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ABSTRACT

Rural women in India and several countries of South-East Asia play crucial and significant role in
livestock rearing, agriculture and other allied activities, but their contribution has not been
incentivized given the due place they deserve. They always remain invisible workers. Increasing
demand for milk and animal products in recent years intensifies livestock rearing as profitable
enterprise for women. Many development programmes that aim at alleviating poverty and improving
investments in human capital consider women’s empowerment a crucial pathway to achieve impact
and often target women as their main beneficiaries. Women across the world have often been seen
as the primary caretakers in a household. Hence, the intra-household dynamics that determine
allocation of resources and their impact on well-being are in a subject of analysis. It has been seen
that households do not necessarily act in an unitary manner. While allocating resources, women and
men have their preferences for allocating food and nonfood resources and may therefore be
involved in distribution of these resources differently, based on their bargaining power within the
household. This article reviews the linkage of women empowerment and household food security
and ways to measure it for effectively targeting the policies for strengthening the household food
security.
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1. INTRODUCTION

The gender division of labor varies from one
society and culture to another, and within each
culture. However, except in few most developed
countries, women’s efforts are not yet realized by
society. But, it is impossible to think of
development while neglecting the women work
force, as women represent the major force for
rural changes, largely as an un-tapped resource
that could boost rural development and lead to

higher growth rates and increased food
production. Rural women particularly in the
developing countries face hardship by

undertaking triple roles, that is, productive role,
reproductive role and community participation
role in their day to day life. They also live in an
environment where less or no social services,
lack of infrastructural facilities and with no
exposure to information and technologies. As
more and more women are entering the work
force, their role as income earners and
breadwinners is a matter of importance while it
comes to their empowerment in different aspects.
A key feature for sustainable and improved rural
livelihoods clearly, is to develop capacity of the
principal actors of household wellbeing, who are
women. Most developmental organisations
recognize the linkages between poverty and
gender issues, and places great importance on
women empowerment as a means to reduce
poverty and food insecurity (IFAD, 2011) [1].
Women play important roles to help their family
in particular and their community in general by
ensuring food and nutritional security and
thereby influencing the livelihoods of the
household and community as a whole. The
current article reviews the issue of women
empowerment and its status in terms of its effect
on the food security, nutritional security and

upliftment of the livelihoods of the rural
households. In the 1975, the United Nations
approved the celebration of International

Women's Year. As part of the celebrations , the
First World Conference on Women was held in
1975 in Mexico City. At that meeting, it was
proposed that the following decade be
proclaimed as the UN Decade for Women and
follow-up meetings to assess progress be held in
1980 and 1985. The General Assembly adopted
a World Plan of Action with recommended
targets for governments to integrate women's
equality, development and participation in peace
initiatives. The mid-point meeting was held
in Copenhagen, adding sections to the revised
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Programme of Action devoted to ensuring
women equal access to education, employment
opportunities, and adequate health care. Both of
the previous conferences had struggled with the
divide caused by Cold War politics and the needs
of the developing world. These conferences
mostly focused on women's issues in the face of
Soviet accusations that the United States
imperialistic and war mongering tactics were
undermining the goals of the Decade for Women
and the US concerns that the Eastern
Bloc attempts at politicization which would derail
any real improvement in the unique problems
faced by women. In 1985, at the International
Women’s Conference at Nairobi, women
empowerment was initially introduced as a
concept and concluded in the conference that
empowerment is a rearrangement of power and
control of resources in support of woman through
positive intervention. The earlier workers in this
field referred to the empowerment of women as a
function of economic development, dispensation
of democracy, and the removal of social
injustices that increase gender inequalities [2,3].
They believed that there is positive relationship
between economic development and an
equitable distribution of educational, occupational
and agricultural resources [4].

2. WOMEN EMPOWERMENT: THE NEED

Women are flag bearers in ensuring household
wellbeing in the rural areas of most developing
countries of South-east Asia including India.
Women in rural areas are key players in ensuring
household livelihood outcomes [5]. They often
manage households and pursue multiple
livelihood strategies. They play key roles as food
producers and agricultural entrepreneurs who
dedicate their own time, income and decision-
making to maintain food and nutritional security
of their households and communities; and
ensuring the stability of food supplies in times of
economic hardship [6]. Rural women are also
involved in other non-farm income generating
activities, such as fetching water and firewood,
and taking care of basic education and health
issues of family members [7]. Thus, rural women
are key agents for achieving the transformational
economic, environmental and social changes
required for sustainable development [8]. They
need more access and control of resources,
which together constitute the empowerment
capabilities leading to improvement in their
livelihoods. Thus, women empowerment is
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considered important to provide them with the
means to meet their needs and desired livelihood
outcomes. In order to move in that line, the year
2001 was observed as ‘Women Empowerment
Year’ by the Government of India. It has been
observed that the growth of any nation is
extensively influenced and determined by the
status and development of woman."PM
Jawaharlal Nehru once said, “Women should be
uplifted for the betterment of the nation, if a
woman is uplifted, society and nation is uplifted.”
The mid- 1980s, observed the emergence and
spread of women’s empowerment. Within the
framework of a democratic polity, our laws,
development policies, plans and programmes
have aimed at women’s advancement in different
spheres. The Fifth Five Year Plan onwards has a
marked shift in the approach to women’s issues
from welfare to development. In recent years, the
empowerment of women has been recognized as
the central issue in determining the status of
women. The National Commission for Women
was set up by an Act of Parliament in 1990 to
safeguard the rights and legal entitlements of
women. The 73" and 74" Amendments (1993) to
the Constitution of India have provided for
reservation of seats in the local bodies of
Panchayats and Municipalities for women, laying
a strong foundation for their participation in
decision making at the local levels. Further, the
National Policy on the empowerment of women
was drafted in the year 2001 to protect the
interests of women and to end the discrimination
they face in various aspects of their life and the
society.

3. WOMEN EMPOWERMENT: MEANING
AND SCOPE

A review into the literature reflects considerable
diversity in the emphases, agendas, and
terminologies used to define  women
empowerment. The terminologies that are most
often used refer to choice, power, options,
control, and agency [9]. Even though, there is no
single definition of women empowerment in the
literature, [10,11]. it describedas a process or
outcome, an end state or a means to an end, a
matter of gaining power and resources in order to
achieve self-reliance Many studies have defined
empowerment as the process of getting over the
factors which cause lack of self confidence
[12,13]. Earlier workers like Keller and Mbwewe
[14] and Rowland (1997) [15] said that women
empowerment as a process wherein women
become able to increase their own self reliance
and links it with more space for control and to
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encompass change at the personal and
collective level. Also, it is agreed upon largely
that women empowerment is a bottoms-up
approach rather than a top-down strategy
[13,16]. The organizations, such as, Oxfam, view
women empowerment as an outcome and a
process. Others such as, the US Agency for
International Development (USAID) and United
Nations Development Programme (UNDP) [17]
take an instrumentalist view on the
empowerment of women and focus more on the
importance of process and the assumption that
participation will lead to empowerment [18].

4. FACTORS DETERMINING
EMPOWERMENT OF WOMEN AND ITS
OUTCOMES

A further probe has found that certain dimensions
of women'‘s empowerment and household socio-
economic characteristics (husband‘'s income,
household size, dependency ratio, etc.) are
critical for women to attain the desirable
livelihood outcomes. Women with increased
levels of financial and human capital forms of
empowerment were more likely to be self-reliant
in choices they make towards improvement in
livelihoods of their families. On the other hand,
women with higher of socio-cultural restrictions to
agriculture are less likely to have food secure
households.The process of empowerment is
more relevant for women since it is made more
complicated by the fact that they play a major
role in household and intra-familial relationships
as well as in the agricultural sector [19]. In
addition to it being an end goal in itself, women
empowerment is also considered as a means to
achieve other important livelihood outcomes
such as more income, increased well-being (non-
material goods, like self-esteem, health status,
access to services, sense of inclusion), reduced
vulnerability, improved food security and a more
sustainable use of natural resources (appropriate
property rights), improvements in child nutritional
status, and self-reliance [9]. Mayoux [20] argues
that empowering women can also lead to other
broader development outcomes, such as greater
participation in local government processes, rural
development and overall poverty reduction.
Empowerment gives individuals or groups
capabilities to make purposive choices and to
transform those choices into desired actions and
outcomes (World Bank, 2001) [21]. Therefore,
the ultimate goal of empowering the women is for
them to achieve their desired livelihood
outcomes. Agriculture and allied sectors form a
major component for enhancing the livelihood
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outcomes of people in rural areas. Agriculture
and its related sectors are not only a rural Indian
way of life, but also one of the major occupation
of most people in rural areas. In many
developing nations, agriculture still holds the key
to improving rural people’s livelihoods [22]. It can
therefore be utilized for the upliftment of rural
households in general and of women in
particular. The process of empowerment in
agriculture is, therefore, more relevant for rural
women since they have previously been denied
access and control of the assets and capabilities
crucial for making strategic choices in agriculture
[19]. The measurement of different aspects of
Women Empowerment with respect to agriculture
and allied sectors is inevitable for framing of
policies which would be helpful for directing the
benefits towards development of rural
women.Several studies have attempted to
measure women'‘s empowerment in agriculture.
One significant effort towards this has been the
development of Women's Empowerment in
Agriculture  Index (WEAI) by the US
government's Feed the Future Initiative in 2012.
The WEAI focuses on the “agency” aspect, which
is far less studied than resources or
achievements [23]. The WEAI also departs from
previous measures of women’s empowerment
like Dairy Women Empowerment Index(DWEI)
and Cumulative ~ Women Empowerment
Index(CWEI) in aspects that it captures control
over resources or agency within the agricultural
sector, something which existing indices have not
done. It is an aggregate index that shows the
degree to which women are empowered in their
households and communities and the degree of
inequality between women and men in the
household [24]. In 2015, IFPRI and “Feed the
Future” released an abbreviated Italics version of
the WEAI that has a shorter interview time and
removes four sub-areas of the original WEAI that

were either too subjective or too confusing for
enumerators to collect.

5. MEASUREMENT OF WOMEN
EMPOWERMENT: WOMEN
EMPOWERMENT IN AGRICULTURE
INDEX (WEAI)

Measurement and quantification of

empowerment has been done by various

scholars in difficult ways because processes of
empowerment cannot be easily observed and
proxy indicators are often used for measurement.
The challenge that comes with using proxy
measures is that they do not provide much
information on the “decision making dynamics.
These measures are therefore better defined as
correlates or indirect measures of empowerment
rather than determinants [25].

The Women’s Empowerment in Agriculture Index
(WEAI) is an innovative new tool composed of
two sub-indexes: one measures the five domains
of empowerment for women, and the other
measures gender parity in empowerment within
the household (International Food Policy
Research Institute,2012).

WEAI = 0.9(5DE) + 0.1(GP!)

Five domains of empowerment (5DE): This sub-
index assesses whether women are empowered
across the five domains examined in the WEAI.

Gender Parity Index (GPIl): This sub-index
reflects the percentage of women who are as
empowered as the men in their households. The
GPI sub-index shows the gap that needs to be
closed for women to reach the same level of
empowerment as men. The GPI allows us to
compare the agricultural empowerment of men
and women living in the same household.

Table 1.The five domains of empowerment in the WEAI

Domain Indicators Weights
Production Input in productive decisions 1/10
Autonomy in production 1/10
Resources Ownership of assets 1/15
Purchase and sale of assets 1/15
Access to and decision on credit 1/15
Income Control over use of income 1/5
Leadership Speaking in public 1/10
Group member 1/10
Time Work load 1/10
Leisure 1/10
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6. DIMENSIONS AND SUB-DIMENSIONS
OF WOMEN EMPOWERMENT

The report of World Bank on “Engendering
Development” (2001) speaks about the rights,
resources, and voice as the three vital gears of
gender equality. Women empowerment is a
multidimensional and complex process that
captures a multitude of constructs. The
dimensions of women empowerment are
dynamic, interlinked and mutually reinforcing; So
women empowered in one dimension, may not
necessarily be empowered in another [10,25].
Hence, the identification of the dimensions in
which women are empowered or disempowered
allows agencies in developing countries, to be
more effective in designing interventions for their
empowerment A list of the most commonly used
dimensions of women'‘s empowerment has been
synthesised from the multidimensional approach
suggested by Malhotra et al. [25] and Kabeer
[10] and the resource-agency-outcome approach
[10]. The multidimensional framework suggests
that rural women‘s empowerment occurs along
the following dimensions and their sub-
dimensions:

Economic (physical capital, human capital,

natural capital, and financial capital
empowerment)
e Socio-cultural (social capital,

familial/interpersonal, organizational,
cultural and informational empowerment)
Agricultural  (access to  agricultural
resources, crop production skills, animal
husbandry skills, water-use security levels)
e Civic (legal, political, and psychological)
7. WOMEN EMPOWERMENT VIS-A-VIS
SELF- RELIANCE

It is the social and economic ability of an
individual, household or community to meet basic
needs (including protection, food, water, shelter,
personal safety, health and education) using their
own resources in a sustainable manner and with
dignity [26]. Self-reliance is thus, development on
the basis of a country’s, households‘or
individual's own resources, based on the
potential of the cultural values and traditions.
According to Haque et al. (2012) [27] and Keller
and Mbwewe [14] the core outcome of women's
empowerment lies in their ability to control their
destiny and be self-reliant. Hence, self-reliance is
an integral outcome of women empowerment,
since development should foster self-reliance
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[28]. Therefore, women empowerment (i.e.,
women‘s access and control over resources and
their agency) is a pre-requisite to achieve self-
reliance. Women depending more on farm and
off-farm livelihoods lies within the UNHCR’s [26]
conceptualized definition of self-reliance since
they had a higher capacity to meet their basic
needs using own resources in a sustainable and
dignified manner. The ability of the women to be
more self reliant make them independent and
aware of the needs of the family. Self-reliance
adds to economic independence of the women
thereby ensuring food and nutrition security of
the household as a whole. It also aids in
increasing the purchasing power of the family.

8. EMPOWERMENT OF RURAL WOMEN:
STRENGTHENING THE HOUSEHOLD
FOOD SECURITY

In most rural areas where subsistence agriculture
is a predominant source of livelihood, women
play multiple roles throughout the processes of
the production, handling and preparation of food
[29]. As a result, women's empowerment has
become a frequently cited goal of rural
development aimed at reducing household
vulnerability to poverty and food insecurity. It is
considered an essential way to provide the most
vulnerable households with the means to their
livelihood strategies and food security.
Nevertheless, empowerment of rural women
aims to ensure self-reliance and reduce
vulnerability to shocks in the future [30]. In recent
years, there has been increasing awareness that
the analysis of food insecurity should not just
consider its current incidence, but should also
identify the individuals, households or the
communities who are more at risk of suffering in
the future [31]. Since household vulnerability to
food insecurity is influenced by both farm and off-
farm incomes, it was hypothesised that
vulnerability to food insecurity is influenced by
both dimensions of women‘s economic and
agricultural empowerment.

9. DETERMINANTS OF HOUSEHOLD’S
VULNERABILITY TO FOOD
INSECURITY

A household’s socio-economic characteristics
that influence food security include the gender of
the household head, family size, dependency
ratio and age of the head of household. Since
age captures the experience accumulated in
farming, it may, therefore, be associated with
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better opportunities to acquire food [32]. Men
have a better opportunity to access assets and,

therefore, married women's households are
expected to be less susceptible to food
insecurity. It is also hypothesised that

households with a higher dependency ratio have
a greater probability of being food insecure. The
probability of a household becoming food
insecure in the future is determined by the
present conditions, risks potentially occurring
within a defined period and the capacity to
manage the risks. At the household level, the
major types of risk include health (iliness,
disability, injuries), life cycle-related (old age,
death, dowry), social (inequitable intra-household
food distribution), economic risks
(unemployment, harvest failure, price changes)
and threats related to the natural environment.
These risks cause food insecurity by lowering
food production, reducing income, reducing asset
holding, increasing indebtedness and reducing
food consumption.

10. DISEMPOWERMENT OF WOMEN: A
THREAT TO HOUSEHOLD FOOD AND
NUTRITIONAL SECURITY

Women who are not empowered are more likely
to have lower mental health, less control over
household resources, lower self-esteem, and
less access to information about health services.
Many studies have shown an association
between experience or acceptance of physical
domestic violence and child under nutrition. The
research linking women’s empowerment and
nutrition is further supported by the evidence that
men and women within a household often, have,
different preferences for allocation of resources
and distribute these differently based on their
bargaining power within the household .The
gender of the person who has access to and
control over resources can hence influence the
extent to which resources are allocated to benefit
health and nutrition outcomes.

11. WOMEN EMPOWERMENT AND CHILD
NUTRITION: MAKING THE WEAKEST
LINK STRONGER

Women’s empowerment is considered crucial for
improving nutrition outcomes. Several studies
(using direct and indirect measures of female
empowerment) have demonstrated the important
associations between women’s empowerment
dimensions and their own nutrition as well as that
of their children. In Bangladesh, greater
empowerment of women (measured by attitudes
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toward abuse, decision making power, and
mobility) and maternal endowments such as
education and height were associated with
greater dietary diversity scores and reduced child
stunting . A study in Andhra Pradesh, India, found
that measures of maternal autonomy (such as
financial autonomy, participation in decision
making within the household, acceptance of
domestic violence, and freedom of movement)
were associated with positive infant feeding and
growth outcomes [33]. Another study in India
found that maternal autonomy (measured based
on variables that indicate a woman’s freedom
and ability to think, speak, decide, and act
independently) positively associated with child
nutritional status, albeit only for children under
three years of age [34]. In Ethiopia, a study that
analyzed correlates of female empowerment
found positive effects of female bargaining power
on child nutrition and child education [35]. Impact
evaluation of a project by CARE (Cooperative for
Assistance and Relief Everywhere) [36] in
Bangladesh using a rights-based livelihoods
approach to address malnutrition found that its
women’s empowerment interventions had a
“strong independent impact on stunting, and the
sanitation, women’s empowerment, and one
poverty alleviation intervention were found to
have synergistic impacts with direct nutrition
interventions. After analyzing the empowerment
V/S food & nutritional security, the cure issue
imerges, is the wellbeing and food & nutritional
security at households likely. This is actually the
most sought after development goal.

12. HOUSEHOLD VULNERABILITY TO
FOOD INSECURITY VIS-A-VIS
WOMEN EMPOWERMENT

The different methodologies are commonly used
to assess vulnerability: vulnerability as uninsured
exposure to risk (VER), vulnerability as low
expected utility (VEU) and vulnerability as
expected poverty (VEP) [37]. All three methods
construct a measure of welfare loss attributed to
shocks, but differ in that VER and VEU measure
the ex-ante probability of a household's
consumption or utility falling below a given
minimum level in the future due to current or past
shocks, while VEP measures ex-post welfare
loss due to shocks [37]. The definition of
vulnerability given by Chaudhuri et al. [38] takes
poverty as the state of a household being food
insecure and uses food insecurity as a measure
of welfare. This approach has been divided into
three basic steps, i.e., identifying the welfare
indicator; identifying the vulnerability threshold;
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and measuring vulnerability. It uses consumption
measures as a welfare indicator arguing that it
provides a more adequate picture of wellbeing,
especially in low or medium income countries.
Consumption measures also have the advantage
that they are accurately measured. However,
rather than using mere consumption expenditure
as in Chaudhuri et al. [38], an improvement over
the measure could be by using the household
consumption expenditure per adult equivalent
(i.e., from both own production and purchases)
as a measure of welfare. Various models
including two-stage least squares regression
analysis and Binomial Logit model [39], have
been used for determining factors influencing
household vulnerability to food insecurity. The
major determinant of food security has been
found to be the level of household income [40].
The purchasing power of households has also
been found the most critical determinant for food
security through access to the means to acquire
food [41]. Hence, households which manage to
secure larger incomes from any source, have
better access to food than those which do not
[40]. Likewise, a high dependency ratio is,
expected to be negatively associated with food
security as it increases the number of people to
be fed by a few working household members
[42]. The food security status of a household is
also influenced by the age of the head. Some
studies like Bashir et al., 2012 [43] have found a
negative relationship between the age of
household head and household food security.

13. DETERMINING THE EFFECT OF
WOMEN EMPOWERMENT ON
HOUSEHOLD LIVELIHOOD

The sustainable livelihoods framework provides a
comprehensive, and complex, approach to
understand how people make a living. De Haan
and Zoomers [44] summarized this by noting that
the central objective of SLA (Sustainable
Livelihoods Approach) was to search for more
effective methods to support people and
communities in ways that are more meaningful to
their daily lives and needs, as opposed to ready-
made interventionist instruments. This implies
that the SLA, as an analytical tool, provides a
better basis for understanding the relationship
between people’s resources, livelihood strategies
and their desired livelihood. The framework is
also useful for analysing most of the cultural-
related gender concerns, since they form part of
the transforming structures and processes [45].
According to Lakwo [45], the approach is suitable
for analysing the constituent elements of women
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empowerment as it is people-centred, and takes
into account what they have and do as agents.
Based on the SLA, livelihood assets are the
resources on which people draw in order to carry
out their livelihood strategies [46,47]. However, in
the context of women‘s empowerment, it argues
that in addition to livelihoods assets, people need
a sense of agency to achieve their livelihood
outcomes. Therefore, households use their
empowerment capabilities (i.e., resources and
agency), not just capital assets, to pursue
activities that will enable them to achieve the
best possible livelihood for themselves.
Therefore, in place of the different types of
capital resources identified in the DFID (1999)‘s
[48] sustainable livelihood framework, women's

capabilities (i.e., agency and resources)
influence women's capacity to independently
attain their desired livelihood outcomes.

According to Mosedale [49] and Malhotra et al.
[25], women empowered in one dimension are
not necessarily empowered in the other. Based
on the sustainable livelihood framework, women
use their economic, social, political, familial, legal
and psychological capabilities (i.e., resources
and agency) to achieve livelihood outcomes.

14. CONCLUSION

The benefits of the growing global economy have
been unevenly distributed leading to wider
economic disparities, the feminization of poverty,
increased gender inequality through often
deteriorating working conditions and unsafe
working environment especially in the informal
economy and rural areas. Strategies should be
designed to enhance the capacity of women and
empower them to meet the negative social and
economic impacts, which may flow from the
globalization process. Expanding women’s
economic opportunities means: more and better
jobs for women across a wider range of sectors;
a business climate that supports women in
starting and growing businesses, and building
their management and entrepreneurial skills; a
financial sector in which commercial banks and
microfinance institutions provide women with
effective access to a range of financial services
and products tailored to their needs, including
credit and savings instruments; and, in times of
high food and fuel prices, greater livelihood
security for women, especially in rural areas and
vulnerable environments.
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