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I’M REALLY NOT A NUMBERS PERSON. I’VE RUN MY SHARE OF REGRESSIONS AND STATISTICAL ANALYSES IN MY TIME, 
but I usually don’t find the numbers satisfying because I know they gloss over issues and don’t capture nuances. This is 
especially true of many “gender indicators.”  For example, the Gender Empowerment Measure in the UNDP Human 
Development Report (1995) is based on indicators such as the ratio of women’s earnings to men’s and the percentage of 
women in parliament and in professional positions1F

2—both measures ignore the status of women who are not in formal 
employment.   

And so, when USAID approached IFPRI to develop a Women’s Empowerment in Agriculture Index (WEAI), I was hesitant. 
While I applauded the Agency for taking women’s empowerment seriously enough to include it in the monitoring and 
evaluation (M&E) of the Feed the Future program, I was concerned about the challenge of identifying meaningful 
indicators that could be collected cost-effectively, since gender equality is so difficult to measure.   

Through a partnership between USAID staff (with its expertise in gender equality, female empowerment, and M&E), 
Oxford Poverty & Human Development Initiative (OPHI) (experts on developing multidimensional indexes), and IFPRI 
(whose researchers have much experience measuring gender issues through intrahousehold surveys), we were able to 
develop the WEAI that is now being used in Feed the Future’s focus countries (see Alkire et al. 2012).   

While the WEAI and its indicators are not perfect, they do provide a starting point for measuring what happens to 
women and men in agriculture. The Index is designed to be comparable across countries and to track changes over time 
so we can see whether there has been an improvement or deterioration of women’s status in agriculture—two 
important uses. But to my mind, the WEAI may make its greatest contributions by getting agricultural program staff to 
think about what effects their interventions have on gender equality in each of the five domains used to measure 
empowerment, and as a diagnostic tool to identify the areas of greatest need for women’s (and men’s) empowerment. 
The index may also have an additional “stealth” benefit of getting research and M&E teams to interview both the 
women and men within a household—an important methodological contribution, especially when so many researchers 
think that it is sufficient to interview only the (usually male) “head of household.” 

 
                                                           
1 With apologies to Dr. Strangelove 
2 See also http://hdr.undp.org/en/statistics/indices/gdi_gem/ 
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The Five Domains of Empowerment (5DE) include:   

1. Production: sole or joint decisionmaking over agricultural production and autonomy in those decisions. 

2. Resources: ownership, access to, and decisionmaking power over productive resources such as land, livestock, 
agricultural equipment, consumer durables, and credit. 

3. Income: sole or joint control over the use of income and expenditures. 

4. Leadership: membership in economic or social groups and comfort in speaking in public. 

5. Time: allocation of time to productive and domestic tasks and satisfaction with the available time for leisure 
activities. 

 
Too many gender-blind agricultural development programs have led to negative outcomes in one or more of these 
areas. Highlighting these domains and measuring outcomes in each should at least lead to a “do no harm” approach in 
each area.  But I would like to see it taken a step further: to use these domains, and the baseline information on the 
status of men and women in each indicator, as the basis for a transformative approach. The following examples show 
how thinking through how programs affect each of the domains could positively change outcomes.   

Production: There has been a tendency among many agricultural programs to import what I call a “Farmer in the Dell”2F

3 
view of gender roles, and so like the European folk song, they assume that men are the farmers, bypassing women even 
where they have been independent agricultural producers. An agricultural development program that wants to show 
improvements in the production domain would need to start with some kind of understanding of who within the 
household makes what kinds of decisions.3F

4  Do men and women each make decisions regarding different activities or 
different types of production? If so, then the program needs to ensure that women also receive new technologies and 
extension advice. If men and women make joint decisions (which may not be apparent if the men are the public face of 
the family), then both should be consulted. And if the sole decisionmakers are men, it is important to ensure that 
women’s concerns about production are being addressed, otherwise the interventions could lead to outcomes that are 
not consistent with women’s interests. For example, if men make the sole decisions about which crop or fish species to 
grow, but women are responsible for food preparation, it is important that women’s concerns about cooking traits or 
nutritional quality of the food be recognized and addressed.   

Resources: There is ample evidence of a gender gap in control over assets, and that this gap contributes to lower 
productivity of women in agriculture (FAO 2011; Quisumbing et al. forthcoming). It is not only productivity that matters, 
however; the evidence also shows that control over resources gives women greater bargaining power within the 
household, which is empowering for women and also can lead to improved outcomes of their children’s welfare. 
Transformative agricultural projects, then, would seek opportunities to strengthen women’s assets and reduce the 
gender-asset gap. Baseline WEAI studies would show which resources women currently hold,4F

5 and combined with 
information on which resources are needed to take advantage of new livelihood opportunities, could be used to 
prioritize where to help women accumulate assets and identify what type of assets may be most important.    

Income: Too often, agricultural development programs have considered it sufficient to increase men’s incomes, with the 
assumption that this will be shared with the rest of the household. But as with control over assets, such a unitary model 
of the household has been proven inaccurate; there is now plenty of evidence to show that not only do men and women 
not pool their resources and income, but they consistently spend it in different ways. Indeed, Alderman et al. (1995) 

                                                           
3 In this European and American folk song, ”The farmer in the dell,.. The farmer takes a wife,.. The wife takes a child,” etc., the notion that farmers 
are men, and the main role of farmers’ wives is child bearer, is reinforced.  
4 The data on gendered participation in agricultural decisionmaking is not readily available.  Although there are some efforts to collect this 
information (see Meinzen-Dick et al. 2012), the WEAI surveys may provide the first widespread information on this.   
5 For more resources on how to measure the assets under women’s control, see the toolbox available at http://gaap.ifpri.info/ and Doss et al. 2011. 
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argue that it is time to “shift the burden of proof”: those who want to say that such a unitary model holds, should show 
that it applies, rather than requiring those who say that differences between men’s and women’s incomes matter to 
prove their case.   

Unfortunately, too many agricultural development programs focus on household incomes without looking at the extent 
to which men or women will control those incomes. Worse yet, many commercialization programs take produce that is 
under women’s control (often for home consumption or sale at local markets) and allow or encourage men to take it to 
market, with the result that men control the income--even when it is the women who put in much of the labor or 
provide other productive inputs. Alternative approaches to marketing are available—including having market agents 
pick up produce from homesteads or making payments via cell phone or into women’s accounts with photo passbooks—
so that women don’t lose control of their income and men don’t squander the proceeds on the way home.  But just 
increasing women’s incomes may not be sufficient to empower women, especially if that increase results in additional 
responsibilities, for example, paying school fees. What would real transformative agricultural programs look like in this 
domain? What can be done to promote women’s sole or joint control over the use of income and expenditures? 
Certainly identifying ways to increase women’s incomes and control over incomes, as well as working with communities 
to address norms and practices so that women’s work, incomes, and voice are valued by men (and in-laws)—7as well as 
by the women themselves—could make a difference.   

Leadership: Agricultural development programs frequently use group-based approaches to reach large numbers of 
people. Having women participate in the design of these programs can contribute to empowerment, because women 
are able to get out of the house, connect with others, share information, get inputs, etc. The first step is to remove 
barriers to women’s participation, such as requirements for members of farmer groups to be land owners, or limiting 
membership to one per household (and so the default is often the man). Although the empowerment indicator for the 
index is just membership in a group, real empowerment would require going beyond nominal membership, to ensure 
that women actually have a voice in groups (Agarwal 2001). We considered as an indicator how much input the 
respondents felt they had in group decisions, but too few women—or even men--were “empowered” on that indicator. 
Thus, encouraging group membership is an important first step, while more effort is needed to foster—and measure—
effective participation.  Formal measures to ensure that at least one-third of members are women, or that there are 
women officers, can help strengthen women’s voices, as can training women in public speaking (the second indicator in 
this domain). Location, timing, seating arrangements, and conduct of meetings are no less important, but require more 
attention to local context. If women already participate in social groups or networks, these might be a more appropriate 
way of reaching women with new technologies or practices. We have found that men are more likely to be part of 
formal producers’ organizations, whereas women get their agricultural information from social or religious groups.   

Developing comfort in public speaking can be adapted to any particular type of agriculture or natural resource 
management issue. Programs designed to contribute to women feeling comfortable in speaking about their concerns, 
and knowing who to go to for information or with problems, would certainly be transformative.   

Time: Implicitly or explicitly, many gender-blind projects assume a low opportunity cost of women’s time. Even if 
incomes rise, this can lead to overburdening women’s workloads with the negative effects of increased personal stress 
and decreases in care of children. Gender-aware projects would at least look at how new activities fit with existing ones. 
Gender-transformative projects can look for ways to decrease women’s drudgery and time-consuming tasks in 
production or domestic responsibilities while also increasing the time for more rewarding activities. For example, 
programs that bring clean water closer to homesteads for both domestic and livestock uses can reduce women’s time 
burdens for collecting water; if the programs reduce water-borne illnesses, they will further reduce women’s time caring 
for sick family members. 

Whether or not we measure these domains and indicators, thinking through how any type of intervention is likely to 
affect women’s decisionmaking in production, control of resources and income, leadership, and time allocation is an 
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important step toward women’s empowerment. Taking it to the next step of actually measuring change in each of these 
areas creates greater accountability and ensures that any trade-offs between women’s empowerment and more easily 
measured outcomes (such as yields or incomes) are taken into account. The latter is especially crucial in the context of 
results-based management: if targets and indicators are to assume a larger role in assessing “success” and shaping 
resource allocation, then we need to ensure that changes in the welfare of women are assessed as core elements of that 
success, not just desirable (but optional) byproducts. In that case, imperfect indicators of women’s empowerment may 
be better than no indicators at all. 
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