclusion is that microfinance has the potential to empower women in 

the household. De Aghion and Morduch (2005) also present evidence that women 

tend to spend a resulting increase in their income on improving children’s health and 

education to a larger extent than men do. This is an indication that broadening and 

strengthening the financial market opportunities available to women could be instru-

mental towards improving child health and education. 

There is not convincing evidence, however, that microfinance has any effect on the 

social norms which affect women’s access to and control of resources. De Aghion and 

Morduch (2005) to a large extent base this conclusion on the included studies by Pitt 
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and Khandker (1998) and Hashemi et al. (1996). Both are methodologically strong pa-

pers, which utilize relatively rich sets of data with many observations and which cover 

many aspects which influence individuals’ behaviour. In addition, both of these studies 

attempt to deal with the potential problems related to participants in microfinance pro-

grammes could be different (more entrepreneurial, more skilled, etc.) from non-

participants. Pitt and Khandker (1998) use a so-called difference-in-difference ap-

proach, exploiting that eligibility is determined by an exogenous wealth criterion. This 

allows them to compare the difference between eligible and non-eligible individuals in 

programme villages to the difference between (would-be) eligible and non-eligible indi-

viduals in non-programme villages, hence (hopefully) isolating the effect of the pro-

gramme on the eligible individuals. Hashemi et al. (1996) consider whether participants 

and non-participants are different – but only utilize a relatively small set of observable 

characteristics, and thereby they do not address the key question of whether partici-

pants and non-participants differ on non-observable factors. Hence, an unresolved 

selection problem may still affect the conclusion of Hashemi et al. (1996).  

Nonetheless, de Aghion and Morduch still find that it is defensible to generalize the 

effects of microfinance to contexts similar to the Bangladeshi context for the wealth 

strata currently targeted by Grameen Bank, BRAC and Bangladesh Rural Development 

Board.  

Furthermore, evidence from Mexico and Brazil also reviewed by de Aghion and Mor-

duch (2005) indicates that giving women increased levels of income – possibly contin-

gent on sending children to school – also empowers women. The study by Skoufias 

and McClafferty (2001), for example, indicate that targeting benefits to women in-

creases children’s schooling and health, and gives women a feeling of greater control 

over household economic decisions. This study is also interesting because it compares 

a treatment and a control group over time, using a reasonably detailed set of socio-

economic factors to make the treatment and control groups more comparable. Fur-

thermore, the study has a quasi-experimental nature, which serves to reduce potential 

problems of participating women being systematically different from non-participating 

women, potentially limiting the general relevance of the results. 

De Aghion and Morduch (2005) also review the studies by Thomas (1990, 1994) who 

finds that increases in income in the hands of Brazilian women lead to more improve-

ment in family health and in girls’ education than increases in income in the hands of 

men. This evidence combined with the reasonable assumption that for poor, credit-

constrained women improved access to credit can be expected to increase income and 
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thus also women’s empowerment, children’s schooling and health, and give women a 

feeling of greater control over household economic resources. 

On balance, the evidence presented in de Aghion and Morduch (2005) indicates that 

microfinance appears to have an empowering effect on women as well as other posi-

tive developmental effects in contexts as diverse as Bangladesh, Brazil and Mexico. It is 

moreover reasonable to expect that expansion of the existing programmes in Bangla-

desh and Mexico to more users, which are similar to the current users on a range of 

observable characteristics, can be effective to empower women and achieve other de-

velopmental objectives. 

4.2 Pitt and Khandker (1998) 

In the following, we consider the previously mentioned study by Pitt and Khandker 

(1998) in more detail.16 

Interventions considered  

Pitt and Khandker (1998) analyse the effect of participation in three microfinance pro-

grammes in Bangladesh (Grameen Bank, Bangladesh Rural Advancement Committee 

and Bangladesh Rural Development Board’s Rural Development RD-12 programme). 

All three programmes target landless rural poor (those who own less than ½ acre of 

land). The programmes provide production loans to individuals who participate in 

groups of five women, and the groups are self-selected – not formed by the bank. 

A key feature of the programmes is that they use peer monitoring as a substitute for 

collateral. This means that if a member of the group defaults on a loan, the entire 

group becomes ineligible for future loans. The programmes thus build on the assump-

tion that small tightly-knit societies have strong informal monitoring mechanisms that 

can be used to support lending arrangements, c.f. Banerjee and Newman (1998). An-

other key feature of the loans is that they are coupled with other non-credit services in 

the form of training for literacy, skill development, bank rules, investment strategies, 

health etc. 

Locations of the interventions 

Bangladesh. 

                                                
16 Pitt and Khandker (1998) is considered in detail because it has been an influential study – chiefly due to the fact 
that it was among the first attempts to use statistical methods to generate a truly accurate assessment of the im-
pact of microfinance. 



 26 

Reason for the expected effects 

The Bangladeshi context is favourable for group based microfinance arrangements: 

home production aimed at selling goods in the market is one of the few socially ac-

ceptable market activities of women, and home production often involves a minor 

capital investment e.g. in a loom. The problem which the microfinance programmes 

aims to overcome is that many households are so poor that even such a minor invest-

ment is incompatible with maintaining the minimum necessary consumption level and 

that women have limited access to credit (see below). Hence, there is a potential for 

substantial positive effects on women’s economic empowerment by opening a credit 

channel directed towards women who want to set up home production.  

The limited access to credit is in part due to women only having limited access to the 

formal labour market. In addition, men often take the role of moneylender whilst the 

predominant Moslem purdah limits women’s access to this form of contact between a 

single female borrower and male lender. Furthermore, even if a woman does approach 

one of the existing sources of credit, the above mentioned limited access to the formal 

labour market makes it difficult for lenders to monitor the activities of the woman. As 

a result, the group based credit arrangement has great potential to work in the context 

of Bangladesh. Not only does the group based programme create a new monitoring 

mechanism well suited for an underdeveloped credit market, it also directly facilitates 

women’s participation in credit markets. By implication, the study seeks to evaluate 

effects of a programme that works within the constraints imposed by existing norms 

rather than challenging them. 

Indicators used 

Development: Children’s schooling and per capital household expenditure. These indi-

cators also indirectly indicate effects on women’s empowerment. 

Women’s empowerment: female labour supply and women’s non-land assets 

Results 

The method employed by Pitt and Khandker (1998) was to conduct a survey in 87 vil-

lages of which some participated in a microfinance programme and others did not. 

Participation in the microfinance programmes is voluntary which raises the question of 

whether the results are immune to statistical problems of self-selection, meaning that 

those who gain most from the programmes choose to participate. This implies that 

when participants are compared to non-participants, one cannot generalize and say that 

the programme would have benefitted the non-participants equally much.  
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Pitt and Khandker (1998) address the selection problem by using the wealth based eli-

gibility criterion as explained above. However, this way of addressing the selection 

problem is not ideal. If the programmes are perceived to be very beneficial, individuals 

will, for example, have an incentive to obscure/hide land ownership in order to be eli-

gible. There is moreover the question of how the villages were selected to be covered 

by the microfinance programmes – this problem is not resolved either.  

Accepting the attempts made to correct for potential selection bias, Pitt and Khandker 

(1998) find that participation in the microfinance programme had a positive and statis-

tically significant effect on development indicators such as children’s schooling and per 

capital expenditure as well as on empowerment indicators such as female labour supply 

and women’s non-land assets. These results were corroborated by Khandker (2005). 

The possibility of generalizing the results of Pitt and Khandker (1998) was discussed in 

connection with the de Aghion and Morduch (2005) review above. 

4.3 Hermes et al. (2005) 

Hermes et al (2005) study two microfinance programmes similar to those studied in 

Pitt and Khandker (1998). The programmes under review are group lending pro-

grammes in Eritrea, targeting both urban and rural borrowers. Compared to the pro-

grammes studied by Pitt and Khandker (1998), the leaders of the Eritrean borrower-

groups play an extended role. They can, for example, enact sanctions against borrowers 

who do not meet their repayment obligations. In addition, the study focuses more on 

the effects and implications of the monitoring and sanctions mechanisms available 

rather than on the empowerment effects of the entire programme per se. 

Interventions considered 

The interventions are similar to the interventions considered in Pitt and Khandker 

(1998), albeit with a small variation as described below.  

Location of the interventions  

The authors collected data from 102 borrower groups (352 individuals) in Eritrea in 

2000.  

Reason for the expected effects 

Eritrea’s financial system is underdeveloped, and small scale entrepreneurs and indi-

viduals without collateral have difficulty borrowing. The authors furthermore hypothe-

size that group lending will allow for loans to poor individuals, because of the peer 

group monitoring and social sanctions associated with repudiating on one’s debt. The 
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group leader plays an important role in disciplining the borrower group. Finally, Eritrea 

has both Moslem and Christian communities, and it is interesting to test whether there 

are differences between the behaviour of these two groups with respect to repayment 

behaviour in group based lending.  

Indicators used 

Empowerment and development: Misuse of loans – see explanation below. 

Results  

Hermes et al. (2005) formulates an empirical model in which the number of abuses of 

a loan per individual (using the loan for non-intended purposes) depends on different 

indicators of social ties between the individual and the other members of the group.  

The authors find that group members misuse the obtained credit less if they have so-

cial ties prior to joining the group credit scheme and if peer monitoring is strong in the 

sense that they live close to each other and the group leader has visited them during 

the process of the programme. This improves access to credit for women, because 

lenders will have greater confidence that female borrowers repay their debt. The in-

creased access to credit empowers women. These results hold both for the Eritrean 

Christian and Moslem communities.  

It is, however, possible to identify several potential selection problems associated with 

the study. First of all, participation in the programme is voluntary; hence those who 

choose to participate may be those who have the greatest expected gain in terms of the 

value of the loan obtained. It is unclear what this potential problem implies for the 

estimated effect of social ties, but it may involve a serious bias. Second, group leaders 

may choose to visit only those whose misuse of credit can be affected by a visit, and 

hence the effect of the monitoring activities may be overestimated. 

In summary, there is a relatively strong theoretical case for expecting social ties and 

monitoring to be effective ways to fight misuse of credit and hence to support well-

functioning credit markets in developing countries. The theoretical case is presented in 

Banerjee and Newman (1998) among others. The empirical evidence of Hermes et al. 

(2005) is suggestive of this effect, but the fact that group leaders choose who to moni-

tor implies that those monitored may be exactly those individuals for whom monitor-

ing works. Thus, it is not clear that monitoring will work for other micro-borrowers 

than those monitored in the analyses of Hermes et al. (2005).  
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4.4 Coleman (2006) 

Microfinance programmes in Thailand appear to empower women, though the evi-

dence so far indicates that the design of such programmes is crucial for the effect 

found. Coleman (2006) analyse two Thai microfinance programmes. 

Interventions considered 

Two programmes run by the Rural Friends Association and by the Foundation for In-

tegrated Agricultural Management. The programmes target poor women in Northeast 

Thailand and are based on group lending, where borrowers form groups of 20-60 

women. If a group does not fulfil its collective repayment obligation, then all group 

members are denied future credit.  

Following the formation of a group the programme offers a sequence of loans, where 

the size of the maximum possible loan per member increases per round such that a 

member is entitled to borrow an amount equal to the previous loan plus her accumu-

lated savings at the village bank. There is a cap on the maximum loan size that can be 

obtained in the entire loan cycle. The group both borrows from the programme and 

from its members’ savings.  

Groups are most often formed through contact from the programme organizers to the 

village leadership, which then takes charge of forming village borrowing groups or vil-

lage banks. The village banks are managed by a committee of a president, vice presi-

dent, treasurer and other officers. The committee decide on eligibility for loans, alloca-

tion of loans and day-to-day decisions. 

Location of the interventions  

Thailand. 

Reason for the expected effects 

Group lending utilize a set of social monitoring and sanctioning instruments which are 

not available to conventional lenders, hence group lending would be expected to bene-

fit poorer individuals (and hence women, disproportionately) that are excluded from 

formal credit outlets due to (perceived) difficulties observing their repayment ability 

and - activities. 

Indicators used 

The indicators used include: women’s wealth, income, productive expenses and labour 

time. 
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Results 

Coleman (2006) found evidence that the Thai programmes considered had an effect on 

the economic empowerment of the women who managed the village bank. The em-

powerment gains were indicated by managing women experiencing greater wealth, sav-

ings, income, productive expenses and labour time. On the other hand, the rank-and-

file members – which tended to be poorer – did not experience significant effects from 

participation in the programme. 

There is, however, as reported by Coleman (2006) several indications of flaws in the 

design of the programmes. There was, for example, evidence that the managing 

women directed a disproportionately large share of loans to themselves by various 

tricks. Some of the low interest bearing debt obtained by the village bank was then re-

lent to non-group members at higher rates of interest. Furthermore, the borrower 

group was selected by the management among the wealthier and more credit-worthy 

women.17  

The survey is based on 444 households, of which some of them had not had access to 

the programme, because they were not placed in a village encompassed by the pro-

gramme. The study attempts to solve potential problems of self-selection and endoge-

nous programme placement by controlling for a range of observable characteristics of 

borrowers and non-borrowers. 

The method of using observable characteristics to resolve potential problems of selec-

tion requires a rich set of information on the factors or “covariates” which determine 

participation in a programme and the role played by the individual participants as man-

agers or rank and file members. It is unfortunately unclear whether the set of factors 

included in Coleman (2006) satisfactorily solves the selection problem. Most of the 

factors included in Coleman (2006) are indicator variables stating e.g. whether a par-

ticipant has secondary schooling or not. This implies that the households surveyed are 

collected into a relatively small number of socio-economic groups. While it facilitates 

the estimation of significant effects, it also raises doubts about whether the selection 

into the programme and the effects of the programme are empirically well-modelled. 

The results by Coleman (2006) thus point to the importance of programme design as a 

determinant of how the potential gains from participating in a microfinance pro-

                                                
17 In this context it is noteworthy that the programmes were supposed to follow the group lending methodology 
pioneered by the Foundation for International Community Assistance, indicating that the mentioned considera-
tions and reservations could be relevant for a broader group of microfinance programmes. 
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gramme are distributed among the participants although the magnitude of the esti-

mated effects may not be precisely estimated in Coleman (2006).  

4.5 Ashraf et al. (2006) 

Ashraf et al (2006) is a recent experimental study of a financial instrument which may 

have important empowerment effects. The study considers the introduction of a com-

mitment savings product, which limits individuals’ immediate access to their savings. 

The product can potentially empower women, because it helps them to guard their 

savings from other household members (e.g. their husbands) possible urges to use sav-

ings for non-planned expenditures and impulsive purchases. It will in short strengthen 

women’s control of household resources.  

Interventions considered 

The intervention considered was an experimental commitment savings product called 

SEED. More specifically, SEED (Save, Earn, Enjoy, Deposits) was an experimental 

commitment savings product implemented with a small rural bank in the Philippines. 

Opening a SEED account individuals restricted their rights to withdraw funds until an 

explicit goal was reached. The clients could choose between accumulating funds until a 

special date where the family was expecting large expenditures (e.g. school intuition 

fees or a particular celebration) or until a special amount of money (e.g. expenses to a 

new roof) was amassed. 

The latter option of having a specified amount as goal it is expected to generate a 

stronger incentive to keep depositing after the initial deposit, since the money other-

wise could never be accessed. The individuals could freely select which goal they pre-

ferred, however once a goal was chosen it could not be changed. 202 SEED accounts 

were opened in total (140 with a date-goal and 62 with an amount-goal). 

Other than providing the above mentioned commitment mechanism the SEED ac-

count did not offer any other benefits. The interest rate on the SEED accounts was the 

same as the interest rate paid on a normal savings account (4 per cent per annum). In 

addition to representing an interesting approach to further household incentives to 

save as well as a way of safeguarding savings, the evaluation of SEED is also of specific 

interest because a randomized control experiment was used to evaluate the impact on 

the clients’ savings level.  

Location of the interventions 

The Philippines. 
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Reason for the expected effects 

In the Philippines there is a tradition for the women being responsible for household 

finances, and hence they have a greater need than men for financial instruments which 

can help them protect household savings from other household members desire to 

assume control over their savings. Women may thus be more inclined to use microfi-

nance products which protect their savings. 

Ashraf et al. (2006) consider a household survey of 1,777 individuals which are or have 

been clients of the bank which offered the experimental savings product. The authors 

use panel data information on the development of the savings of the participants and 

non-participants.  

Indicators used  

Take up of commitment savings product and total savings. 

Results 

The study found that the commitment savings product was taken up on a significant 

scale by experiment participants, and that the savings of participants increased signifi-

cantly. 

The study of Ashraf et al. (2006) is methodologically strong. The experimental setup 

implies that it is reasonable to expect that the increase in savings can be attributed to 

the programme. These results indicate that interventions which help empower women 

economically (gives them power to manage household resources) can aid in the build-

up of household savings in the Philippines (and in similar contexts). Strictly speaking it 

is uncertain what the welfare consequences are of the increased savings, but it can be 

argued that savings are a prerequisite for investment and hence also for development, 

and therefore that the programme can further economic development in the Philip-

pines and in similar contexts. 

4.6 Summary of evidence 

To summarize the evidence concerning empowerment effects of microfinance, there is 

evidence across different cultural settings that microfinance can both provide eco-

nomic empowerment of women and to some extent also assist the process of social 

and legal empowerment. The effects occur for different designs of the microfinance 

programmes, but with varying degrees of effectiveness.  
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The studies reviewed all make substantial efforts at constructing methodologically 

sound evaluations. Nevertheless, possible selection biases still persist, implying that the 

above-mentioned positive effects upon empowerment may not be fully attributable to 

the microfinance interventions. Although the attempts to correct for selection bias may 

appear highly academical the practical implication are both real and potentially signifi-

cant. If a significant proportion of microfinance effects can be attributed to (unob-

served) characteristics of the participants and/or programme placement effects this 

will have implications for the ongoing attempts to “roll-out” microfinance. In short, 

this is because it will not be possible to duplicate the pilot results when scaling up the 

programmes. The extent to which this is the case is, as indicated by this review, not yet 

resolved.  

The role of donor agencies and other governmental and non-governmental support 

organizations is difficult to assess on the basis of existing evidence. On balance, donors 

play a significant role in the microfinance landscape, as many microfinance institutions 

around the developing world are financed and run by donors, c.f. de Aghion and Mor-

duch (2005). At present, the available literature does, however, not allow for the identi-

fication of factors which make the individual microfinance arrangements successful, as 

de Aghion and Morduch (2005) state:  

“… How does the emphasis on gender affect the design of microfinance institutions? Should fi-

nancial services be bundled with the provision of complementary inputs and training by NGOs, 

governments, and/or donor agencies? How should the lending contract or savings devices be 

modified to increase women‟s opportunities within the household and the broader community? ... 

These are all „frontier‟ issues, and will no doubt be revisited regularly”. 

The evidence concerning the empowerment effects of microfinance is strongest in 

Bangladesh, where women’s limited mobility paradoxically acts both as a limiting factor 

on empowerment and at the same time facilitates the operation of microfinance, be-

cause it facilitates the monitoring of borrowers. Most likely this also reflects that the 

Bangladeshi women move from having virtually no credit option to having one and 

that this represents a much greater relative change in opportunities than a situation 

where microfinance is but one among many options. 
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5. Studies of education interventions 

Education can be expected to empower women because it raises the market or oppor-

tunity value of women’s work. This can in turn improve women’s alternatives to rely-

ing on other household members, which improves her position within the household. 

This can be defined as economic empowerment, because it increases women’s access 

to and control over resources. Furthermore, education empowers women in general, as 

it increases their knowledge, their self-esteem and their ability to navigate the world. 

This can subsequently affect several other developmental aspects such as e.g. the 

health and nutrition household members, the education of the children within the 

household and the political participation of the women themselves. 

This chapter surveys a range of educational interventions. A distinguishing feature of 

almost all interventions found is that they were not explicitly designed to forward 

women’s or girl’s education, rather were they aiming to raise education in general. This 

makes sense as education is as a universal right and as the situation of girls (and subse-

quently women) is likely to improve if boys become more educated than their fathers.18 

However, as a result, the search of the literature has not resulted in many academic 

papers of evaluations of programmes using education as an instrument for economic 

empowerment. 

5.1 Breierova and Duflo (2004) 

Breierova and Duflo (2004) analyze the effects of a large scale expansion of the educa-

tional system in Indonesia in the 1970s. The period was in Indonesia characterised by a 

rapid and large scale expansion of the educational system. More specifically, an average 

                                                
18 Although few most likely would contest the underlying idea, no study has attempted to look at whether gender 
equality and empowerment improves through the increased education of boys.  
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of two primary schools was built per 1,000 children with varying intensity across the 

Indonesian regions from 1973 to 1974.  

Intervention considered: 

The school construction programme considered by Breierova and Duflo (2004) tar-

geted children who had not previously been enrolled in school. The programme at-

tempted to target the resources with the greatest need for new school. Accordingly, 

resources were distributed such that the number of new schools in a region was pro-

portional to the number of children of primary school age who were not already en-

rolled in a primary school.  

The infrastructural expansion was moreover combined with an effort to educate more 

teachers. There is no report of the programme targeting girls or boys in particular.  

Location of the interventions considered 

Indonesia. 

Reason for the expected effects 

The situation in Indonesia at the time of the programme was characterized by a low 

enrolment rate in primary school among children. In 1973 only 69 per cent of children 

aged 7-12 years were enrolled at a primary school. Girls’ enrolment rate was lower than 

that of boys. Indonesia was, however, experiencing a period of rapidly increasing oil 

revenues and the government decided to spend some of these on improving the educa-

tional system. 

The hypothesis of Breierova and Duflo (2004) is that women’s educational attainment 

is hampered by lack of access to education – among other things. In short, the women 

are supply constrained. By implication, improving school capacity will advance 

women’s educational attainment.  

Indicators used  

Graduation rates from primary school, age of marriage. 

Results 

Breierova and Duflo (2004) estimate that the programme resulted in an increase in the 

number of years of education of 0.15 for the first generation of women to benefit from 

the programme, and of 0.26 for their husbands. The programme also resulted in an 

increase in the probability that a woman graduated from primary school by 3.5 per cent 

and an increase in the probability that her husband graduated from primary school by 
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2.6 per cent. Breierova and Duflo (2004) also find evidence of social empowerment 

effects as the educational programme led to an increase in the age of marriage of 

women. 

The study by Breierova and Duflo (2004) estimate the effect of the school expansion 

by utilizing the sequential roll-out of the school construction programme. As men-

tioned above regions with a high number of children of primary school age which had 

not been enrolled in primary school were given higher priority in the sense that schools 

were built first in these regions. By taking into account that the different regions bene-

fited from the expansion at different points in time enables Breierova and Duflo (2004) 

to better identify and isolate the sources of the effects observed. This makes it possible 

to compare the outcomes of children in different regions and ascribe relative differ-

ences in outcomes to the school construction project. By implication, the results ob-

tained are relatively credible.  

Overall, the analysis confirms the initial hypothesis. Households appear to be supply 

constrained when it comes to the education of girls. It would thus appear that a major 

barrier for primary school participation was the lack of access to schooling, and the 

programme purported to reduce this barrier. 

5.2 Behrman et al. (2001) 

Behrman et al (2001) is an evaluation of the effects of the education-contingent trans-

fer on a range of educational outcomes, evaluated for both boys and girls. The pro-

gramme considers the Mexican programme PROGRESA/Oportunidades.  

Interventions considered 

Mexico’s PROGRESA/Oportunidades programme is a large scale and large scope 

programme which intends to reduce the opportunity costs of sending children to 

school. As in many developing countries, the labour of children in Mexico has signifi-

cant value to the households, and hence sending children to school involves a relatively 

persistent reduction in household income.  

PROGRESA/Oportunidades introduced a range of poverty-reducing instruments, 

among which one was a cash transfer to poor families contingent on the school atten-

dance of the children. The programme provided aid to approximately 10 per cent of all 

families living in Mexico. The money transfers offered to poor households where chil-

dren regularly attend school are greater for children in secondary school and girls. Both 

groups which tend to have lower school attendance in Mexico. The total income trans-

fer received through the programme can be up to 20 per cent of household income.  
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Location of the interventions 

Mexico. 

Reason for the expected effects 

Poor families having to choose between sending children to work or to school are of-

ten tempted to do the former because the families are in need of money and do not 

have the possibility of waiting for schooling to pay off in the form of higher future 

earnings. By giving poor families a subsidy to sending their children to school will in-

crease the amount of schooling obtained by children of poor families. This is because 

the alternative of sending them to school becomes relatively more attractive, and the 

share of poor families which send their children to school can be expected to increase. 

Girls from poor families have significantly lower rates of secondary schooling than 

boys from poor families; as a result the subsidy given to girls for entering secondary 

school is higher than the corresponding subsidy for boys entering secondary school. 

Again, the underlying hypothesis is that it is relatively more costly for poor families to 

educate their girls beyond primary schooling, and that an increased subsidy therefore is 

necessary to tilt the scale in favour of education. 

Indicators used 

School attainment in primary and secondary school. 

Results 

Behrman et al (2001) find that PROGRESA/Oportunidades led to a general increase 

in the schooling attainment of the participating children. The effects on primary school 

attainment were similar for boys and girls, but the effects on secondary school attain-

ment were larger for boys in spite of the extra subsidy given to girls’ school attendance.  

This does not, however, mean that PROGRESA does not provide economic empow-

erment to women: increases in education generally lead to higher market income, 

which increases the ability of women to support themselves, and lessens their depend-

ence on men. This increases their influence on how household resources are divided. 

The paper cannot, however, explain why the effects of subsidies to secondary school-

ing are less for girls than for boys. 

The roll out of PROGRESA/Oportunidades was unique. When project managers real-

ised that the planned national coverage would be constrained by a shortage of funds 

and skilled staff it was decided to make the most of the situation in terms of evaluating 

the programme. As a result, the initial phase of PROGRESA/Oportunidades was con-
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ducted as a random experiment, in which 506 villages were randomly assigned to either 

take part in the programme or serve as part of the control group. From a methodologi-

cal point of view this is a strong evaluation for at least two reasons:  

1. The random assignment of the programme ensures that the direction of causal-

ity runs from programme participation to higher schooling attainment, and is 

not the result of selection bias 

2. The fact that the experiment was carried out before the programme grew to en-

compass a large fraction of Mexico’s poor ensures that the evaluation does not 

suffer from problems with general equilibrium effects. 

As a result, the conclusion that an extension of PROGRESA/Oportunidades to in-

clude more poor families with relatively similar socio-economic characteristics will in-

crease the schooling attainment of their children is robust. 

5.3 Duflo et al. (2007) 

A final study to be mentioned here is the study by Duflo et al. (2007).  

Interventions considered 

This study evaluates a number of experiments: 

 An increase in the resources to schools enabling them to hire a teacher locally for 

first grade pupils. 

 A reallocation of pupils from civil service teachers to locally hired teachers (who are 

cheaper to hire but have similar qualifications). 

 An increase in the power of schools to monitor and train teachers. 

Location of the interventions considered 

Kenya. 

Reason for the expected effect 

Developing countries are currently improving access to schooling dramatically in an 

attempt to meet the Millennium Development Goals. This has led to an increase in 

pupil-teacher ratios, prompting increased discussions of how to use the available 

teacher resources most effectively. Several developing countries have, for example, 

been opting for a model where teachers are hired locally on short term contracts, be-

cause it is cheaper to hire locally than centrally. The question, however, is what this 

means to the quality of education and whether this will affect girls different than boys? 
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The current study focuses on an area in western Kenya were the average class size in 

first grade was 83 pupils. In Kenya there is a difference between centrally hired teach-

ers, who are hired through the Ministry of Education Science and Technology Teacher 

Service Commission. The latter teachers have civil servant protection and receive 

higher wages and benefits. This implies that there is an excess supply of teachers who 

want to be hired through this route. Locally hired teachers do not have these benefits 

and privileges. Locally and centrally hired teachers, however, have the same academic 

qualifications. 

Indicators used 

Test scores, pupils’ attendance, dropout rates, grade promotion rates. 

Results 

The findings of the paper can be summarized as follows 

 Contract teachers tended to be present for teaching more than civil service teach-

ers. 

 Pupils taught by contract teachers learned more than similar pupils taught by civil 

service teachers 

 Teachers are more likely to be present and teaching in classes divided by initial 

achievements than in randomly assigned classes. This suggests that teachers are 

more likely to be present when they feel they can make a difference. 

The results on the improved performance by pupils hold for both girls and boys with 

no evidence presented of different effects between boys and girls. 

5.4 Summary of evidence 

In summary, there is some evidence across different development contexts that an in-

crease in the supply of education can enhance the empowerment of women.  

This can be taken to corroborate the observation made by Deaton (1997) that poor 

households do not reduce consumption of adult goods less for a newborn girl than for 

a newborn boy when the household is not in a state of crisis. It would in other words 

appear that gender based differential treatment and discrimination is worse under ex-

treme circumstances in times of hunger or illness. When household income increase 

(through the availability of subsidized public schooling and/or a subsidy for sending 

children to school) women and girls will benefit. 
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Looking specifically at education, this chapter has presented strong evidence from In-

donesia, Mexico and Kenya that indicates that improved access to schooling serves to 

empower women. Most of the evidence concerns the primary school level. The only 

evidence regarding participation in secondary schooling comes from Mexico and 

points to difficulties in increasing the participation in secondary schooling among poor 

Mexican girls. However, taken together the evidence presented here indicates that ac-

cess to education empowers women and enhances development in different contexts.  
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6. Studies of legal aid interventions 

Legal aid to women is, as mentioned, previously a relatively new empowerment in-

strument. It is motivated by large, observed discrepancies between de jure and de facto 

when it comes to gender equality. There is in other words strong evidence that women 

are in practice discriminated against in the enforcement of law, though the laws by 

themselves do not imply discrimination. 

Legal aid can be expected to empower women by directly increasing their access to and 

control of the resources to which they have a legal claim. There is much evidence that 

women receive smaller bequests than men do c.f. e.g. Deere and Leon (2003) for the 

Latin American case or Quisumbing et al (2004) for the case of Ghana. 

There is only little evidence of the empowerment effects of legal aid, but some indirect 

evidence does exist.  

6.1 Allendorf (2007) 

Allendorf (2007) analyzes the relationship between land ownership and empowerment 

for women in Nepal. 

Interventions considered 

It is a cross-section analysis and considers data from 2001, which means that it is im-

possible to address whether change in empowerment has occurred. This implies that 

the paper does not consider interventions, but only looks at the relationship between 

indicators of empowerment and landownership of women.  
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Location considered 

Nepal. 

Reason for the expected effects 

Access and control of assets are key sources of empowerment for women. This implies 

that increased landownership among women can be expected to enhance their em-

powerment, as it increases their ability to make decisions concerning their own lives 

and their households. Some reasons are given why increased landownership and em-

powerment of women might be good for the overall welfare in Nepal. Most impor-

tantly, women who own land are found to be willing to allocate resources to their kids 

compared to men. 

Indicators used 

The indicators used are based on questions posed to participating women of who has 

the final say on i) the women’s own health care, ii) making large household purchases, 

iii) making household purchases for daily needs, iv) visits to family, friends and rela-

tives. The participating women are all working in the agricultural sector, are all cur-

rently married and are residing with their husbands.19 

Results 

Allendorf (2007) finds that there is a positive association between women who own 

land and their empowerment in terms of greater decision power regarding the use of 

their household’s resources. Furthermore Allendorf (2007) finds that the health of 

children whose mother own land are better than the children of comparable non-land 

owning women. 

The method employed in Allendorf (2007) is to compare self-reported indicators of 

empowerment for women who own land with the same indicators measured for 

women who do not own land. The comparisons are made using simple cross-

tabulations and multivariate analysis, where the average levels of the empowerment 

indicators are compared for landowning and non-landowning women. 

The method in Allendorf (2007) suffers from an inability to address the potential re-

verse causation problem. Because it is a cross-sectional analysis, it is impossible to con-

clude on which direction the causality goes. You cannot distinguish whether women 

gain empowerment if they own land, or women who are already empowered are more 

                                                
19 Thereby all female headed household (e.g. widows) are eliminated from the dataset, as they by default would 
have the final say within the household. 
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likely to own land. Off course the theoretically causal order may also work in both di-

rections (empowered women own land and therefore gain further empowerment). 

However, Allendorf (2007) finds a positive association between women who own land 

and their empowerment even when controlling for several other socio-economic fac-

tors.  

6.2 Rodriguez (2000) 

Rodriguez (2000) reviews a legal aid programme in Ecuador running from 1998 to the 

beginning of 2000.  

Interventions considered 

The project reviewed by Rodriguez gave NGOs the opportunity to set up legal services 

for women in Ecuador’s two largest cities. In addition, other services such as psycho-

logical consultations, medical examinations for use in court and shelter referrals for 

women who had suffered domestic abuse were offered. 

Location of the interventions 

Ecuador. 

Reason for the expected effects 

Rated according to per capita income Ecuador is placed at the lower to middle end of 

the scale income in Latin America. A very unequal income distribution, however, 

means that there is high level of poverty and vast geographic differences within the 

country. Ecuadorian women face economic and institutional impediments in accessing 

courts and legal services. This is in part because women lack financial resources, and in 

part because the people employed in courts and government services are not trained 

on gender issues. The Constitution as well as details in the legislation in principle se-

cures women equal treatment and equal rights, but there is a wide gap between the ac-

tual law and its’ enforcement. 

Furthermore, women in Ecuador are poorer on average than men, according to the 

Ecuador Poverty Report (World Bank, November 1995). Hence, there is reason to 

believe that legal aid directed at women may be effective, as it can be expected to re-

move some barriers for access to the legal system. Legal aid directed at women can be 

expected to be more effective than legal aid directed at men, because women are 

poorer and more disempowered, in relation to the legal system, than men. 
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Indicators used 

Number of persons receiving legal aid. This is obviously a problematic indicator as it 

says little of the quality of the assistance given or the effects derived from it. It is, how-

ever, the only indicator available. However, as one client put it: “The NGO lawyers are 

not corrupt and they are not going to let anyone corrupt them.” Another client said: “In many in-

stances they are better than private attorneys because they have a mystique of service and they fight a lot 

for our rights”. This might suggest that being enrolled in legal aid is in fact beneficial for 

the clients. If this is the case the number of persons receiving legal aid might be an ac-

ceptable indicator of how well the program is doing. However if the NGO’s goal only 

is in terms of how many persons receiving legal aid, it might take their focus away from 

other important issues (e.g. promoting legal change).  

Results 

The projects met their goals in terms of the number of women and children helped as 

more than 50,000 persons (approx. 14,000 women and their children) benefited from 

the project. The beneficiaries were almost evenly distributed between legal aid and 

supplementary services. 

Among the qualitative results of the project are a perceived, greater awareness of do-

mestic violence towards women and a better understanding of their rights. As one cli-

ent said, “What I like is that we users make the decisions on the cases.” It is also worth 

noticing that the program has made judges aware of international laws, and made it 

common to use these laws in practice. Furthermore, the organizations behind the pro-

jects have succeeded in incorporating gender perspectives in new development plans. 

It also clear that the women receive legal aid is more successful in court than those 

who have not received legal aid (e.g. was the child support obtained 20-50 % higher 

than the average adjudicated).  

The study of Rodriguez (2000) does, however, suffer from severe methodological 

problems, as it does not attempt to deal with the question of what would have hap-

pened to the persons helped if they had not received any help. In addition, no attempts 

have been made to control for selection bias amongst participants or programme 

placement effects. All of which are key challenges in measuring the effect of legal aid 

on women’s empowerment. Considering this problem, it is difficult to assess whether 

the programme had an effect on women’s empowerment. 
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6.3 Summary of evidence 

It has been difficult to find evidence on the empowerment effects of legal aid pro-

grammes. The study which has been found does indicate that legal aid can promote the 

empowerment of women. However, the strength of the evidence is limited by potential 

problems resulting from the participation in the programmes being potentially self-

selected, meaning that those who stand to benefit most are also most likely to choose 

to participate. This does not reduce the value of the programme, but it implies that the 

general effect of providing legal aid is probably less that the effect found in the evalua-

tions. 
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7. Conclusion 

The purpose of the present study has been to critically review and synthesize relevant 

knowledge about how and when specific project level instruments and/or policy inter-

ventions work to empower women and thereby increase gender equality and spur eco-

nomic development. Focus has been on three types of interventions with empower-

ment potential: Microfinance, education and legal aid. 

In the first part of the study focus was on clarifying the meaning of and relationship 

between the different concepts used in the relevant literature. While some confusion 

has been caused by a different use of concepts by different authors/institutions, we 

argued that gender equality should be understood as a state in which men and women 

have equal opportunities, which does not imply equality of outcomes. Empowerment, 

on the other hand, is the process of increasing women's ability to manage their own 

lives through increased access to key resources and activities. Hence, empowerment is 

a process leading to a state of equal opportunities between the sexes, i.e. gender equal-

ity. 

The literature talks about different aspects of empowerment, such as economic, politi-

cal and legal/social empowerment. While a theoretical distinction can be made (and 

has been made in this study) between these aspects, one may question whether it is 

useful to maintain this distinction for practical purposes, as the different empowerment 

aspects are closely connected and interdependent. As a consequence, a given policy 

intervention may also be difficult to classify under just one of these headings. 

The second part of the study reviewed evaluations of the three types of interventions. 

Focus was on experimental or quasi-experimental studies that deal explicitly with the 

problem of finding appropriate comparison groups. We found that although different 

types of selection biases may still persist, there seems to be considerable evidence that 
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supply-side interventions in the areas of microfinance and education can lead to em-

powerment of women. Note that while the microfinance interventions considered are 

often targeted specifically towards women, the interventions in the area of education 

are typically not gender specific. Still, they have been found to empower women. The 

evidence concerning legal aid interventions is, however, much more limited. 

Hence, merely increasing the availability of microfinance (to women) and the supply of 

education (more generally) is found to empower women and enhance development in 

different contexts. In the area of microfinance, the effects occur for different designs 

of the microfinance programmes, although with varying degrees of effectiveness. At 

present, however, the available literature does not allow for the identification of factors 

which make the individual microfinance arrangements successful. 

From a policy point of view, the main impediment seems to be that very few studies 

attempt to weigh the effects found against the costs. Interventions to empower women 

are associated with a number of potential costs and gains, which should be appropri-

ately compared to determine the overall effectiveness of an intervention.  

First, the intervention/programme in itself is costly to implement. Taking this into ac-

count should be feasible, as donor agencies generally keep information of the costs of 

different programmes. Second, distributional costs of a programme should be taken 

into account. Targeting resources towards women may implicitly direct them away 

from alternative (and perhaps more efficient) uses. Third, all the gains should be ap-

propriately measured. This will be much more difficult as the majority of the gains 

from women’s empowerment do not materialize themselves in the form of easily 

measurable variables. Some of the potential benefits could, as argued in chapter 3.1, 

accrue to women who do not even participate in the programme but still experience a 

positive spill-over effect as their options outside the household improve. 

In sum, further work on which specific microfinance and educational programmes are 

most cost-effective are required before any conclusions regarding the appropriateness 

of the different interventions can be made. 
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Appendix A: Terms of reference  
 

Danida File: 104.A.1.e.83.  

09-01-2008 

 

Terms of Reference 

 

Evaluation Study 

 

Economic empowerment of women 

 

 

Background 

The Danish Government has decided to make a special effort to promote MDG 3 on 

gender equality and women’s empowerment. The overall purpose is to increase the 

international political focus on MDG 3 and ensure increased investment in gender 

equality and women’s economic empowerment. The underlying assumption is that in-

creased gender equality - apart from being an objective in its own right – is a means by 

which to promote other important development objectives such as poverty reduction. 

The economic arguments being 1) that women’s control over resources at the house-

hold level increases the well-being of the whole family and 2) that discrimination based 

on gender implies an inefficient allocation of human resources in society. The Danish 

campaign will focus on both dimensions and try to devise policy options at both policy 

level and how to involve the private sector.  

There is considerable empirical evidence that policies targeted towards women have 

different effects/impact than policies targeted towards men or towards both sexes. 

Some of the most well-known examples are the many micro-credit programmes where 

initiatives targeted towards women have often been found to be associated with higher 

repayment rates. Other studies have found that targeting aid or resources towards 

women has larger impacts on children’s health and education than resources targeted 

towards men. 

There may be several explanations as to why we observe these differences. First, 

women may have other preferences than men leading to different behaviour in re-

sponse to the different programmes. Secondly, women may face other barriers (con-

straints) or have other resources than men causing responses to differ across sexes. For 
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example, the different responses by men and women to micro-credit initiatives may 

simply reflect that men have more easy access to other sources of credit. The Evalua-

tion Department of Danida publishes a series of Evaluation Studies, which contain 

synthesises of evaluations and other studies of a specific topic. As there is a vast litera-

ture analysing economic empowerment of women, an Evaluation Study within the area 

of economic empowerment of women requires that a sample of relevant evaluations 

and studies are identified.  

This Evaluation Study deals with the economic empowerment of women and not on 

empowerment in general. The study will have a particular focus on household level and 

on a selected number of interventions. It is envisaged, that this Evaluation Study will 

be followed by a second Study, which a particular focus on “bottlenecks” and “strate-

gies” in relation to the empowerment of women and on macroeconomic implications 

of the empowerment of women. 

Objectives 

Thus, the Evaluation Study will have an economic focus at household level and will 

have three objectives: 

 First, to review main concepts used in relation to the topic 

 Second, to screen relevant evaluations and other studies and to suggest a sample 

of evaluations and studies to be reviewed in more detail in the Evaluation Study. 

In addition, a number of interventions (institutions and policy measures).  

 Third, to synthesise the results of the selected evaluations and analyses  

 

Outputs 

An Evaluation Study of no more than 30 pages (annexes excluded). The Evaluation 

Study will be published by the Evaluation Department of Danida on the Internet. 

Scope of work 

a. Concepts 

Several analyses discuss and make an attempt to define the central concepts 

like”empowerment” and ”economic empowerment”. This part of the study will based 

on a review of relevant literature briefly discuss (i) the relation between ”empower-

ment” and other related concepts like ”participation”; (ii) different dimensions of the 
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“empowerment”; (iii) different elements of “economic empowerment”; (iv) different 

levels of “economic empowerment”, for instance household level, community level, 

global level.  

b. Literature review and identification of evaluations and studies to be covered in the 

Evaluation Study 

Based on (a) and probably additional criteria a literature review will be conducted. Af-

ter consultation with the reference group a selected number of evaluations and studies 

will be selected. In addition, it will be decided which types interventions (policy and 

institutional measures) will be given particular attention. 

c. Women and economic behaviour 

This part will, based on (a) and (b) above make a synthesis of the main conclusions and 

results in the selected number of evaluations and studies. There will be focus at the 

household level and microeconomic evidence, and the synthesis will distinguish be-

tween different intervention strategies. The synthesis will include both empirical evi-

dence documenting different responses by men and women to various policy initia-

tives/interventions. This will lead to a summary and discussion of the possible theo-

retical explanations behind the different responses by men and women.  

Staffing 

The Evaluation Study will be prepared by CEBR, Copenhagen Business School. 

Management, timing and reporting 

The Evaluation Study will be managed by the Evaluation Department of Danida, and a 

reference group will be established with representatives from relevant departments of 

Danida. It is envisaged that the reference group will meet with the consultants after 

each phase of the Evaluation Study (a, b, c (draft Evaluation Study))  

A draft Evaluation Study will be submitted to the Evaluation Department of Danida 

not later than March 25, 2008, and a final Evaluation Study not later than two weeks 

after comments to the draft Evaluation Study have been received from the Evaluation 

Department of Danida. 

The Evaluation Study will follow the format for Evaluation Studies developed by the 

Evaluation Department. 



Appendix B: Studies considered by de Aghion and Morduch 

 

Study Programs  Location Hypothesis Data Method Conclusion 

Hashemi et 

al. (1996) 

Grameen Bank 

and BRAC 

Bangladesh Moslem “purdah” in-

hibits women’s eco-

nomic activity. Microfi-

nance can help em-

power women. 

Survey of 1,300 

women. Treatment 

groups were members 

of Grameen Bank 

(284), BRAC (232), 

non-members who 

have chosen not to 

join Grameen Bank or 

BRAC (315), and 

individuals who lived 

in villages without 

Grameen Bank or 

BRAC, but would 

have been eligible 

(394). 

Cross section 

estimation of 

differences in 

levels of empow-

erment indicators. 

Grameen Bank and BRAC positively 

affected women’s empowerment as 

measured by mobility, economic secu-

rity, ability to make small purchases, 

ability to make larger purchases, in-

volvement in major household deci-

sions, relative freedom from domina-

tion within the family, political and 

legal awareness, and involvement in 

political campaigning and protests. 

Kabeer 

(2001) 

Small Enterprise 

Development 

Project 

Bangladesh Moslem “purdah” in-

hibits women’s eco-

nomic activity. Microfi-

nance can help em-

power women. 

Survey of 770 lenders 

in the project. 

Participants’ self-

evaluation (before-

after) of effect 

The effect of micro credit varies in 

different evaluations due to differences 

in context. 

Kevane and 

Wydick 

(2001) 

FUNDAP - a 

program under 

ACCION. 

Guatemala Women prefer to allo-

cate earnings to improve 

housing or their chil-

dren’s education instead 

of reinvesting profits in 

enterprise expansion. 

Survey of 342 entre-

preneurs of which 260 

were FUNDAP bor-

rowers and 82 were a 

control group. 

Cross section 

estimation 

For women in childbearing years, there 

appears to be a constraint on the 

amount of employment generated 

through microfinance. For women in 

other ages, there is no trade-off be-

tween employment growth and chil-

dren’s welfare. 

Khandker et 

al. (1995) 

Grameen Bank 

and BRAC 

Bangladesh No hypothesis given. 

The paper aims to ana-

Panel data from 

Grameen Bank on 

Various methods 

ranging from 

Female members are better at serving 

debt than male members are: fewer 
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lyze whether Grameen 

Bank is viable. 

members and 

branches. 

simple compari-

sons of means in a 

panel data setting 

to fixed effects 

estimation. 

female borrowers have difficulty repay-

ing debt. 

 

Grameen Bank has effect on general 

wage level in villages where it is pre-

sent. 

Khandker 

(2005) 

Grameen Bank, 

BRAC and Bang-

ladesh Rural De-

velopment Board’s 

Rural Develop-

ment RD-12 

Bangladesh Moslem “purdah” in-

hibits women’s eco-

nomic activity. Microfi-

nance can help em-

power women. 

9,215 observations 

from survey data on 

inhabitants in Bangla-

deshi villages. 

Fixed effect esti-

mation. 

Microfinance given to women reduces 

poverty among poor households.  

Mayoux 

(1999) 

Cameroun Gatsby 

Trust, Mbonweh 

Women’s Devel-

opment Associa-

tion and BERD-

SCO 

Cameroun Arguments presented 

both for and against 

empowerment effect of 

microfinance 

Case studies, interview 

based effect evalua-

tions 

Participants’ self-

evaluation (before-

after) of effect 

There are indications that there is a 

need to explicitly incorporate empow-

erment strategies rather than just ac-

cess to finance. 

Pitt and 

Khandker 

(1998) 

Grameen Bank, 

BRAC and Bang-

ladesh Rural De-

velopment Board’s 

Rural Develop-

ment RD-12 

Bangladesh Moslem “purdah” in-

hibits women’s eco-

nomic activity. Microfi-

nance can help em-

power women. 

9,215 observations 

from survey data on 

inhabitants in Bangla-

deshi villages. 

Cross section 

estimation. 

Credit provided to women increases 

women’s non-land assets and female 

labour supply more than credit pro-

vided to men.  

Rahman 

(1999) 

Grameen Bank Bangladesh Peer pressure and insti-

tutional coercion on 

women in relation to 

micro finance can dis-

empower women. 

Survey of 295 house-

holds, 154 Grameen 

Bank members and 12 

bank workers. 

Participants’ self-

evaluation (before-

after) of effect 

The expansion of the credit program 

and the exercise of social collateral 

contribute to the escalation of violence 

in the village studied. 

Schuler et al. 

(1997) 

Grameen Bank 

and BRAC 

Bangladesh Micro credit programs 

reduce women’s eco-

nomic dependence on 

As for Hashemi et al. 

(1996) 

Cross section 

estimation of 

differences in 

Grameen Bank and BRAC contribute 

to increasing use of contraceptives. 

The effect increases with the duration 
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men, strengthen their 

positions within their 

families, draw them into 

the public sphere and 

expose them to new 

ideas. This decreases the 

demand for children, 

increases the demand 

for family planning 

services and reduces the 

social costs of fertility 

regulation. 

levels of contra-

ceptive use. 

of the participation in microfinance 

programs. 

Skoufias and 

McClafferty 

(2001) 

Oportuni-

dades/Progresa 

(This is not a 

micro-finance 

program. It gives 

benefits directly to 

mothers) 

Mexico Specific program design 

of Oportunidades is 

assumed to work: 1) 

benefits are given di-

rectly to mothers, who 

are assumed to prioritize 

health and education of 

children higher. 2) Re-

cipients are required to 

make their children 

attend school (higher 

benefits were given to 

girls in secondary 

school). 3) Recipients of 

nutritional aid are moni-

tored. 

Survey of 24,000 

households 

Difference-in-

differences estima-

tion, where par-

ticipants who live 

in communities 

covered by Opor-

tunidades are 

compared to non-

participants which 

live in communi-

ties which are not 

covered by Opor-

tunidades, before 

and after receiving 

support  

Education: Oportunidades increased 

enrolment, particularly among girls, at 

the secondary level (0.8 years extra 

education). Health: children’s inci-

dence of illness is reduced 12 per cent 

and adults experience 19 per cent less 

illness days. Nutrition: incidence of 

stunting was reduced. Women’s status 

was improved, women receiving bene-

fits reported that they had greater 

control over household economic 

decisions. 

Thomas 

(1990) 

No specific pro-

gram is consid-

ered. The study 

concerns intra-

Brazil The common prefer-

ence model is tested: do 

parents agree on how to 

use household eco-

A random sample of 

55,000 Brazilian 

households. 

Cross section 

analysis of whether 

increasing income 

results in the same 

Mothers have a greater preference for 

improving family health than fathers 

do. 
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household alloca-

tion and not in 

particular microfi-

nance. 

nomic resources? increase in calorie 

intake and child 

health for in-

creases in mothers’ 

and fathers’ in-

come. 

Thomas 

(1994) 

No specific pro-

gram is consid-

ered. The study 

concerns intra-

household alloca-

tion and not in 

particular microfi-

nance. 

Brazil, 

Ghana and 

United 

States 

The common prefer-

ence model is tested: do 

parents agree on how to 

use household eco-

nomic resources? 

Sample of 990 chil-

dren from Living 

Standards Survey, 

Ghana 

Sample of 4,704 chil-

dren from National 

Survey of Youth, 

USA. 

Sample of 15,442 

children from House-

hold Expenditure 

Survey, Brazil. 

Sample of 1,306 chil-

dren from Demo-

graphic and Health 

Survey, Brazil. 

Difference-in-

differences analy-

sis of whether 

increases in in-

come affect child 

health and nutri-

tional status dif-

ferently for the 

father and mother 

and depending on 

the gender of the 

child. 

There are differences in the allocation 

of household resources depending on 

the gender of the child and the differ-

ences depend on the gender of the 

parent. 

Udry (1996) No specific pro-

gram is consid-

ered. The study 

concerns intra-

household alloca-

tion and not in 

particular microfi-

nance. 

Burkina 

Faso 

It is tested whether 

household resources are 

efficiently allocated to 

household members: Is 

the input use identical 

for plots farmed by men 

and by women. 

Survey of 150 Burkina 

Faso households 

followed over four 

years, 1981-1985.  

Fixed effects esti-

mation of the 

determinants of 

agricultural pro-

duction, where 

gender effects are 

taken into account. 

Plots cultivated by men and women 

yield different output due to different 

inputs delivered by men and women. 

 


