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Abstract 
Introduction 

This systematic review aims to assess the effects gender-specific interventions have on 
women’s economic empowerment. We consider interventions in the developing world 
that directly or indirectly had an impact on the following dimensions of women’s 
economic empowerment: women’s decision-making power, women’s entrepreneurship and 
capacities, business performance (including aspects such as profits and market access), 
and labor market outcomes (employment, earnings).  

Methods We consider studies from the Scopus database that evaluated specific interventions 
aimed at promoting women’s economic empowerment. Publications were selected if 
they included specific words in their title, abstract, or keywords (when available). 

Results A total of 414 articles were screened. After a first round of screening, 171 articles were 
deemed suitable for our objective. Two additional rounds of screening led us to our final 
sample of 53 articles.  

Conclusion General conclusions were difficult to draw given that some aspects of program 
design vary greatly among interventions of the same type. Moreover, not only were 
the interventions themselves multifaceted, but so is economic empowerment.  

Despite this heterogeneity, some key findings and implications emerge from our work. 

 Women’s economic empowerment is multidimensional, and the effectiveness of
interventions depends on program design, intervention context, and prevailing gender norms.

 Business training and entrepreneurship development interventions have mixed results,
with softer outcomes like attitudes and behaviors being more easily affected than harder ones
like income or profits.

 The effectiveness of skills training interventions is influenced by local labor market
dynamics, program quality, and beneficiary agency.

 Microfinance interventions can promote women’s economic empowerment, but their
success depends on targeting, social intermediation, and prevailing gender norms. Their long-
term effectiveness is uncertain.

 Technology provision interventions show limited promise for promoting women’s
economic empowerment.

 Asset or cash transfers can positively impact women’s decision-making power, but
gender norms and power dynamics may limit women’s control over the resources provided
and increase their costs.
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1. Introduction
This systematic review aims to assess the effects gender-specific interventions have 

on women’s economic empowerment. Its objective is to identify successful interventions and 

approaches that have fostered women’s empowerment in the economic sphere in the 

developing world. 

While the concept of women’s economic empowerment is widely recognized as being 

crucial for economic development, it exhibits considerable breadth and ideological diversity 

in academia and international organizations. An examination of various definitions that exist 

illuminates how diverse the perspectives on this multifaceted issue are. The World Bank 

(2006:4) focuses on two aspects: “making markets work for women (at the policy level) and 

empowering women to compete in markets (at the agency level).” The International Center 

for Research on Women (ICRW) takes a broader view and links women’s economic 

empowerment to both individual rights and wider development goals such as economic 

growth and poverty reduction (Golla et al., 2008). The Swedish International Development 

Cooperation Agency, for its part, takes an even more comprehensive stance and defines it as 

a process that increases women’s real power over economic decisions and encompasses 

equal access to resources, the elimination of structural inequalities, and a more equitable 

distribution of unpaid care work (Kabeer, 2009). These very different interpretations highlight 

the complexity and multifaceted nature of women’s economic empowerment in the 

development discourse.  

Given this conceptual breadth, it was essential that we establish a precise definition 

of women’s economic empowerment to guide our review. We define it as the expansion of 

equitable access to resources, agency capacity, and decision-making power for women. From 

Kabeer’s (2009) work, we understand empowerment to be the process through which women 

enhance their ability to make strategic life choices and participate equally with men in 

effecting desired societal changes. This multidimensional process encompasses the political, 

social, and economic spheres. More specifically, women’s economic empowerment involves 

strengthening women’s capacity to make strategic decisions and exercise agency within the 
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economic realm and potentially catalyze transformative changes in various aspects of their 

lives. 

While this definition remains broad, for operational purposes and in line with our 

literature review and the relevant studies we identified, we focus on the following dimensions 

of women’s economic empowerment: women’s decision-making power, women’s 

entrepreneurship and capacities, business performance (including aspects such as profits and 

market access), and labor market outcomes (employment and earnings). This framework 

enables us to examine the complex factors that contribute to women’s economic 

empowerment, and serves to structure our analysis. 

The economic empowerment of women is not only a matter of human rights and social 

justice, it also contributes to the development of human capital—women’s own and that of 

other generations—given that women having increased command over resources has strong 

positive effects on children’s well-being, including their education level and health. Other 

important positive impacts of women’s economic empowerment include poor households 

having increased chances of weathering crises and moving out of poverty as well as the 

possibility to negotiate a fairer distribution of the benefits of growth. Economic 

empowerment encompasses basic forms of empowerment such as access to education and 

skills development, asset ownership, decision-making power, collective action capacity, and 

the enhancement of aspirations. 

A significant number of women in developing nations appear to be trapped in a self-

reinforcing cycle that is characterized by limited investment in human capital, restricted labor 

market access compared to men, and constrained bodily autonomy, which leads to 

dependency on their male counterparts. Bandiera et al. (2020) reported that women in 

developing countries face significant labor market challenges, which results in them having 

low earnings compared to their male counterparts. Moreover, the authors found they tend to 

enter into marriage and bear children at a young age and have constrained access to 

contraceptives (much younger and more constrained than is generally the case in more 

economically advanced societies). This hinders their ability to control their reproductive 

health and invest in their human capital. Additionally, violence against women remains 

widespread and socially tolerated in many developing (and other) societies. In light of these 
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facts, various policies and interventions have been designed and implemented around the 

world with the final objective of improving women’s position in society and enhancing 

women’s empowerment. 

The vicious circle that is described in the previous paragraph reflects the fact that it is 

not possible to neatly separate the different spheres that make up the process of women’s 

empowerment, and a first glimpse into the literature on empowerment confirms this 

interrelationship. Some interventions that seek to increase women’s economic empowerment 

incorporate actions that aim to strengthen their empowerment in other spheres, while some 

interventions that look to strengthen their empowerment in other spheres may end up 

improving their economic empowerment. However, for our systematic review, we chose to 

include only articles that explicitly mentioned an intention to strengthen women’s economic 

empowerment. 

As part of our search methodology (which is explained in detail below), a first analysis 

of an intermediate list of papers enabled us to more precisely delimit the scope of economic 

empowerment to consider. More specifically, we consider interventions in the developing 

world that directly or indirectly had an impact on the following dimensions of women’s 

economic empowerment: women’s decision-making power, women’s entrepreneurship and 

capacities, business performance (including aspects such as profits and market access) and 

labor market outcomes (employment, earnings). The articles we ultimately selected for our 

review evaluated interventions that aimed to modify one of these dimensions. 

 

2. Feminist perspectives and methodological 
considerations 

Before we proceed with our systematic review of studies investigating interventions 

aimed at improving women’s economic empowerment, it is crucial to acknowledge and 

discuss the various perspectives of economic empowerment that exist in the social sciences, 

particularly feminist economics. 

Scholars from various social sciences, and especially feminist economics, have 

questioned the validity of attempting to quantitatively measure empowerment. The concept 
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is recognized as being fuzzy and complex, and meaning different things to different people. 

A seminal work by Kabeer (1999) underscores the limitations of attempting to measure 

economic empowerment and argues that the concept encompasses resources, agency, and 

achievements, which are not always easily quantifiable. A critical insight from feminist 

scholarship is that being economically empowered does not necessarily translate into being 

empowered in other domains. Cornwall (2016) emphasizes that empowerment is rooted in 

radical approaches that are concerned with transforming power relations in favor of women’s 

rights and greater equality. Early feminist conceptualizations in the 1980s and 1990s cast 

empowerment as an unfolding process of changes in consciousness and collective power. 

These writings highlight that empowerment is not a gift that can be given by external actors. 

Instead, it is a process that involves women themselves recognizing power inequalities, 

claiming their fundamental rights, and taking action to push for structural changes that 

promote greater equality. 

Under this perspective, examining processes and pathways with less rigid 

methodologies than impact evaluations is considered as important as measuring outcomes. 

Many researchers argue that mixed-method and participatory approaches are probably more 

effective than strictly quantitative methodologies when it comes to studying women’s 

empowerment. Kabeer’s (2001) work on microcredit in Bangladesh illustrates this point by 

highlighting that evaluations of the empowerment potential of credit programs for women in 

rural Bangladesh have arrived at conflicting conclusions due to their methodologies and, 

above all, their very different understandings of intra-household power relations. 

In addition, the appropriateness of randomized controlled trials (RCTs) to understand 

complex social phenomena like empowerment is the subject of ongoing debate in 

development economics. It has been argued that while RCTs can provide valuable 

information about average treatment effects, they often fall short when it comes to explaining 

the mechanisms behind the effects or the effects’ generalizability to different contexts. 

Bédécarrats et al. (2020) highlighted that RCTs often oversimplify complex social realities, fail 

to account for spillover effects and general equilibrium impacts, and may produce results that 

are not easily translatable into policy recommendations. Reddy (2022), for their part, explored 

ethical issues and showcased instances in which local laws were flouted and cases in which 
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unintended outcomes or adverse events occurred without clear accountability. Moreover, the 

author argues that RCTs have a disproportionately strong influence on research agendas and 

policies with little involvement of the RCT community to address ethical concerns. Drèze 

(2020) added to these critiques by emphasizing that the path from evidence to policy is more 

complex than the term “evidence-based policy” suggests. The author argues that while 

evidence (including from RCTs) is crucial, sound policy also requires understanding, values, 

and deliberation.  

While our systematic review acknowledges these critiques and perspectives, it focuses 

on quantitative impact evaluations due to their prevalence in policy-oriented research and 

their influence on development practice. However, we approach our analysis with an 

awareness of their limitations and the need for complementary qualitative insights. 

In the sections that follow, we present our systematic review of quantitative studies 

investigating interventions aimed at enhancing women’s economic empowerment. We 

encourage readers to interpret our findings in light of the complexities and debates 

highlighted here while recognizing that quantitative measures provide valuable but partial 

insights into the multifaceted process of women’s economic empowerment.   
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3. Methodological aspects  
This study follows the systematic literature review methodology and adheres to a set 

of methods that attempt to limit systematic errors when identifying, assessing, and 

synthesizing relevant studies to answer a particular question.   

In this case, we want to answer the following questions: 

• What are the main dimensions of women’s economic empowerment that have 

been incorporated in interventions aimed at increasing women’s economic 

empowerment in the Global South (Latin America, the Caribbean, Africa, the 

Middle East, and Asia)? 

• What policy interventions have been implemented with the objective of improving 

these dimensions of women’s economic empowerment?  

• What effects have these interventions had? Have the interventions been effective 

in achieving their goals? 

• What are the lessons learned? 

• What do we still need to know about interventions to foster women’s economic 

empowerment?  

 

Regarding our methodology, we included English and Spanish studies that were 

published in academic outlets and employed quantitative methods to evaluate specific 

interventions aimed at promoting the previously discussed dimensions of women’s economic 

empowerment. We restricted our analysis to papers that have a clear impact evaluation 

design, which covers experimental and quasi-experimental (counterfactual) studies and 

includes the following methodological designs: randomized studies, propensity score 

matching, difference-in-differences, regression discontinuity, and instrumental variable 

analysis.  

We used the academic bibliographical portal Timbó made available by Uruguay’s 

Agencia Nacional de Investigación e Innovación to access Scopus. We first retrieved 

documents from the Scopus bibliographical database using the advanced search function 
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and limited the search to publications in the areas of social sciences and economics, 

econometrics, and finance. We designed the advanced search to retrieve documents that 

specifically addressed gender-related issues, had a geographical focus on the Global South, 

and covered topics related to economic empowerment, improvement of livelihood, training, 

and labor. Publications were selected if they included specific words in their title, abstract, or 

keywords (when available).1 

The first round of our search enabled us to identify a preliminary list of 414 articles, 

most of which referred to Asian countries, followed by African countries. We conducted a first 

round of screening to eliminate duplicate publications and publications that did not fit our 

objective. This process enabled us to reduce our sample to 171 articles.  

We then analyzed those articles, filtered them according to the information in their 

abstract, and discarded those that were unrelated to economic empowerment. Additionally, 

we gave priority to articles depending on the results that were stated in their abstract. Priority 

was given to ones that assessed specific programs or policies that could eventually be 

replicated and ones with clear outcomes for women. Finally, we used back-referencing and 

citation-tracking to identify additional relevant studies. The final sample of studies to review 

consisted of 53 articles. Table 1 summarizes the stages of our search methodology. 

Table 1. Summary of search methodology 

Stage Description Results 
Identification  Filtering of papers containing rigorous impact 

evaluations of specific interventions (those related to 
livestock production, agroforestry, sustainable 
agriculture, climate-smart agriculture, business training 
and mentoring, supply chain development, marketing 
and branding, marketing research and intelligence, or 
sales training) that aimed to enhance women’s 
economic empowerment (as reflected by improvement 
of livelihood, entrepreneurship development and market 
access). 

Preliminary list of 
414 articles 

Screening and 
eligibility  

Decision to include or exclude articles after reading their 
title and abstract. Identification of priority articles based 
on their subject matter. Additional scoping for 
methodological aspects.  

Intermediate list 
of 171 articles 

 
1 In our initial proposal, we included publications from Google Scholar, which covers a wider range of scholarly content than curated databases like 
Scopus (Bakkalbasi et al., 2006). However, Google Scholar’s lack of strict quality control and metadata made it challenging to efficiently identify the most 
relevant and high-quality articles. Therefore, we excluded Google Scholar and focused on Scopus to be sure the articles considered were more targeted 
and of high quality. 
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Information 
extraction  

Extraction of intervention type, intervention components, 
outcome variables, sign of effects, magnitude of effects, 
units of reporting, methodology, and region or country. 
Analysis of differential effects by population sub-group, 
contextual barrier or facilitator, underlying mechanism, 
etc. 

Intermediate 
sample of 
62 articles with 
coded 
information 

Additional papers Identification of missing papers after carefully reviewing 
the articles included in the intermediate sample. 

Final sample of 
53 articles with 
coded 
information 

 

As mentioned earlier, the dimensions of economic empowerment that are considered 

in our review are: women’s decision-making power, women’s entrepreneurship and 

capacities, business performance (including aspects such as profits and market access), and 

labor market outcomes (employment, earnings). The articles we ultimately selected for review 

evaluated interventions that aimed to modify one of these dimensions.  

To organize the presentation of our results, we grouped the interventions evaluated 

into five types—1. business training / entrepreneurship development, 2. training and life skills 

development, 3. microcredit and microfinance services, 4. technology provision, and 

5. asset/income transfer—and then classified each article in accordance with the type of 

intervention it analyzed. 

It is important to note that some of the articles considered interventions that could 

belong to more than one type due to the components they incorporate. For example, an 

intervention may encompass training programs and asset transfers (Bandiera et al., 2017). If 

an intervention was not designed is such a way that the differentiated effects of each 

intervention component can be distinguished, it is not possible to determine the relevance 

of the individual components involved. We chose to classify each article based on its main 

intervention type.  

Table 2 shows the distribution of the articles reviewed by dimension and main 

intervention type. About 43% of the articles looked at the effects a given intervention had on 

women’s decision-making power, while 28% of them focused on labor market outcomes 

(including hours worked, days worked, and labor income) and 17% were interested in 

women’s entrepreneurship and capacities. The ten most-cited articles in our sample are set 
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out in Table A.1 in the Appendix along with their number of citations. Their citation counts 

attest that they are impactful works.  

The interventions that the articles evaluated focused mainly on microcredit and 

microfinance services (30%), business training / entrepreneurship development (26%), and 

training and life skills development (25%).  

 

Table 2. Distribution of articles reviewed by dimension and intervention type 

Dimension / 
Intervention type 

1. Business 
training / 
entreprene
urship 
developme
nt 

2. Training 
and life 
skills 
developm
ent 

3. Microcr
edit and 
microfinan
ce services 

4. Technol
ogy 
provision 

5. Asset
/ 
income 
transfer 

Total 

1. Women’s decision-
making power 5 4 9 2 3 23 
2. Women’s 
entrepreneurship and 
capacities 3 0 2 1 0 6 
3. Business 
performance  5 1 3 0 0 9 
4. Labor market 
outcomes 1 8 2 0 4 15 
Total 14 13 16 3 7 53 

 

Table 3 shows the distribution of the articles reviewed by dimension and intervention 

region. A total of 21 articles pertained to an African country, 22, an Asian country, and the 

remaining 10, a Latin American country. Articles were concentrated at the country level as 

follows: Bangladesh – 7, Nigeria – 5, India – 5, Kenya – 3, Ghana – 3, and Peru – 3.  

Table 3. Distribution of articles by dimension and region 

Dimension / Region Africa Asia Latin America Total 
1. Women’s decision-making 
power 10 11 2 23 
2. Women’s 
entrepreneurship and 
capacities 3 2 1 6 
3. Business performance  4 3 2 9 
4. Labor market outcomes 4 6 5 15 
Total 21 22 10 53 
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4. Literature review 
We present our literature review’s main findings in the subsections that follow by 

intervention type.  

 

4.1 Business training / entrepreneurship development 

A significant proportion of women in developing countries are self-employed, and 

most of their businesses operate on a small scale and generate little income. In response, 

many interventions have aimed to provide business training, either alone or in combination 

with access to loans or capital, to help women develop their entrepreneurial capacities. These 

types of interventions include business training and entrepreneurship development programs 

designed to improve business performance or facilitate new small-scale business initiatives. 

These programs vary in terms of their content and duration, but they often focus on general 

business skills applicable to most businesses rather than technical knowledge or sector-

specific topics (McKenzie & Woodruff, 2014). 

Fourteen papers analyzed interventions related to business training and 

entrepreneurship development. Their interventions were broken down by dimension as 

follows: women’s decision-making power – 5, business performance – 5, women’s 

entrepreneurship and capacities – 3, and labor market outcomes – 1. 

The interventions that aimed to improve women’s decision-making power across 

several outcomes tended to have positive effects (four out of the five did). These 

interventions included financial literacy training, agricultural training, and gender-awareness 

training delivered to both husbands and wives (see Huis et al., 2019a, 2019b; Quisumbing 

et al., 2021; Toosi et al., 2021; Emran et al., 2014). The four studies that reported their 

interventions of interest had positive effects were RCT studies. Two of them (Huis et al., 

2019a; 2019b)2 found training programs for microfinance borrowers in Vietnam and Sri Lanka 

resulted in higher personal and relational female empowerment and increased intra-

 
2 In Huis et al. (2019a), women’s empowerment refers to personal empowerment, which is proxied by control beliefs (locus of control scale), and relational 
empowerment, which is proxied by relational friction and intra-household decision-making power. 
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household decision-making power. The third RCT study (Quisumbing et al., 2021) pertained 

to an intervention in Bangladesh that included both men and women, and reported the 

intervention led to small improvements in attitudes related to the gender roles of men and 

women, although Huis et al. (2019a) found that inviting husbands to the training in Sri Lanka 

had no additional effect. The fourth RCT study (Toosi et al., 2020) evaluated a training 

program aimed at improving financial literacy among female workers in apparel factories in 

India and Bangladesh, and reported the intervention had positive effects, including a better 

understanding of how to earn a promotion, less pay uncertainty, and increased financial 

planning efforts by workers. 

However, Emran et al. (2014) found no evidence a program in Bangladesh that 

provided training on enterprise activities and health services had any significant effect on 

outcomes such as subjective health, productive assets, and women’s empowerment, as 

proxied by the ratio of saris (women’s clothing) to lungis (men’s clothing), child labor among 

girls, and girls attending school.  

The five articles that examined the effects business training and entrepreneurship 

development interventions had on business performance (all except one of which were RCTs) 

tended to show the interventions had limited impacts for female entrepreneurs. Although 

business knowledge and practices were found to improve in Peru, Vietnam, Kenya, Nigeria, 

and Tanzania (Karlan & Valdivia, 2011; Bulte et al., 2017; Shankar et al., 2019; Adeyanju et al., 

2021; Bardasi et al., 2021), positive effects on firm revenues or profits were not detected. 

Other interesting results suggest that inviting husbands to participate in training does not 

affect the outcomes (Bulte et al., 2017) and that heterogeneous effects may be strong, as 

only more experienced entrepreneurs benefited from the program in Tanzania (Bardasi et al., 

2021). 

One study reported that business training interventions had positive impacts on 

developing entrepreneurial capacities in Malaysia, where a general enterprise development 

program and a common platform that enabled micro-entrepreneurs to exchange knowledge 

and foster connections were found to improve participants’ cognitive, relational, and 
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structural social capital (Al Mamun et al., 2016).3 Davies et al. (2024) found training efforts 

that targeted microenterprise owners in Mexico and Guatemala demonstrated initial success 

for female participants and led to short-term improvements in business practices and 

performance, but the impacts dissipated within 6 months. Bhutoria and Vignoles (2018) found 

a financial education program introduced in India had positive effects on women’s financial 

behaviors and knowledge. 

The studies that investigated business training and entrepreneurship development 

interventions reported somewhat ambiguous findings. Although the interventions studied 

were found to have effects on softer outcomes, such as social networks, business practices, 

and business knowledge, the most relevant outcomes, for example, enterprise income or 

profits, are more difficult to affect. Moreover, even though the outlook is optimistic when it 

comes to enhancing women’s entrepreneurial capacities, questions remain regarding the 

duration of effects. 

 

4.2 Training and life skills development  

This intervention type comprises a wide variety of activities such as traditional training 

programs, initiatives to strengthen soft or life skills and basic knowledge, and training 

programs that aim to promote new agricultural technologies. Of the 13 studies that analyzed 

these types of interventions, eight evaluated effects on labor market outcomes, four 

considered women’s decision-making power, and one examined business performance. 

The studies found that training and life skills development interventions in 

Bangladesh, Colombia, and Argentina had encouraging results. Bandiera et al. (2017) 

reported that a vocational and life skills training program in Bangladesh that included the 

transfer of livestock assets, skills, and information about reproductive health had positive 

effects on adolescent girls in the treated communities four years later. The intervention 

enabled the poorest women in the communities to start engaging in livestock (cow and goat) 

rearing to increase their aggregate labor supply (hours and days worked) and earnings, and 

 
3 The study considers three dimensions of social capital: the cognitive; the relational, which concerns the kinds of personal relationships that people have 
developed with each other through their interactions; and the structural, which concerns the properties of the social system and of the network of relations 
as a whole.  
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had substantial effects on household poverty reduction after four and seven years. The gains 

did not crowd out the livestock businesses of non-eligible households. Attanasio et al. (2011) 

found that three months of in‑classroom training and three months of on-the-job training had 

positive impacts on earnings and employment (mainly in the formal sector) for young women 

in Colombia, with a cost–benefit analysis suggesting that the program generated much 

greater net gains than those found in developed countries. Similarly, Alzua et al. (2018) 

reported a life skills and vocational training program for youth in Argentina had positive 

effects, with sizable gains in formal employment in the short term, particularly for men, but 

these effects dissipated in the medium and long term. 

Training and soft skills development programs in Peru and the Dominican Republic 

were also found to have positive effects on labor market outcomes. Galdo and Chong (2012) 

conducted a non-experimental evaluation of an intervention in Peru and found that young 

beneficiaries who attended high-quality training courses had higher earnings and better job 

quality characteristics than those who attended low-quality courses or non-participants, with 

young women experiencing particularly strong returns. The authors identified multiple 

proxies for training quality and reported that the most important attribute was expenditure 

per trainee, while class size and infrastructure were weakly related to the expected impacts, 

and teacher experience, curricular activities, and market knowledge seemed to be unrelated 

to the expected impacts. 

Acevedo et al. (2020) and Ibarraran et al. (2019) conducted RCT studies of 

interventions in the Dominican Republic that yielded positive results. Ibarraran et al. (2019) 

reported that their intervention of interest had significant impacts on employment formality, 

particularly for men, and impacts for both men and women in the country’s capital six years 

later. They found it had no impact, however, on average employment levels, which is 

consistent with unemployment being low in countries with high informality and no 

unemployment insurance. Acevedo et al. (2020) found that the women who participated in 

the intervention they examined experienced improved labor market outcomes (employment, 

hours worked, salary, and job satisfaction) in the short run and exhibited substantially higher 

levels of personal skills three and a half years later, reporting being more optimistic and 

having higher self-esteem, while the men experienced no such benefits. Notably, the authors 
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found there were no differences in effects between the group that received vocational 

education in combination with soft skills training and the one that followed the soft skills-only 

curriculum, which suggests that the incremental value of vocational education over soft skills 

training may be limited. 

Amin and Makino (2023) analyzed and compared the effectiveness of vocational 

training and gender-awareness skills training in Bangladesh and found strong evidence that 

gender-awareness training targeting girls encouraged them to participate in paid work, 

whereas tutoring support or livelihood skills training had no significant effects. The authors 

argue that in a strongly patriarchal society, gender-awareness skills may be key to enhancing 

girls’ labor force participation. 

However, Groh et al. (2016) found in their RCT evaluation of a soft skills training 

program for female youth in Jordan that the intervention had no significant impact on 

employment despite being twice as long as the average program in the region and taught 

by a well-regarded provider. 

Four articles (Bandiera et al., 2020; Roy et al., 2006; Chowdhury et al., 2011; Mel et 

al., 2014) considered the effects specific training and skills development programs had on 

women’s decision-making power and found the interventions they investigated had 

promising results but also some drawbacks. Bandiera et al. (2020) indicated that an 

intervention in Uganda that provided vocational training and information on sex, 

reproduction, and marriage positively impacted girls’ decision-making capacity, with the girls 

who received the training and information being more likely to be self-employed, 

experiencing a sharp decline in teen pregnancy and early entry into marriage/cohabitation, 

and being much less likely to report sex against their will four years later. 

Roy et al. (2006) examined the effects of an intervention that combined livestock 

transfers with a training program for women in Bangladesh and found it had several nuanced 

outcomes. They reported that while the women who participated maintained ownership of 

the livestock initially transferred to them, new investments made using resources generated 

as a result of the program were largely controlled by men. Interestingly, the intervention had 

the unintended consequence of reducing women’s mobility outside the home, as livestock 

maintenance required them to be present. Despite this limitation, beneficiary women 
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reported positive “intangible” outcomes, such as increased social capital. Moreover, given 

the harsher environment outside the home, many women expressed a preference for home-

based work.  

Chowdhury et al. (2011) analyzed the effects of an intervention targeting women that 

involved the presentation of videos on sustainable rice seed practices in Bangladesh. They 

found that the video-mediated group learning exercise enhanced attendees’ ability to apply 

and experiment with seed technologies and stimulated the reciprocal sharing of new 

knowledge. Rice yields increased by 15%, which improved the women’s social and economic 

status and intra-household decision-making. Carney and Carney (2018), for their part, 

conducted a quasi-experimental evaluation of soil conservation training sessions held in 

Zambia and found they had positive impacts for women, with an expansion of these sessions 

increasing women’s labor hours and shifting household expenditures toward goods more 

strongly associated with women’s preferences than men’s. 

Finally, Mel et al. (2014) conducted a randomized experiment to measure the impact 

training only and training plus a cash grant had on women in urban Sri Lanka over two years. 

They found that training alone changed the business practices of the women who were 

already in business but had no impact on their business profits, sales, or capital stock, whereas 

the grant-plus-training combination increased their business profitability in the first 

eight months, though this impact dissipated in the second year. Among the women who were 

not yet in business (potential startups), they found that business training hastened entry 

without changing longer-term ownership rates and increased profitability. 

In summary, the impacts training programs have are influenced by local labor market 

dynamics. The effectiveness of training programs is also largely dependent on the quality of 

the training itself and the level of agency and engagement exhibited by the beneficiaries. 

Therefore, policymakers and practitioners must consider the interplay of local labor market 

dynamics, program quality, and beneficiary agency when designing and implementing skills 

training initiatives in developing countries. 
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4.3 Microcredit and microfinance services 

Microfinance has emerged as a promising tool for poverty alleviation and economic 

empowerment in developing countries over the past few decades. The concept of providing 

small loans to underserved populations, particularly women, has gained significant attention 

from development practitioners, academics, and policymakers worldwide. However, the 

existing literature on the impacts these measures have presents conflicting evidence and 

findings, which are largely dependent on contextual factors (van Rooyen et al., 2012; 

Hulme, 2000). 

Nine of the articles in our sample analyzed the effects microfinance had on women’s 

decision-making power. Most of them were quasi-experimental, though two were RCT 

studies. All nine articles found the interventions they investigated had positive effects on 

some aspects of women’s decision-making power. Holvoet (2005) reported that when credits 

were channeled through women’s groups in South Africa and combined with additional 

investment in social intermediation, substantial positive shifts emerged in decision-making 

patterns related to loan use, as reflected by increased bargaining and sole women’s decision-

making. Ashraf et al. (2010) reported similar positive impacts in the Philippines, particularly 

among women who had a below-median baseline level of decision-making power. 

Furthermore, Mwale et al. (2021) found the microfinance intervention they studied reduced 

women’s general tolerance of domestic violence in addition to having positive effects on their 

consumption decisions. 

However, some studies found the microfinance interventions they studied had mixed 

or even negative effects. Ganle et al. (2015) reported that some women in Ghana were 

subject to harassment and ended up worse off because they were unable to repay their loans 

on time. Similarly, in more patriarchal countries like Yemen, social, communal, and family 

traditions influenced the impacts microcredit had on women’s empowerment. Al-shami et al. 

(2021) found that although microcredit facilitated women’s entrepreneurship and income 

generation, it had no impact on their household decisions or mobility. Kumar et al. (2021) 

reported that women in India saw their overall empowerment positively affected when they 

were given increased control over income and decision-making, among other outcomes, but 

noted that other forms of empowerment that are influenced by gender norms (like attitudes 
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towards domestic violence and respect within the household) were harder to change. Fofana 

(2015) found that while microcredit did increase women’s income in Côte d’Ivoire, female 

borrowers were more likely to use their earned income to improve the household’s standard 

of living than to build up their own assets. 

Al Shami et al. (2016) found that access to microcredit and participation in regular 

meetings had positive effects on women’s freedom of mobility, decisions about daily 

expenditures and major asset purchases, family planning decisions, and health insurance in 

Malaysia. Boyd and Díez-Amigo (2023) reported that a financial education program for 

women in rural Peru that was implemented by a microfinance institution had a positive impact 

on participants’ formal savings with the institution. 

As for the other dimensions beyond women’s decision-making power, Olaleye et al. 

(2023) reported microfinance training had positive effects on the productivity of women-

owned enterprises in Nigeria. Other studies (Okolo-Obasi & Uduji, 2024; Buvinic et al., 2022) 

indicated financial incentives and basic financial training had positive effects on the 

performance of businesses led by women in Nigeria and Indonesia. Bruhn and Love (2011) 

found that the provision of financial services to low-income individuals in Mexico led to an 

increase in the number of men who owned an informal business and an increase in wage-

earning opportunities for women. 

With respect to labor market outcomes, Tarozzi et al. (2015) found that microloan 

access at the community level had no impact on women’s labor market outcomes in Ethiopia. 

In contrast, Rahman et al. (2021) reported that a hybrid intervention that consisted of a credit 

and a grant increased the labor supply of working-age women in Bangladesh and had positive 

impacts on other dimensions. 

In sum, the evidence suggests that microfinance can be an effective tool for 

promoting women’s economic empowerment, but its success is contingent upon a range of 

factors, including the intervention’s targeting, the level of social intermediation, and the 

prevailing gender norms in the community. It is important to keep in mind that the majority 

of the evidence pertains to the short term and therefore provides initial insights but is limited 

in its ability to indicate how effective and sustainable microfinance interventions are in the 

long term. 
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4.4 Technology provision 

The studies that examined technology adoption offered limited details about how 

their interventions affected women’s economic empowerment. Two studies (Ethua et al., 

2020; Gichungi et al., 2020) examined the effect technology had on women’s decision-

making in the context of agricultural production. Ethua et al. (2020) found that oil palm 

production facilities did not have a significant impact on the extent of women’s 

empowerment in Ghana. Similarly, Gichungi et al. (2020) reported that the integration of a 

pest management technology in fruit production in Sub-Saharan Africa resulted in women 

losing control over production, marketing, and the distribution of benefits. 

Furthermore, the provision of technology to women does not seem to facilitate 

women’s access to leadership positions. Holden et al. (2021) conducted a study in rural 

northern Ethiopia that revealed that owning a mobile phone did not significantly increase the 

likelihood of women becoming business group board members or leaders. In contrast, 

mobile phone ownership increased men’s chances of securing board membership. 

These findings suggest that the mere provision of technology may not be sufficient 

to enhance women’s economic empowerment and access to leadership roles. The impact 

technology has on women’s empowerment is likely to be influenced by various contextual, 

economic, and social factors. 

 

4.5 Asset/income transfer 

Interventions that have aimed to improve women’s economic resources as a means 

of empowerment have relied on the transfer of cash or assets. Kafle et al. (2019) investigated 

an initiative in Kenya that provided livestock and training to women and found it increased 

decision-making participation by both men and women and led to an increase in joint 

decision-making within the household. Similarly, Dumas et al. (2018) found that an 

intervention in Zambia that made livestock transfers to the household rather than specifically 

the woman improved household welfare through financial security, food security, and social 

benefits. However, the authors also noted that livestock ownership entails significant costs in 
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terms of household time and labor, which were overwhelmingly borne by women and 

children. Moreover, women had limited livestock ownership rights, decision-making power, 

control over livestock income, and access to meat. In addition, Ghimire et al. (2024) assessed 

a program in Nepal that provided joint land ownership to women and found it resulted in an 

overall improvement in women’s socio‑economic conditions. 

Cash transfer programs have been shown to have positive impacts on women’s 

empowerment. De Brauw et al. (2014) looked at a conditional cash transfer program in Brazil 

and reported it had significant impacts on women’s decision-making in spheres related to 

children’s school attendance and health expenses, household durable goods purchases, and 

contraception use. Gazeaud et al. (2023) studied a cash transfer program in Tunisia and found 

it stimulated women’s income-generating activities, but only when partners were not involved 

and without any downstream effects on women’s agency. 

In sum, the findings indicate that asset or cash transfers can have positive effects on 

women’s empowerment, particularly women’s decision-making power. However, gender 

norms and power dynamics within households may result in women bearing the majority of 

the costs associated with these interventions or having limited control over the resources 

provided.  

5. Final discussion and conclusion 
The review presented above illustrates that interventions have a variety of effects on 

the various dimensions that make up economic empowerment. It was not possible to draw 

definitive conclusions or prescriptions that are valid at all times and in all places. General 

conclusions were difficult to draw because some aspects of program design vary greatly 

among interventions of the same type. Moreover, not only were the interventions themselves 

multifaceted, but so is economic empowerment. Additionally, the studies we reviewed used 

a variety of methodological strategies and had different sample sizes and, therefore, distinct 

levels of statistical power.  

Despite this heterogeneity, some key findings and implications emerged from our 

work. 
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 Women’s economic empowerment is multidimensional, and the effectiveness of 

interventions depends on program design, intervention context, and prevailing 

gender norms.  

 Business training and entrepreneurship development interventions have mixed 

effects on women’s economic empowerment, with softer outcomes like attitudes 

and behaviors being more easily affected than harder ones like income or profits.  

 The effectiveness of skills training interventions is influenced by local labor market 

dynamics, program quality, and beneficiary agency.  

 Microfinance interventions can promote women’s economic empowerment, but 

their success depends on targeting, social intermediation, and prevailing gender 

norms. Their long-term effectiveness is uncertain.  

 Technology provision interventions show limited promise for women’s economic 

empowerment.  

 Asset or cash transfers can positively impact women’s decision-making power, but 

gender norms and power dynamics may limit women’s control over the resources 

provided and increase their costs. 

Two other aspects that are relevant to consider when analyzing these studies are 

potential improvement channels and the timing of effects. When it comes to the channels, 

delving into the mechanisms that underlie an effect rather than simply establishing a 

relationship between the intervention type and the dimension of women’s economic 

empowerment can provide valuable insights into what caused the effect observed. This 

knowledge is relevant to inform future policy decisions and program design, but it is difficult 

to obtain for a variety of reasons including a lack of theoretical frameworks for doing so and 

the methodological challenges that exist relative to capturing factors that are intangible or 

difficult to measure, such as attitudes and behaviors.  

As for the timing of effects, impact evaluation studies should ideally trace the 

trajectories of impacts and measure both short- and longer-term effects. This would make it 

possible to assess the sustainability of an intervention’s effect, identify delayed effects, and 

evaluate the intervention’s cost-effectiveness.  
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One key finding from this review is that elements that are linked to economic or social 

and cultural contexts are key to the potential of programs to change gender balances or 

empower women. On the economic side, aspects such as labor market dynamics, market 

failures and prevailing regulations may influence the results of various interventions. On the 

social and cultural side, a detailed look at some mixed results shows how difficult it is to 

achieve some forms of empowerment that are influenced by gender norms and make 

advances in very patriarchal contexts.    

Much knowledge is necessary to understand the dynamic process of women’s 

economic empowerment. Further research is needed on the timing of effects and cost–

benefit balances as well as the improvement channels, potential spillovers, and unintended 

effects of interventions. While this review has focused on quantitative studies, valuable 

insights can be gleaned from research employing a variety of methodologies, including 

mixed-methods and participatory approaches, which offer other perspectives on the complex 

nature of women’s economic empowerment. 
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APPENDIX 

Table A.1. The ten most-cited articles in our sample 

Title Author(s) Source 
publication Method No. of 

citations Main dimension Intervention type 

The Impact of Microfinance on 
Decision-Making Agency: 
Evidence from South India 

Holvoet 
(2005) 

Development 
and Change 

Quasi-
experimental 

468 1. Women’s 
decision-making 
power 

3. Microcredit and 
microfinance services 

The Impacts of Microcredit: 
Evidence from Ethiopia 

Tarozzi 
et al. (2015) 

American 
Economic 
Journal: 
Applied 
Economics 

RCT 448 4. Labor market 
outcomes (labor 
supply, earnings) 

3. Microcredit and 
microfinance services 

Microcredit: Empowerment and 
Disempowerment of Rural 
Women in Ghana 

Ganle et al. 
(2015) 

World 
Development 

Quasi-
experimental 

359 1. Women’s 
decision-making 
power 

3. Microcredit and 
microfinance services 

Teaching entrepreneurship: 
Impact of business training on 
microfinance clients and 
institutions 

Karlan and 
Valdivia 
(2011) 

The Review of 
Economics 
and Statistics 

RCT 358 3. Business 
performance 
(profits, market 
access) 

1. Business training / 
entrepreneurship 
development 

The Impact of Bolsa Família on 
Women’s Decision-Making Power 

De Brauw 
et al. (2014) 

World 
Development 

Quasi-
experimental 
(propensity 
score 
matching 

315 1. Women’s 
decision-making 
power 

5. Asset/income 
transfer 

Female Empowerment: Impact 
of a Commitment Savings 
Product in the Philippines 

Ashraf et al. 
(2010) 

World 
Development 

RCT 189 1. Women’s 
decision-making 
power 

3. Microcredit and 
microfinance services 

The impact of soft skills training 
on female youth employment: 
Evidence from a randomized 
experiment in Jordan 

Groh et al. 
(2016) 

IZA Journal of 
Labor & 
Development 

RCT 137 4. Labor market 
outcomes (labor 
supply, earnings) 

2. Training and life skills 
development 
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Business training and female 
enterprise start-up, growth, and 
dynamics: Experimental 
evidence from Sri Lanka 

Mel et al. 
(2014) 

Journal of 
Development 
Economics 

RCT 122 3. Business 
performance 
(profits, market 
access) 

2. Training and life skills 
development 

Labor markets and poverty in 
village economies 

Bandiera 
et al. (2017) 

The Quarterly 
Journal of 
Economics 

RCT and 
difference-
in-
differences 

117 4. Labor market 
outcomes (labor 
supply, earnings) 

2. Training and life skills 
development 

Subsidizing vocational training for 
disadvantaged youth in 
Colombia: Evidence from a 
randomized trial 

Attanasio 
et al. (2011) 

American 
Economic 
Journal: 
Applied 
Economics 

RCT 116 4. Labor market 
outcomes (labor 
supply, earnings) 

2. Training and Skills 
Development 
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