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There are two main rationales for promoting gender integration and women’s empowerment. First, there 
are well documented gender gaps in women’s access to education, political systems, and economic 
opportunities. Equity considerations would call for programs targeted precisely to women and girls in 
order to reduce these gender gaps. Second, women play an important role in households and in the 
economy, and the empowerment of women may fuel subsequent economic growth and development. 
This note will focus on the latter, highlighting some of the knowledge already generated in the 
development economics literature and discussing the most promising avenues through which we can 
learn about the interrelationship between women’s empowerment and poverty reduction through 
evaluations of Feed the Future (FTF) initiatives. FTF programs cover a broad set of sectors, although the 
main objectives are centered on improving agricultural growth, food security, and nutrition. This note 
similarly touches on lessons learned from a variety of sectors. 

OVERVIEW OF THE EVIDENCE 

One important motivation for improving women’s ability to influence household decisions (bargaining 
power) stems from a series of studies that have found that increases in women’s bargaining power 
influences the types of expenditures and investments made by the household. For example, Duflo (2003) 
found that when women’s share of household income increased – due to old age pensions provided by 
the government of South Africa – girls’ nutritional and health status improved significantly. Lundberg, 
Pollak, and Wales (1997) found a similar finding in a very different setting – the U.K. When a child 
allowance was directed into the hands of women instead of men, households increased their expenditures 
on women’s and children’s clothing. Thomas (1990) echoes these findings using data from Brazil. 



2 

 

Therefore, FTF programs may have a larger impact on improving nutrition if the resources – in the form 
of employment opportunities, agricultural inputs, etc. – are explicitly targeted to women. While 
increasing a woman’s share of income within the household improves her bargaining power, it is not 
guaranteed that this will translate into improved nutrition, and there is some risk of backlash (see Iyengar 
and Ferrari, 2011, for a discussion). In some cases, a focus on women may reduce the effectiveness of a 
program sufficiently to outweigh a desire to improve women’s bargaining power.1 

There is evidence that expanding women’s economic opportunities can lead to additional improvements 
in women’s integration. Jensen (2011) found that when women in rural India were introduced to new 
employment opportunities (working in the outsourcing sector in India), younger girls in those villages 
were more likely to be sent to school. Qian (2005) found that a reduction in restrictions on farming 
export-oriented crops in China led? to a reduction in the number of ‘missing women’ in areas that 
produced female-oriented crops (tea).  

A majority of the world’s poor rely on agriculture for subsistence, and finding ways to improve 
agricultural productivity is at the core of FTF objectives. In Burkina Faso, women’s agricultural plots are 
significantly less productive than men’s, largely because women have less access to labor (Udry 1996). 
This means that households are foregoing agricultural output by misallocating labor across plots within 
the same household. Goldstein and Udry (2008) also find that women are less productive than men in 
agriculture in Ghana, although in this case the reason is that women have less secure property rights and 
therefore must fallow their land less often.2 This leads to less fertile land and again lost agricultural 
output and income, particularly for women. Both of these cases highlight how women face different 
constraints to agricultural growth than men and that improving women’s access to inputs (labor, land) 
could increase agricultural productivity.  

Some caution is necessary when designing interventions to improve agricultural productivity, particularly 
through technological change. An earlier literature suggested that attempts to commercialize food crops 
traditionally under female control can lead to capture of crop revenue or control over the crop by men 
(Binswanger and von Braun 1991). Agricultural interventions also offer opportunities to address gender 
imbalances as well. For example, many governments around the world have attempted to improve 
property rights, with the goal of increasing agricultural investment and productivity, through titling. In 
both urban Peru and Ethiopia, land titling programs explicitly encouraged women’s names to be 
included on the titles. In Peru, the titling program lead to an increase in women reporting participating 

                                                        

1 For example, targeting credit only to women through microfinance may mean missed economic opportunities that men 
could take advantage of, benefiting entire households. de Mel, McKenzie, and Woodruff (2009) find significantly higher 
returns to capital for men than for women in Sri Lanka, highlighting a potential cost of targeting only women for 
financial products. 

2 Fallowing increases the likelihood that leaders within the village would reallocate the land to others.  
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in household decision-making and a 20% reduction in fertility over a two-year period (Field 2003). 
Deininger et al. (2008) argue that regulations for ensuring that women’s names are included on the titles 
may be important to ensuring more balanced access to land: regions where this was not a requirement 
saw a low fraction of total titles issued with both spouse’s names, although there was still significant 
variation in the frequency of women’s names on titles in areas that had formal requirements. 

Some evidence suggests that providing financial services may play an important role in integrating 
women into the economy and affecting expenditure decisions. Ashraf, Karlan, and Yin (2010) find that 
providing households in the Philippines with access to a commitment savings product increased women’s 
empowerment, as measured by women’s self-reported ability to take decisions on a variety of 
expenditures, and led to an increase in spending on durable goods that are traditionally female-oriented, 
such as washing machines and stoves. However, not all financial products will differentially improve 
women’s status in all settings. Microcredit has the possibility of expanding income generating activities 
and has often been targeted to women. Two evaluations of microfinance, one in India and one in 
Morocco (Banerjee et al., 2011, and Crépon et al., 2011, respectively), find no evidence of improvements 
in women’s empowerment. Financial services’ ability to reduce poverty by expanding incomes and 
empowering women therefore remains an open question. 

A significant caveat to most if not all of the literature cited here is that women’s empowerment is 
challenging to measure, particularly using quantitative survey methods. Most often women’s 
empowerment is measured by asking women how much input they have into different types of 
household decisions and whether they are free to travel freely within and across villages. These measures 
may only capture some dimensions of women’s empowerment and may not be appropriate for all 
contexts. The next section discusses additional methodological challenges.  

KEY QUESTIONS FOR IMPACT EVALUATION 

The FTF learning agenda highlights key questions in the area of gender integration and women’s 
empowerment. Impact evaluations of FTF programs would ideally show how the programs affect 
women’s empowerment, but also how improved women’s empowerment precipitates poverty reduction, 
hunger alleviation, and malnutrition. This suggests a model such as the one below: 
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 The Learning Agenda seeks to understand all three arrows in this diagram. This would certainly 
maximize our understanding of how women’s empowerment is a pathway through which to attain 
program objectives such as hunger reduction and improved food security. The methodological challenge 
that arises is separating the direct effect of the program (arrow 1) on poverty reduction from the indirect 
effect coming from women’s empowerment (via arrows 2 and 3). In order to do so rigorously, program 
implementation would need to be altered so that different versions of the same program affect women’s 
empowerment differentially while not changing the direct effect. This may not be possible for many 
programs, depending on how complementary the empowerment program is to the main program, but 
may be feasible for others.  

An alternative question would be whether programs that emphasize women’s empowerment are more 
effective at reducing poverty and improving food security than programs that do not emphasize 
empowerment / gender integration. This question would also require that different versions of the same 
program would be implemented, but without the additional challenge of designing the program, so that 
the different versions have the same direct impact. Examples of this approach are discussed below in the 
context of specific FTF interventions. 

Without variation in the way a program is implemented, an impact evaluation is likely to only answer 
the question of whether an intervention is effective at both reducing poverty and improving women’s 
empowerment. This can be accomplished using standard impact evaluation techniques with a focus on 
collecting data on individuals within households, in addition to household-level outcomes. Conducting 
one-on-one interviews on women’s role in household decision-making within a larger household survey 
is feasible and increasingly standard – as highlighted by the literature review above. This is also an area 
where incorporating qualitative techniques into an impact evaluation can be valuable. Collecting 
information on women’s and men’s assets and women’s and men’s agricultural plots – where relevant – 
also helps to identify impact on both men and women.  

To summarize, this section highlights some of the methodological challenges in answering all the 
questions identified in the Learning Agenda on Gender. It is likely necessary to scale down expectations 
over the ability of the impact evaluation plan to answer questions such as “To what extent has the 
empowerment of women as a result of FTF interventions led to a decrease in hunger or improved 
nutrition?” since it will be challenging if not impossible in many cases to separately say what part of a 
FTF intervention impact on hunger and nutrition was the direct result of the intervention versus the part 
that came from the empowerment of women. It is more feasible to analyze how the overall impact of an 
intervention depends on the emphasis given to women’s empowerment.  

 



5 

 

FTF PROPOSED INTERVENTIONS AND ISSUES IN IMPACT EVALUATION DESIGN 

The Integrated Livelihoods Program (ILLP) in Rwanda is an integrated program to improve access to 
finance and expand income opportunities by increasing participation in agriculture value chains. The 
ultimate objective is to improve beneficiaries’ income and food consumption. There is much to learn 
from an impact evaluation of this program, particularly because it includes so many components. There 
remain open questions about the impact of many financial services, particularly micro-insurance, on 
poverty reduction and food security. Even the few studies on credit and savings have yet to be replicated 
in other contexts, and even less is known about the effectiveness of such programs by gender. There are 
two main options. The impact evaluation can evaluate one version of the program and look at its effects 
on men and women within households. The second option is to offer some of the project components 
(likely some of the financial products) either to men or women. Randomization could be done at the 
household or village level, depending on program constraints / size. While the latter provides more direct 
information on gender integration, either approach would be valuable.  

An additional learning opportunity for the impact evaluation of the ILLP would be to look at whether 
the integrative approach offers benefits above and beyond the benefits generated by each individual 
program component (i.e., is the whole more than the sum of its parts?). To do this, different project 
components should be implemented in different areas. This would enable USAID to learn which 
components are really essential to attaining the overall project impact and whether there are 
complementarities across program components. 
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