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MEASURING WOMEN’S EMPOWERMENT IN AGRICULTURAL 
DEVELOPMENT PROJECTS
The large number of different approaches and goals pursued by agricultural development projects make it difficult to 
assess their impacts on women’s empowerment and inclusion and to formulate recommendations on future strategies. 
This is where the recently compiled Project-Level Women’s Empowerment in Agriculture Index (pro-WEAI) could help.

By Elena Martinez, Greg Seymour and Hazel Malapit

Agricultural development agencies and 
project implementers increasingly recog-

nise the importance of women’s empowerment 
in improving food and nutrition security. But if 
projects are using different approaches, how do 
we know which strategies worked best to em-
power women? Some projects could be teach-
ing women how to prepare nutritious foods for 
their children, while others might be training 
milk traders on food safety practices. Where-
as some projects could be organising women 
into self-help groups, others might be training 
men to be more supportive of their wives in 
caring for children. Without an appropriate 
metric that can be compared across settings, 
it would be very difficult to assess whether 
these projects are achieving their goals. It was 
this problem that led to the development of 
a new survey-based index for measuring em-
powerment, agency, and inclusion of women in 
the agriculture sector called the Project-Level 

Women’s Empowerment in Agriculture Index 
(pro-WEAI).

In April 2018, the pilot version of the pro-
WEAI was launched by the Gender, Agricul-
ture, and Assets Project, Phase 2 (GAAP2). 
Developed jointly by the International Food 
Policy Research Institute (IFPRI), the Oxford 
Poverty and Human Development Initiative, 
and 13 partner projects in the GAAP2 port-
folio, the tool helps agricultural developmen-
tal projects assess women’s empowerment in 
a project setting, diagnose areas of women’s 
disempowerment, design strategies to address 
deficiencies, and monitor project outcomes. 
Pro-WEAI is an adaptation of the Women’s 
Empowerment in Agriculture Index (WEAI), 
originally developed in 2012 by IFPRI, the 
United States Agency for International Devel-
opment (USAID) and the Oxford Poverty and 
Human Development Initiative (OPHI).  

WHAT DOES PRO-WEAI ACTUALLY 
MEASURE? 

Pro-WEAI comprises twelve indicators of 
women’s empowerment in agriculture: auton-
omy in income, self-efficacy, attitudes about 
domestic violence, input in productive deci-
sions, ownership of land and other assets, ac-
cess to and decisions on credit, control over 
use of income, work balance, visiting import-
ant locations, group membership, membership 
in influential groups and respect among house-
hold members. These indicators are organised 
into three domains: intrinsic agency (power 
within), instrumental agency (power to) and 
collective agency (power with). 

A respondent is considered adequate in a par-
ticular indicator if she or he reaches a cer-
tain threshold. For example, a respondent is 
adequate in group membership if she or he 

Do projects bring about a more just division of labour between men and women? Work balance is one of the indicators used to measure women's empowerment.
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is an active member of at least one group in 
the community. The indicators are weighted 
equally, and a respondent is considered em-
powered if she or he is adequate in at least 75 
per cent – or at least nine out of twelve – of 
the indicators. 

The Three Domains of Empowerment score 
(3DE) is calculated from these twelve indica-
tors, and reflects how many respondents are 
empowered across the three domains and the 
extent of their empowerment. Pro-WEAI is 
a composite index that tells us how empow-
ered the women surveyed are as a group. Pro-
WEAI combines the 3DE score with the Gen-
der Parity Index (GPI), which assesses how 
empowered women are in comparison with 
the men in their households.

WHAT IS NEW ABOUT PRO-WEAI?

The original WEAI is based on five domains 
of empowerment: production, resources, in-
come, leadership and time. In pro-WEAI, we 
measure many of the same areas of empower-
ment, but organise them into domains that are 
more explicitly based on the existing literature 
on empowerment. For example, social econo-
mist Naila Kabeer describes empowerment as 
a dynamic process: resources enable women 
to have agency, or with the ability to make 
decisions, women can achieve outcomes (see 
Figure on the right).

Pro-WEAI includes new indicators of empow-
erment that were not part of WEAI, assessing 
areas such as self-efficacy, domestic violence, 
mobility and intrahousehold relationships. Fur-
ther, many of the indicators of pro-WEAI have 
stricter cutoffs for adequacy than WEAI to al-
low for projects to detect changes in empower-
ment over time. For example, in WEAI, a re-
spondent is considered adequate in control over 
use of income if she or he has input in decisions 
about at least one source of income. In pro-
WEAI, a respondent is considered adequate in 
this indicator if she or he has input in decisions 
about income from all of the income-generat-
ing activities in which she or he participates. 

Pro-WEAI is intended to measure changes in 
women’s empowerment over the course of an 
agricultural development project, and it focuses 
on indicators of empowerment that a project 
could change. In addition, pro-WEAI includes 

optional add-on modules to look at women’s 
empowerment in projects that focus on out-
comes related to nutrition, health and livestock.

WHAT’S NEXT?

Pro-WEAI was developed and tested using 
baseline data collected by nine partner proj-
ects in the GAAP2 portfolio. Partner projects 
are now designing their endline surveys in 
which pro-WEAI will be fielded again. Ana-
lysing pro-WEAI baseline and endline data in 
each of the participating projects will enable 
us to assess their impact on women’s empow-
erment. In the meantime, the GAAP2 index 
development team is using the projects’ pilot 
data, results and insights to continue to test and 
refine the new index.
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Naila Kabeer conceptualises empowerment 
as a process of change made up of 
three interrelated dimensions.

The MoreMilk project adapts the project-level WEAI to the context of peri-urban milk traders to assess 
women’s empowerment in milk-trader households.
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