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Abstract: This paper tries to capture the impact of a development intervention 
on women’s agency. The objective of the intervention was to bring the targeted 
ultra-poor households out of extreme poverty and integrate them into 
mainstream development interventions by providing women with assets and 
capacity building to generate income from that asset. This paper attempts to 
understand the impact of the intervention using the lens of the agency. The 
study employed a qualitative approach to collect and analyse the data. Findings 
show that women’s contribution in household income could not bring any 
significant change in women’s agency in case of mobility and protesting 
violence, although took them in a better position regarding decision-making. 
The dominant ideology, cultural values, and norms inbuilt in the social 
structure were appeared to be a hindrance to gender equality. The study 
recommended designing interventions that change ideological level as much as 
material aspect. 
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1 Introduction 

Empowerment is viewed as the achievement of power of an individual who previously 
was in a state of disempowerment (Kabeer, 2005), and it is also considered as the process 
of increasing poor people’s freedom of choice and action to shape their own lives 
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(Narayan, 2005). According to this definition, it is the precondition of being empowered 
that one has past experience of being powerless or was in the lack of choice. Moreover, 
three dimensions must be considered while studying empowerment, i.e., agency, 
resources, and outcome. Here, resources such as land, savings, livestock, and housing in 
the form of material, and human resources such as good health, education and skill create 
the enabling environment to exercise agency that is the process by which one makes the 
choice (Kabeer, 2001; Rowlands, 1995; Oxaal and Baden, 1997). Hence, the concept of 
empowerment is equal to the increased agency (Ibrahim and Alkire, 2007). However, in 
relationship to empowerment, the agency is not only about exercising the choice but 
should be such a choice that challenges the power relationship and inequality (Kabeer, 
2005). That is if one failed to challenge the oppressive and unequal power structure 
through her choice cannot be viewed as empowered. Furthermore, the outcome is the end 
product of the agency such as control over resources, no or less violence, and improved 
gender relations. 

Many counties, like Bangladesh, a typical patriarchal society, claim significant 
success in the area of women’s empowerment due to the result of different development 
interventions led by both government and non-government organisations (NGOs). Their 
approach is to provide women with resources in the form of micro-credit, livestock, etc. 
with the expectation that women’s access to and control over resources will change the 
traditional hierarchical and unequal gender power relation. Given the fact that the 
intervention focusing on women’s poverty has a positive impact on women’s 
empowerment and agency (Hanmer and Klugman, 2016; Rather and Bhat, 2017), this 
paper is based on a study that aimed to see the journey of empowerment by women 
intervened by a development intervention undertaken by BRAC, the largest development 
organisation in the world. Through exploring the particular intervention, the paper will 
try to get an insight into women’s empowerment in terms of agency by referencing the 
intervention as a resource. By doing so, this paper will hopefully contribute to the 
knowledge on how and to what extent women’s position can be changed through the 
projects aiming to address their strategic needs by engaging them in income generation. 

2 Description of the intervention 

Many development NGOs and micro finance institutions (MFIs) work to combat poverty 
by providing micro-credit to the poor. However, the extreme poor have been remained 
out of the reach of micro-credit (Khatun et al., 2013; Wright and Dondo, 2001), and 
therefore denied the opportunity to access the mainstream development intervention. 
Addressing this gap in the effort of poverty alleviation, in 2002 BRAC launched 
Challenging the Frontiers of Poverty Reduction: Targeting the Ultra Poor (CFPR/TUP), 
later named as Ultra Poor Graduation (UPGP) program. The vision of the program is to 
enhance the economic, and social capabilities of ultra-poor households in Bangladesh. 
The overall objective of the CFPR-TUP program is to assist the ultra-poor to improve 
their livelihoods, and bring about positive changes in achieving economic, social, and 
inspirational changes, and assist them to access mainstream development services. This 
study focused on the part of the program called Specially Targeted Ultra-Poor (STUP) 
that serves the bottom of the poorest 17.6% of the population who live below the poverty 
line. This is a two-year cycle program. After completion of two years, participants are 
considered as ‘graduating’ out of ultra-poverty. Graduation has two perspectives – 
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graduating from ultra-poor to a better economic and social condition and graduating into 
the mainstream development programs. 

Intervention mainly focuses on economic betterment by providing material or 
economic resources in the form of livestock, poultry to the participants. It also covered 
enterprise development and life skill training aiming to equip the participants with the 
capacity of earning from the given resources. The enterprise training provides lessons on 
livestock rearing and identifying different livestock diseases and giving primary 
treatment. The training sessions were followed up by several hand-on training sessions 
through home visits under close supervision to make them aware of social and health 
issues like dowry, family planning, child marriage, hygiene, and sanitation, etc. During 
the intervention period, the participants were provided with subsistence allowance. This 
allowance allowed the participants to invest their time and labour exclusively in the 
development of the given asset without being concerned for their basic survival until they 
could generate income from it. The intervention also covered the tailor-made healthcare 
services arranged to address the basic health and medical need of the households. The 
package included the referral arrangements through the network of community-based 
health workers of BRAC. The duration of receiving free medical assistance varied from 
one to two years depending on the household need. 

3 Framework of analysis 

A good amount of researches have shown the significant positive impact of the 
intervention in terms of asset holding, i.e., lease in cultivable land, ownership of cows, 
goats, poultry, cash savings, food security, and dwelling and sanitation system (Ahmed  
et al., 2009; Emran et al., 2009), increased self-employment hours, decreased wage 
employment hours and increased life satisfaction (Bandiera et al., 2013). This growing 
amount of evidence raises interest in exploring the changes the participants encounter in 
their social life and how these affect their confidence and self-esteem. However, these 
impacts of this program intervention on participants’ life have been unexplored yet. 
Again previous studies (Das et al., 2013; Matin and Walker, 2004) demonstrate that  
intra-household dynamics changed as the assets are given to women of the households. In 
this changed context, this paper is interested to explore whether and how the intervention 
that is mainly focused on the economic aspect has brought change at the level of 
women’s agency or ‘power within’ in three domains: mobility, decision-making, and the 
experience of domestic violence. Here, the investigation will be limited to the micro 
(household) and meso (community) levels. 

Here, the intervention is viewed as a resource that is expected to enable women to 
make choices and work accordingly, achieve bargaining and negotiation power, ability to 
analyse self-position, and make a critical analysis of their situation. The discussion and 
the analysis of this paper will be guided by the framework shown in Figure 1. 

While going through the aspects related to women’s agency, other aspects, i.e., 
attainment of human and social resources resulting from this economic-focused 
intervention will come into the discussion where relevant, since all the aspects are 
interlinked with each other. 
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Figure 1 Framework of analysis of the result of the studied intervention (see online version  
for colours) 

Mode of intervention Result of intervention (expected) 

Resource Resource  
(human and social) 

Agency Achievement 

    

- Economic 
(livestock, poultry, 
money in the form 
of subsistence 
allowance) 

- Human  
(enterprise 
development, life 
skill training, 
awareness on social 
and health issues) 

- Access to household 
resources 

- Access to public space 
- Access to community: 

involvement, 
networking, participation 
in community matters 
like attending shalish 

- Acceptability in family 

- Challenges and 
strategies to respond, 
reflection and analysis 

- Self-confidence 
- Mobility 
- Freedom from the risk 

of violence 
- Decision-making 
- Ability to have a voice 

in society  

- Control over own and 
HH income,  

- Freedom of movement 
- Fewer reports of 

violence 
- Greater community 

bonding 
 

 

4 Research methodology 

The study employed a qualitative approach to collect and analyse the data. As the social 
and familial changes of an individual can be difficult to comprehend through numeric 
terms, the qualitative approach was considered as the best suited to explore the perceived 
sense of changes in women’s position. The data were collected in 2016–2017. To 
understand the result of the intervention, this study also took the approach of recruiting a 
control group who in 2007 belonged to the same economic status as the intervened group. 

The ten women who were intervened in 2007–2008 were purposively taken as the 
participants of the study. A sufficient time gap that is around eight years, between 
intervention and data collection period is expected to provide researchers with a larger 
scope of investigating women’s experience with their development of the agency. Here, 
two different communities were observed: one received STUP intervention and the other 
without intervention. They were from three villages of the Rangpur district of 
Bangladesh. 

The study employed in-depth interviews and observation. The study conducted ten  
in-depth interviews with program participants who received STUP intervention in 2007 
(treatment group) and six in-depth interviews with women who met the same criteria as 
the former group before the intervention but did not receive the intervention (control 
group). Participants of the control group were selected from the program list, as they 
(control group) were listed as the potential candidate for the intervention for having the 
same inclusion criteria as the treatment group. 

Moreover, this study included the experience of both types of women in terms of 
agency – living with male partners (husband) and living without male partners. However, 
the impact of the intervention was appeared to be more evident on married women on the 
indicators like decision-making, mobility, and experience of violence. Nevertheless, this 
paper attempts to comprehend the changes the intervention brought to the life of the TUP 
participants in general. 
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Participants were being observed and interviewed several times to grasp an in-depth 
understanding of the changes they had as the result of the intervention. 

5 Findings 

The study shows that the intervention in the form of asset transfer, allowance and health 
service for a certain period along with the capacity-building training made women able to 
generate income and come out from the extreme poverty. This situation allowed them to 
make savings for the future as well as to think about the new opportunity for income 
generation and improved living standards. Finally, this improved condition provided 
them with access to mainstream development intervention that they have been denied 
before (Figure 2). 

Figure 2 Pathway to have access to mainstream development intervention through STUP  
(see online version for colours) 

 
Extreme 
poverty 

  
Intervention 

  
 Income 
generation 

 
 

 
Savings 

 
 

Being out of 
extreme 
poverty and 
have choice 
to think 
beyond 
basic 
survival 

 
 

Access to 
mainstream 
development 
project 

- Inability to 
meet basic 
requirements 

- Landless 
- Asset less 
- No income  
- No access to 

traditional 
development 
intervention 

 -Asset transfer 
- Subsistence 
allowance 

-Health 
package 

- Life skill and 
enterprise 
training 

 - Livestock 
rearing 

      

 

Figure 2 summarised the journey of the intervention group through which they achieved 
the ability to receive mainstream development support from both government and  
non-government institutions. For belonging to the bottom of the poorest population, they 
could not be reached by mainstream microfinance program run by development 
organisations. 

The intervention allowed women to gain access to household resources (income) by 
making them one of the major contributors to household income. Through this journey of 
being earning members, participants had received exposure to the outside world like the 
market as well as information and the capacity of marketing their products. Furthermore, 
the participants and their families build up a network with BRAC throughout the whole 
period of the intervention through their interaction with program staff at the various 
stages of the intervention process. 

Now, in the light of agency, participants’ strategies to respond to various challenges, 
their self-reflection, and analysis of the situation have been explored in the case of 
selected domains described below. 
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5.1 Claiming the separate entity 

The intervention has helped participants to gain consciousness of economic 
independence. When they were in extreme poverty, this consciousness was hampered in 
two ways. Firstly, their financial situation did not offer them the space of saving money 
or assets for their prospect, since they had to struggle to manage everyday survival. 
During that time, when they saw the future uncertainty or felt insecure for their future 
survival they considered it as a family matter without positioning themselves as a 
potential actor to take the challenge of changing the situation. Secondly, due to their 
gender and the traditional division of labour, the participants did not think of themselves 
as responsible as their male partners to change the economic situation of the household. 
The intervention, by showing them their ability, helped them to gain the sense of a 
separate entity capable of making active and major economic contributions to their 
families and households. 

However, even after the intervention, a lack of sense of agency has been shown in 
women in their identifying themselves as ‘housewives’ instead of earning women. The 
traditional attitude of devaluing the work inside the home may have been responsible for 
this tendency. Therefore, all the participants living with their husbands considered their 
husband as the head of the family not only for the patriarchal ideology of placing men as 
the head but also for considering them as the only earning member of the family, 
although the intervened participants had more economic contributions for households 
than their husbands did at the time of data collection. 

5.2 Gender division of decision-making within the family 

Participants reported having received increased acceptability within the family as a result 
of the intervention. The reported change in family members’ treatment towards them in 
terms of using words and gestures as well as the changed attitude of valuing participants’ 
presence in family events have appeared as the indicators of their better acceptability 
within the family after the intervention. Family members were also cooperating with 
them by helping them both with domestic and income-generating activities. Over time, 
their economic contribution made their husbands or the male members of the family 
include the participants in the decision-making process. 

While going through the result of the STUP intervention on women’s  
decision-making role, two patterns were observed in the area of decision-making of the 
studied households, and the scope of women’s voice in this regard. Firstly, during 
extreme poverty, some issues had been out of the household concern, and therefore 
beyond the scope of decision-making. For example, these areas included buying land, the 
decision regarding savings, investing money, what crops to grow, adopting technology in 
the land, leasing land, children’s education, etc. Over the change of the economic 
condition, these concerns had been emerged, and therefore, left the scope for 
investigating participants’ role in decision-making over the matters. In most of the 
households from the treatment group participants were consulted by their husbands 
and/or other male members before taking any decision regarding the above issues. In 
many cases, it is acknowledged by their husbands that their wives had better insights than 
themselves about household matters. According to one comment: 
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“In the case of buying and selling the livestock, the first thought always comes 
to my mind. Then I discuss the idea with my husband. In this way, we have 
increased the number of livestock and assets. If you have the money you can 
plan. Now I have money, I have many alternatives compared to before when I 
had no option but to starve.” 

Again, although participants have gained a higher position compared to before, they did 
not even think of challenging or claiming their position as the main decision makers of 
the households. Rather, they considered their husbands as suitable for that role. 
Participants believed that only men can make decisions regarding financial transactions 
and records, and hence they were entirely dependent on their husbands for the economic 
decision that defines the major characteristics of the household and its future. That 
indicates the traditional dilemma playing behind the scene of achieved agency in the 
study context. 

Secondly, some decisions were to be made on an everyday basis, like buying foods 
and daily necessities. During the time of their economic hardship, the decisions of this 
type were not controlled by the participants. It was the regular phenomenon that they 
fought over the issue with husbands for demanding these necessities by the participants. 
Hence, they were entirely dependent on husbands who are traditionally responsible as the 
breadwinner of the family. After being able to contribute to the family income as the 
main earner, the participants reported gaining ‘freedom’ to take these decisions daily. 
Their relatively higher status and acceptability compared to earlier times along with the 
reality of having money in their hand to implement the decision of buying things instantly 
contribute to their increased capacity to take the decisions in this case. Again, there were 
some major decisions like children’s marriage had been the exclusive field of husbands 
and male family members of the households before intervention. But the intervention 
brought out the participants from a ‘totally excluded’ state to ‘be consulted’ state. That is, 
participants from the treatment group reported to have given opinions or been consulted 
by their husbands as to the result of the intervention. 

However, the study shows that the control group remained in the same condition. A 
strict gender division of decision-making was observed in these control households where 
women were kept out of the decision-making process. In some cases, women from this 
group could decide on everyday routine works like buying foods. In case of other 
decisions relating to caring activities like buying clothes for family members or going to 
health providers they placed the issue to their husbands and their husbands gave the 
decisions upon matters. 

5.3 Mobility 

Although the decision-making pattern was observed to have shifted from ‘women’s 
exclusion’ to ‘joint’ decisions, the implementation of the decisions followed the 
traditional ideology. For example, both husband and wife together decide on buying or 
selling a cow, but the husband goes to the market to implement the decision because 
socially it is not appropriate for women to go to the market. In the study context, women 
are only allowed to go to the market if accompanied by their husbands or male family 
members occasionally for shopping keeping any religious or cultural events ahead. Here, 
both participants and non-participants did not feel the urge to go to certain places for 
bearing the same ideology, and the fear of being labelled as ‘bad’ women who violate the 
societal rules. However, they reported going to the NGO office alone when necessary for 
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taking the service. Economic benefit expected to earn from this mobility allows women 
to be permitted to move alone in this case. 

5.4 Attitude towards and action on violence 

The intervention offered the session on the issue of violence against women (VAW) to 
equip the participants with the awareness of protesting the VAW both at the household 
and community level. The session taken by program staff covered six social issues which 
included but not limited to child marriage, marriage registration, dowry, human 
trafficking, and others. The findings showed the mixed effect of the VAW session on 
participants. 

5.4.1 Acted on VAW except for domestic violence 
After being sensitised along with their upliftment from the extremely vulnerable 
condition, they protested child marriage, eve-teasing, and dowry within family and 
community level in both individual and collective ways. This indicates the emergence of 
collective agency. 

5.4.2 Considered domestic violence as husband’s right and too private to 
interfere 

Participants’ attitudes towards domestic violence like wife-beating have been found to 
remain unchanged after the intervention. In that case, both groups, with and without 
intervention, believed that the husband has the right to beat his wife if she does not 
perform her role properly as a wife. According to one from the treatment group: 

“We often see wife-beating in our neighbourhood and I see it as justified. If a 
wife does something wrong, a husband must beat her. If a wife argues with his 
husband, then what else can a husband do to her? How a wife can raise her 
voice against what her husband does?” 

Another comment also came as such: 
“Why should I protest if my husband sometimes beats me? It will not bring any 
good if I protest against trivial issues like my husband’s act of slapping me. It is 
also not good if I do the same to him. But in my husband’s case, he usually 
stops beating me if I shout at him back. Fighting is not an unusual matter in 
poor households like ours.” 

Hence, all participants with and without intervention considered husband-wife conflict as 
the matter as ‘very personal’ and should not be interfered with by others. Therefore, they 
did not get involved when they saw any conflict or violence between couples. This fact 
has been revealed in one comment clearly: 

“Many times I heard about the conflict between husband and wife in 
neighbourhood but this is not an as serious issue to interfere by other people. 
This is a minor thing.” 

However, some from both groups opined that a good husband should not exercise ‘his 
right’ to punishing his wife. In this regard, one of the respondents from the treatment 
group described the incidents where he advised his nephew not to beat his wife on 
humanitarian ground: 
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“One day I saw my nephew beating his wife, and hearing the chaos I went to 
the spot and rescued her wife…… I tried to normalise the situation by saying to 
my nephew that ‘would you tolerate it if your daughter is being beaten by her 
husband? Won’t you be upset then? If so, why are you beating other’s 
daughter?’ Then, he was smiling at me.” 

5.4.3 Impact on women’s own experiences of violence 
The intervention was seen to have left an impact on participants’ personal experience of 
domestic violence by working on the factor responsible for their past victimisation. That 
is, in the poor economic condition it was the common phenomenon for most of the 
participants to encounter beating from their husbands. Men’s frustration over their 
inability to support the family as well as their response to the families’ demands of food 
and basic survival has been manifested through their act of wife-beating. On the other 
hand, respondents from the control group were found to be indifferent about VAW and 
their experience of violence perpetrated by their partner or in-laws remained the same as 
it was in 2016. 

Therefore, in the context of the general acceptability of ‘husband’s right’ to 
‘discipline’ his wife, the intervention failed to create a strong impact on participants’ 
attitude towards and behaviour against VAW. However, it contributed to participants’ 
experience of violence by reducing the poverty from their lives that had been one of the 
major reasons for their victimisation. This change has been found missing in the case of 
the control group as they did not encounter any positive economic change in their lives. 

5.5 Decision-making role within the community 

With the improved economic condition along with their developed network with a big 
NGO like BRAC, the participants have experienced a huge shift in terms of their status in 
the neighbourhood after the intervention. This changing status has been reflected in the 
ways their presence was expected by their neighbours to participate in various socio-
cultural-religious events. 

During the days of extreme poverty, participants were asked to come to their 
neighbour’s house on various occasions like wedding ceremonies or any other events to 
offer help like cooking, cleaning, decorating, etc. in exchange for one meal or a certain 
amount of rice or cash. They and their families were not invited, as their social status did 
not fit them to be their guests. After the intervention, which positioned them into the 
higher economic class, the participants and their household members gradually gained the 
status of the guest. Their ability to offer gifts on occasions like weddings, birthday 
parties, etc. also contributed to their higher status in the neighbourhood in this regard. 
When coming to the point of decision-making at a larger level or community level 
participants’ involvement was found to be varied in the formal and informal setting of 
decision-making areas. 

5.6 Participation in the formal setting 

Economic upliftment of the household resulting from the intervention targeting women 
increased the status of the household among the community. This higher acceptability 
managed to make the spaces for the man of the intervened households in the formal 
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setting of a community to resolve disputes or other issues. Here, the participants, or the 
women on whom the intervention was targeted, were not allowed to participate in 
decision-making or giving an opinion. During the period of extreme poverty, men of the 
households were not asked to join and give their opinion in the events, as they were not 
considered as important for the community. 

However, like mobility, women are not encouraged to participate and give their 
opinion in the events like shalish or other decision-making forums at the village and 
community level. Participants from both groups, with and without intervention, also did 
not feel interested to join there, as they accepted it as normal. 

According to the comment of one respondent: 
“Sometimes we have shalish in our village. If we are asked we go. This is my 
husband who actually goes there and talks. I just go there to see and listen to 
what others say. Is there anyone who cares about what women say? If men say 
something they are heard. I see no woman saying anything there.” 

Another comment: 
“Before, nobody called us to sit in the shalish. Now we have money and so 
neighbours tell us (men of my house) to join. After changing my economic 
condition, neighbours only tell my husband to join from our household. The 
place where usually holds the meeting of such type is very close to my house. 
So I also go with my husband to know about the incident.” 

Hence, the above statements reflect the fact that the intervened households attained the 
acceptability that included male members of the households in the community  
decision-making process, although at the minimum level, not as the decision makers. 
Village elites, influential leaders, and elderly villagers having acceptability among 
community people play the decision-making role in these forums. Here, therefore, change 
in neighbours’ action in including male members of the households is seen as the 
indicator of changing participants’ status within the community, since gender plays a 
more vital role than the economic status, in affecting women’s participation in these 
processes. 

5.7 Participation in the informal setting of decision-making 

Although the limited change in the formal setting due to traditional ideology, with 
increased ability and confidence the participants were found to be able to participate in 
the informal setting of decision-making at the community level. Before the intervention, 
they never thought of taking any initiative to resolve any tensions if happened between 
neighbours, even if they did, their interferences were not welcomed most of the time. 
After being free from the label of ‘extreme poor’, ‘dependent’ and ‘burden’ from their 
identity, and receiving the attributes like ‘knowledgeable’, ‘capable’, ‘someone having a 
network with the outside world’ as a replacement, participants found themselves 
welcomed by their neighbours in their attempt to resolve any conflict between neighbours 
or in neighbour’s household. For example, now they usually did not feel hesitated to 
approach to interfere if they witnessed any quarrel or dispute in the neighbouring house, 
in most cases between mother-daughter or mother-in-law and daughter-in-law, and 
between neighbours. According to the participants, their involvement most of the time 
brought a positive impact as their opinions were heard and valued by both or either party. 
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Now the question comes, what would have been the pattern of their interaction and 
status in the neighbourhood if they did not receive the intervention? The control group 
reported no change in this aspect of their life. They said that they experienced the same 
status, level of interaction, and assistance as they used to do in 2007 and before due to 
their lower socioeconomic background. According to most participants of this group, 
they usually worked as day labour and they had to depend entirely on their fate for the 
availability of the work. After they were done their work outside, they spent time with 
their nearest neighbours or sometimes passing their time alone in their house by taking 
care of their household work. They were reported to have feelings of rejection, powerless 
and shame in interacting with their neighbours who belonged to comparatively higher 
socioeconomic status than theirs’ 

The low status and acceptance in the neighbourhood affected the participation of the 
control group in the socio-religious events of neighbours. Respondents from the control 
group had no or minimal participation in the various events, like marriage in the 
neighbourhood belonging to the higher socioeconomic status. The situation had remained 
the same from 2007. 

While the treatment group was found to have gained the capacity to spend money on 
neighbours in the form of gifts in the wedding, birthday, etc. or the form of loans to 
neighbours, control group, on the other hand, became more frustrated with their poverty 
over time and uninvited to any festive or social events in the neighbourhoods. 

6 Conclusions 

Women’s achievement of agency or bargaining power to challenge the unequal power 
relations in the light of the STUP intervention had been explored in this paper. 

Here, the participants from both groups were living below the poverty line, and the 
findings show that those from the control group remained almost in the same position as 
they were during the time of identifying potential TUP participants through the household 
listing by the program. 

Moreover, many indicators implying agency mentioned in this paper like decision-
making, the experience of violence, were appeared to be fuelled by women’s economic 
independence or women’s value as earning members. An intervention that combined 
asset transfer with skill development and social awareness enabled its participants to 
contribute to defeating extreme poverty at the individual as well as household level. That 
in turn increased their bargaining power to some extent. This changed status of women 
allowed them to gain agency in the ways discussed in this paper. 

Here, the studied intervention appeared to have equipped the participants with the 
resources, in terms of material resource (asset, i.e., livestock) and human resources 
(knowledge, awareness, and capacity development) that ended up with the indirect 
positive effect on the status of participants both at household and community level. 
Moreover, women’s contribution to increasing household income enabled them to secure 
a greater level of agency and decision-making power within the family. Here, women’s 
agency as the result of the intervention indicates the way the intervention acted as the 
catalysts for the conditions in which the process of empowerment started. In other words, 
the intervention can be called here as an ‘enabling factor’ or the ‘sources of 
empowerment’ (Kishor, 2000). 
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On the other hand, participants from the control group lacked the resources that could 
offer them the base of exercising agency. Furthermore, they failed to reach the 
mainstream development interventions centred mostly around micro-credit run by the 
Government or NGO level. Nonetheless, the control group, like its counterpart, in many 
cases were found to have awareness over domestic violence to some extent, but they 
(control) did not achieve the courage or agency to stand against it. The awareness they 
gained might be the result of different awareness program run by different development 
organisations including BRAC, particularly the BRAC Gender Justice and Diversity 
(GJD) program, and Government over gender relationships, women’s rights, and 
equality. 

Moreover, women’s ability to make effective choices was found to be impeded by 
patriarchal norms, cultures, and values. For being socialised in a patriarchal society, 
women find the inequality, discrimination, gender division of decision-making and labour 
as the normal, and therefore do not feel the need to challenge the system even after they 
can support the family financially as do the head of the household who are typically male 
in the patriarchal system. This fact has been reflected in participants’ act of leaving the 
decision-making role to their husbands or male family members on the major issues, i.e., 
financial transactions that determine the major characteristic of the household. 
Additionally, findings on women’s act of declaring their identity as ‘housewives’ 
indicates their tendency of devaluing their position as earning members. This fact has 
been revealed in other studies conducted on similar patriarchal settings [Rather and Bhat, 
(2017), p.200]. 

The same has been shown in the case of mobility. The intervention that transformed 
financially poor and dependent women to earning women failed in most cases to bring 
them to the public space, i.e., market that could allow them to have direct exposure to the 
outer world. They avoided this space due to the values and culture that restrict women’s 
mobility outside the private sphere and consider it very inappropriate for a woman to go 
out alone. 

Likewise, the same patriarchal ideology that positions man over woman, and assigns 
the roles for the individual on the ground of gender found to limit women’s equal 
participation in decision-making both at the household and community level. Therefore, 
women’s engagement in income-generating activities could not make a significant 
difference in their equal involvement in decision-making. However, women experienced 
being shifted from ‘zero’ to ‘joint’ decision makers in the household. In a cultural context 
where men are entitled to decide on important family matters with and without consulting 
women (Mishra and Tripathi, 2011), and women never have this entitlement, women’s 
inclusion as a ‘consulting member’ in this process indicates progression towards agency 
and empowerment. Moreover, participants’ increased acceptance in the informal setting 
of decision-making in the neighbourhood, marked the positive impact of the intervention 
on agency 

Nevertheless, the internalisation of traditional values by women possess the risk of 
reproducing the same template of inequality and oppression rather than challenging it 
leaving the intervention ineffective in the light of agency. 

It is interesting to observe that the improved status of the household resulted from 
women’s contribution in family earnings has increased the status of the male members of 
the households in the community. This increased position makes neighbours allow these 
men in the forum of decision-making at the community level. Here, social norms of 
viewing men as decision makers and keeping women excluded from this domain 
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hindered women from being invited to this kind of forum. Therefore, improved status in 
the private sphere could not directly enhance women’s agency in the public sphere. 
Nevertheless, men’s enhanced status in the community resulting from women’s economic 
engagement might encourage men to support any such intervention aiming at women’s 
economic empowerment in the future. 

In general, an advancement in agency due to being economic contributors at the 
household level has helped women gain agency to large extent in other dimensions like 
decision-making, acceptance, and value both at the household and community level. 
Therefore, change in the agency in one domain could not always change the other 
domains due to social conventions. Moreover, their build-up network with BRAC 
associated with their new image of someone having outside information and the capacity 
to enlist other’s names as potential participants of the same kind of intervention increased 
their value in the informal setting at the community level. Therefore, despite the barriers 
at the ideological level, the intervention has succeeded to change women’s position both 
at the micro (household) and meso (community) levels. Therefore, the pathway to 
economic and social empowerment along with the impediments on this way is presented 
in Figure 3. 

Figure 3 Pathway to empowerment through intervention (see online version for colours) 

Women 
received both 
material 
resources 
(livestock) 
and human 
resources 
(capacity 
building, 
information, 
network with 
BRAC)  

  
Increased 
household 
income 

 Women’s greater 
agency, i.e., 
decision-making 
power within 
household 

 
 

Increased 
economic 
opportunity/ 
control over 
earnings/less 
violence 

 
 

New skills, 
information 
and 
organisational 
capacity 
building (i.e., 
an expanded 
network of 
people/BRAC) 

 
 

Increased 
status within 
community 

Resistance to the achievement of agency 
Traditional gender ideology 

-  socialisation of viewing subordinate position and inequality as normal; - gender division of decision-making; 
- concept of traditional male-headed family structure; - women’s restricted mobility; - social/community 
norms; and - acceptance of domestic violence as normal  

Figure 3 indicates that women’s engagement in income-generating activities contributed 
to the household income, which in turn enabled women to play role in the  
decision-making process at the household level. Women’s exercise of decision-making 
power also has left a positive impact on the well-being of the household, and it also 
resulted in the increased economic opportunity of women as well as their control over 
finances. This overall change may have increased women’s confidence and bargaining 
power that resulted in fewer incidents of violence against them. Here, the findings reveal 
patriarchal ideology sanctioning men’s use of force, aggressiveness, and violent 
behaviour on women as the barrier to eliminating VAW. Hence, women’s capacity, new 
knowledge, the experience of positive change along with their organisational network as 
the result of intervention changed their acceptability at the community level. Yet, this 
increased acceptance did not permit them to participate in the decision-making process at 
the community level as was seen in the case of shalish. 
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Furthermore, concerning agency, empowerment can be measured in three ways: the 
existence of choice, use of choice, and achievement of choice (Alsop et al., 2006). 
Following this framework, the result of intervention on participants from the agency 
point of view can be presented in Table 1. 
Table 1 Impact of intervention on three dimensions of choice 

Existence of choice Use of choice Achievement of choice 
Intervention opened up 
choices by offering them 
the environment to 
participate in  
decision-making in 
various household and 
community issues, their 
mobility, and action 
against violence 

• Denied/did not negotiate to place 
themselves in the equal position 
with man 

• Chose not to go to the market 
alone by breaking the social taboo 

• Accepted violence as norm though 
experienced lesser degree after 
intervention 

Achieved better position 
in terms of  
decision-making but did 
not challenge the unequal 
power structure 

In the context of Bangladesh, societal approval or acceptance of violence is ingrained in 
the patriarchy and its structural inequalities (Hadi, 2010). Findings regarding the 
experience of violence confirmed the existence of other factors other than women’s 
economic dependency as the cause of the perpetuation of violence. That is, the 
intervention that mainly focused on economic empowerment could not change their 
perception and attitude about domestic violence, especially in the case of intimate partner 
violence. This attitude or mindset also limited women’s role in protesting VAW 
perpetrated by husbands in the community as the study found. 

To conclude, the intervention was seen to have increased women’s value, 
acceptability, network, access to information along with economic well-being, and 
thereby provided them with the capacity to negotiate the inequality and subordination. 
However, their use of choice was found to be determined by patriarchal values and norms 
that place men in the dominant position over women. Here, the dominant ideology 
worked against the intention of the studied intervention. Moreover, women’s resistance to 
equality points out the need of designing any development intervention aiming to bring 
change at the ideological level along with the material aspect. 
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