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ABSTRACT: 

The term empowerment has been widely used in the social sciences across a broad variety of 

disciplines. Empowerment in woman‘s development is a way of defining, challenging and 

overcoming barriers in her life through which she increases her ability to shape her life. The 

process of empowerment will not only be able to improve their skills and access to productive 

resources, but also succeed in enhancing quality, dignity and work in the society status. The 

effect of empowerment of women creates a powerful influence on the norms, values and finally 

the laws that govern these communities (Cheryl 1999; Czuba 1999; Nanette 1999; Page 1999). 

Empowerment includes cognitive and psychological elements, such as a women‘s understanding 

of her condition of subordination and the causes of such conditions. This requires an 

understanding the self and the cultural and social expectations, which may be activated by 

education. 
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“To call woman the weaker sex is a libel; it is man’s injustice to woman. If by strength is 

meant brute strength, then, indeed, woman is less brute than man. If by strength is meant 

moral power, then woman is immeasurably man’s superior: Has she not greater intuition, is 

she not more self-sacrificing, has she not greater powers of endurance, has she not greater 

courage? Without her man could not be. If non-violence is the law of our being, the future is 

with woman. Who can make a more effective appeal to the heart than woman?” 

Mahatma Gandhi 

Empowerment can be viewed as means of creating a social environment in which one can make 

decisions and make choices either individually or collectively for social transformation. It 

strengthens the innate ability by way of acquiring knowledge, power and experience (Hashemi 

Schuler and Riley, 1996).  

 

Empowerment is the process of enabling or authorizing individual to think, take action and 

control work in an autonomous way. It is the process by which one can gain control over one‘s 

destiny and the circumstances of one‘s lives. Empowerment includes control over resources 

(physical, human, intellectual and financial) and over ideology (beliefs, values and attitudes) 

(Baltiwala, 1994).  

 
1
Assistant Professor,  AIBAS, Amity University, Lucknow. 



Empowerment of Women: A Conceptual Framework 
 

© The International Journal of Indian Psychology  |    36 

It is not merely a feel of greater extrinsic control, but also grows intrinsic capacity, greater self-

confidence and an internal transformation of one‘s consciousness that enables one to overcome 

external barriers to accessing resources or changing traditional ideology (Pinto, 2001). 

Empowerment of women is essentially the process of upliftment of   economic, social and 

political status of women, the traditionally underprivileged ones, in the society.  It is the process 

of guarding them against all forms of violence.  Women empowerment involves the building up 

of a society, a political environment, wherein women can breathe without the fear of oppression, 

exploitation, apprehension, discrimination and the general feeling of persecution which goes 

with being a woman in a traditionally male dominated structure. Deepa Narayan in her edited 

book ‗Measuring Empowerment‘ (www.oup.com) takes ― Empowerment as the expansion of 

assets and capabilities of  poor people to participate in, negotiate with, influence control and hold 

accountable institutions that affect their lives ― 

Women‘s empowerment is very essential for the development of society. Empowerment means 

individuals acquiring the power to think and act freely, exercises choice and fulfil their potential 

as full and equal members of society. As per the United National Development Fund for women 

(UNIFEM), the term women‘s empowerment means:  

 Acquiring knowledge and understanding of gender relations and the ways in which these 

relations may be changed. 

  Developing a sense of self-worth, a belief in one‘s ability to secure desired changes and 

the right to control one‘s life. 

  Gaining the ability to generate choices exercise bargaining power.  

  Developing the ability to organize and influence the direction of social change, to create 

a more just social and economic order, nationally and internationally.  

Thus, empowerment means a psychological sense of personal control or influence and a concern 

with actual social influence, political power and legal rights. It is a multilevel construct referring 

to individuals, organizations and community. It is an international, ongoing process centered in 

the local community, involving mutual respect, critical reflection, caring and group participation, 

through which people lacking an equal share of valued resources gain greater access to the 

control over these resources. 

 

LITERATURE REVIEW  

The literature on female empowerment largely follows two approaches. The first set of studies 

considers the determinants of female empowerment. The second set of studies examines different 

proxies for female empowerment. Female empowerment is measured by a woman‘s ability to 

make household decisions, relative to her husband‘s ability to make household decisions. Since 

this ability cannot be explicitly measured, economists study whether variables such as education, 

contraceptive use, and asset-ownership are correlated with high female empowerment. These 

self-reported variables reflect the wide variety of choices and decisions at stake in the household 

bargain: employment, fertility, and resource allocation. Empowerment itself has been measured 

by a woman‘s relative physical mobility, economic security, decision-making ability, freedom 



Empowerment of Women: A Conceptual Framework 
 

© The International Journal of Indian Psychology  |    37 

from domestic violence, and political awareness and participation. A large body of literature 

finds that a woman‘s access to employment outside the house increases her household bargaining 

power (for a study in Bangladesh, see Anderson and Eswaran, 2009; for a study in India, see 

Rahman and Rao, 2004). The ownership of assets, in particular, is one important way through 

which access to employment helps empower women in developing countries (for example, see 

Agarwal, 2001, for evidence from India). In addition, several analyses have found that access to 

credit programs— whether through micro-finance organizations or rotating savings and credit 

associations (ROSCA)— has a positive effect on female empowerment (for a study in Kenya, 

see Anderson and Baland, 2002; for a study in Bangladesh, see Hashemi, Schuler and Riley, 

1996). Studies have also found a positive link between empowerment and contraceptive use (for 

a study in Bangladesh, see Schuler and Hashemi, 1994), as well as between the woman‘s 

influence on resource allocation and her family‘s social status (for a study in Bangladesh, see 

Quisumbing and de la Bri`ere, 2000). In particular, the more educated she and her father are 

relative to her husband, the more empowered she is. Relative physical mobility is another 

important determinant of autonomy, defined as degree of control over microcredit loans, since it 

reflects the woman‘s access to outside employment opportunities (Hashemi, Schuler and Riley, 

1996). A study of the determinants of female autonomy in India finds that a better-educated 

woman has greater bargaining power, as measured by physical mobility and say in household 

resource allocation, through the channel of increased information (Rahman and Rao, 2004). The 

same study also finds culture, as measured by state fixed-effects, to significantly increase 

bargaining power despite controlling for religion and caste. Further evidence from India shows 

strong positive correlations between female education as a proxy for bargaining power, and 

freedom of movement and better maternal health as bargaining outcomes (see Malhotra, Pande 

and Grown, 2003 for a review of this literature). The literature further agrees that the clearing of 

marriage markets depends on the number of men and women in the market (for theoretical 

models, see Becker, 1973a,b; Neelakantan and Tertilt, 2008). As a result, the local sex ratio 

works through the spousal age ratio to influence marriage markets and therefore household 

bargaining power. Scholars have found that, particularly in the Indian context, women have less 

bargaining power if their husbands are significantly older (for evidence from India, see Caldwell, 

Reddy and Caldwell, 1983; Kantor, 2003). Since empowerment is an unobservable latent 

variable, economists use its observable characteristics as proxies for empowerment. Women with 

high values of the proxies, such as a greater spousal age ratio, access to outside employment or a 

high level of political participation, are also likely to have greater bargaining power. Thus, the 

indicators of a high level of empowerment include (1) access to outside employment, (2) 

physical mobility, and (3) political participation (Anderson and Eswaran, 2009; Hashemi, 

Schuler and Riley, 1996; Rahman and Rao, 2004). The corresponding dependent variables we 

use to reflect high levels of female autonomy are (1) the ownership of identification cards for the 

national government‘s rural employment guarantee scheme, which proxies for access to outside 

employment, (2) the ability to leave the household without permission, which reflects physical 

mobility, and (3) participation in weekly village council meetings, which measures political 

participation. We choose these variables because they represent a diverse set of ways in which 
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the Mahila Samakhya program can potentially empower women. With the exception of analyses 

of credit extension mechanisms, the studies discussed above focus on interventions targeted at 

the individual. Only a small number of papers look at community-level interventions. For 

instance, Imai and Eklund (2008) use survey data on a women‘s community-based organization 

in rural Papua New Guinea to assess the effectiveness of autonomous women‘s groups compared 

to those that receive external support. Their analysis— using a Heckman Selection Model as well 

as Propensity Score Matching— shows that the autonomous groups are more effective in 

improving child welfare. Thus, community-level interventions targeted at women can generate 

significant benefits to children‘s well-being. One of the few analyses of Mahila Samakhya uses 

data from the state of Bihar to evaluate the program‘s effect on community-level trust and social 

capital (Janssens, 2010). The paper uses Propensity Score Matching to calculate Intent-to-Treat 

estimates of the program. Matching women from treated villages to those from untreated 

villages, results suggest that the program significantly increases trust and engenders social 

capital. Participants are more likely to contribute to local educational and infrastructural 

community projects. Significant spillovers also exist with nonparticipants; non-participant 

households in program villages exhibit higher levels of trust and are more likely to engage in 

community building activities than households in non-program villages. Other work examines 

allied aspects of the program without explicitly evaluating it: Kandpal and Baylis (2013) ask 

whether participation affects the diversity of participants‘ peer group, while Kandpal and Baylis 

(2011) examine whether friends‘ participation improves female bargaining power and child 

welfare outcomes. None of these studies considers the causal model behind the mechanisms of 

community-level interventions. Next, we present a model that decomposes the effect of program 

participation in a community-level intervention. 

 Education and work as determinants of women empowerment 

Many studies that have been dedicated to this subject consider the formal education and 

organizational work as the effective factors of women empowerment. When women have formal 

education and enter universities and then start doing part time or full time jobs in organizations, 

they can have a better control over their lives. Studies show that in developing countries, 

education and employment strengthen the situation of women in society, and increase their 

authority and power (Mason, et.al 2002). Also, according to the researches done in western 

countries, education and working empower women and increase their effectiveness in their 

personal, social and organizational life (Connel, 1987).  

 

In the contemporary world, knowledge is one of the sources of power. The contemporary world 

has witnessed those powers of force and money (military and economic power) have been 

replaced by the power of knowledge. Gaining knowledge leads to power and lack of knowledge 

for women leads to their poverty. When women gain the required knowledge for having skill and 

power, the feeling of psychological enablement strengthens in them (Spreitzer, 1996). Lots of 

studies have considered illiteracy of women as the main cause of their problems and literacy as 

the cause of their freedom (Stromquist, 1997). Therefore, it is necessary for women of each 

society to gain the required knowledge for being involved in decision-making. 
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                             Women face main challenges in making a balance between their personal and 

working life; their challenges are much more compared to that of men (Nelson, Burke, 2000). 

Most researches show a clear division of responsibilities, namely men take responsibility for 

doing job outside the house and women take liability for children and housework such as 

cooking (Sharpi, 1984; Berk, 1985; Pleck, 1985; Warde and Hetherington, 1993; Baxter, 1993; 

Sullivan, 1996). Also, women spend two times more time for doing housework compared to men 

(Berk, 1985; Baxter, 1993; Sullivan, 1996). Many studies indicate that women, in spite of their 

great responsibility, are satisfied with the division of work in the house (Benin and Agostinelli, 

1988; Blair and Johnson, 1992; Lennon and Rosenfield, 1994; Greenstein, 1996; DeMaris and 

Longmore, 1996). These results raised some questions about justice and equality at home and the 

approach towards housework and the possibilities of changing it. To explain these paradoxical 

clichés some theories have been offered, for example lack of sources and power in marriage 

make women to have little choices in regard to these clichés; the traditional ideology of gender 

makes women accept house work, and finally, the fact that women work less than their husbands 

outside the house, strengthens the approach that house work is the responsibility of women 

(Baxter and Western, 1998). 

 

Power relation in family is one of the subjects under study in the familial institution. When the 

power gap in family is large, women and children are taught to obey and they are not encouraged 

to be independent. Women in these kinds of societies learn to accept the unequal division of 

power (Hofstede, 2001, ch. 2). In modern time, in western societies, the power gap between men 

and women has decreased. Women‘s education and income have given them more power in the 

family. But, the experiences of non-western societies may not be similar to those of western 

ones. Providing education and occupation for women is the required but not the sufficient 

condition for empowerment of women. A study undergone in China shows that having more 

access to education and job opportunities does not necessarily lead to change of power relations 

in the family (Wolf, 1992). In patriarchal societies, having access to education and having 

income do not necessarily bring independence and the culture is in a way that does not let 

women make decisions independently. For example, a research that was done in two areas in 

north India shows that although women had formal education and occupation, patriarchy was an 

obstacle on the way of their empowerment (Sharma, 1991, p. 92).  

 

Women Psychological Empowerment 

Empowerment means to grant or delegate power to someone (Conger and Kanungo 1988: 474). 

Empowerment refers to ―the process of influencing over events and important conclusions for an 

individual or a team‖ (Fawcett et al., 1994:471). The term power means the capacity to obtain a 

desirable result (Russell, 1962). Empowerment is a process whereby an individual believes in his 

or her efficacy. Empowerment tends to be more talked about at the cognitive level than realized 

in practice. It is not a personal characteristic but it is a dynamic process that reflects an 

individual‘s opinions about person-environment relationship (Mishra and Spreitzer, 1998:579; 

Siegall and Gardner, 1999:705). Thus the true benefits of empowerment will not be discovered 
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unless people first perceive themselves as being powerful (Siegall and Gardner, 1999: 705). 

Empowerment of women means acquiring the power to think, acting freely, developing a sense 

of self-worth, a belief in one‘s ability to make desired changes and the right to control one‘s life, 

exercise choice, bargaining power, and fulfilling their potentiality as equal members of society. 

Generally empowerment is any process and activity by which women control their lives. 

Empowerment-related literature can generally be grouped into four categories. Individual-

oriented that includes personal feelings, personal power, self-determination, and other cognitive 

variables (Baird, 1994; Fulford and Enz, 1995; Spreitzer, 1995), result-oriented studies that have 

examined successful cases of empowerment (Berman, 1995; Burbidge, 1995). Operation-

oriented literature that explains the quality of meeting empowerment through organizational de-

layering, employee involving, establishing commitment, teaming, and intervening (Bogg, 1995; 

Lashley, 1995; Nixon, 1994; Osborne, 1994). Trait-oriented research is characterized by 

exploring the preconditions of control and power, trust and inclusion, accountability, honesty, 

and risk taking (Anfuso, 1994; Foster-FishmanandKey, 1995). The psychological empowerment 

model has six dimensions: Impacts / self-determination, being meaningful, Professional growth, 

independence/decision-making, Competence/self-efficacy and Trust. These components all 

contributed to a person sense of empowerment. 

 Impact / self-determination, which refer to an individual, are perceived degree of 

influence over outcomes in one‘s work and family environments. People must believe 

that their behaviour will influence on what happens around them. In other words, an 

individual must have the opportunity to exert influence in order to have an impact on 

outcomes at work (Spreitzer, 1995). The term Choice for women means providing 

women with genuine opportunities to have not only their voice heard, but giving them 

real power to control and influence over work processes and results. Self-determination 

refers to everyone‘s internal need to control the environment (Conger and Kanungo, 

1988). It is also defined as women‘s need to choose, to initiate and regulate actions or to 

choose the process and work behaviours at work; and should be perceived as an 

opportunity to make a choice. 

 Being meaningful, if a work is going to be done by women managers or employees they 

should feel that it is a valuable work. They evaluate the job based on their own values and 

feel that they are doing something meaningful. 

 Professional growth refers to personal development in job and profession. Empowered 

women feel more professional growth in their career as employee or managers. 

 Independence/decision-making, Empowerment is related to independence. Empowered 

women are expected to be independent and make decision on their own. The argument of 

the empowerment supporters is that women should be empowered to make more 

decisions about their own lives. 

 Competence and self efficacy points at one‘s work role efficacy or personal mastery; 

women must feel that they are competent to engage in the behaviours required by the 

organization or family. Empowerment is about self-actualization and competence. 

Competence and self-efficacy refer to enable the women to be confidence in their 
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capacity to make the choices. The useful exercise of every other kind of power depends 

on competence. Competence is acquired through formal training or education (Forrester, 

2000). Self-efficacy construct is an aspect of empowerment that combines intention and 

belief in one's ability into a personal outcome expectation (Bandura, 1982; Mischel, 

1973). It reflects the extent to which women have been both personally engaged by the 

organization and mobilized sufficiently to project expectations for themselves into the 

future. 

 Trust, Empowerment is connected with trust. Trust creates an atmosphere for 

empowerment and grows in such an atmosphere. Trust requires values like solidarity and 

maturity. Empowerment cannot be installed like software but must be grown. We can‘t 

empower women, but we can create an environment in which they can empower 

themselves (Willis,1999: 73). 

 

These factors can be viewed as the essential prerequisites to motivate empowering 

behaviours in women's life or work. Since organizations play an important role in developing 

women‘s awareness of and trust, lots of women take advantage from them. By solving 

problems, gaining experience, and working together, women will become aware of their own 

subordinate position in society and become more capable of changing it (Himmelstrand, 

1990:112; Scheyvens, 2003, 27). Women need to be empowered with skills, knowledge, and 

confidence to determine the development path they wish to follow and to challenge the 

entrenched organizational structures which hamper them. 

 

RECOMMENDATIONS   

 Educate women about their human rights, personal strengths, skills, and resources to 

foster their vitality and resilience as personal protective factors that offset poverty.  

  Engage women and girls as active partners in planning and operating programs at all 

decision-making levels.  

 Encourage development of ownership, optimism, and confidence in their ability to be 

effective by providing opportunities for participating in entrepreneurial, social and other 

development activities. 

 Encourage and provide opportunities for expanding and strengthening capacity building 

community networks through which information and entrepreneurial skills are shared.  

 Provide and strengthen existing primary, secondary, and higher education and training of 

women and girls. 

 Train local women peer coaches as mental health resources for the community using 

available technology such as online communication and instruction. Psychologists, social 

workers and other mental health professionals can serve the community by training peer 

coaches to recognize mental health problems and provide services or referrals.  

  Develop and evaluate a program that deploys trained psychologists working with peer 

coaches to provide services and training. 
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  Offer low cost insurance or government grants to provide health and mental health 

services in rural areas.  

 Train health/mental healthcare providers to deliver accessible, informed, and 

nondiscriminatory services and education, addressing the unique health/mental health 

needs of girls and women with disabilities  
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