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The processes through which women’s economic empowerment Received 28 September 2017
interventions are envisaged to improve women'’s health are strongly ~ Accepted 4 January 2018
embedded in notions of building women’s agency and autonomy. Yet
despite the ubiquity of such interventions, there remains incredibly little
qualitative work exploring how women actually utilise interventions to
reshape their lives and wellbeing. Drawing on 9 focus groups
discussions among 52 women who participated in the Women for
Women International intervention in Afghanistan, an economic
strengthening and social empowerment intervention, we explore
processes of change. Data showed women learnt new skills around
numeracy and animal husbandry; they perceived themselves to have
become more respected within the household setting; they invested
cash they received for intervention attendance in businesses, primarily
their husband’s or family’s, and saved cash. Women did not, however,
report their relationships to have been radically restructured. Rather
women described incremental changes in their relationships within their
household and used what they gained from the intervention to secure
and sustain this. This conceptualisation of agency and empowerment
reflects approaches to understanding agency, which move away from
‘action-oriented’ understandings, to ones that recognise ‘distributed
agency’ as pathways to change through interventions.
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Background

Interventions with the objective of supporting women’s empowerment and agency are central to
many women’s health interventions (Beeker, Guenther-Grey, & Raj, 1998; Campbell, 2003; Prost
et al., 2013). This is underpinned by a range of studies suggesting that women who are ‘empowered’,
meaning having greater power in relationships and expanded agency, translates into a range of posi-
tive health outcomes, including experiencing less intimate partner violence (IPV) (Ellsberg et al.,
2015), lower fertility rates and fewer unintended pregnancies (Upadhyay et al., 2014), and have
greater use of modern contraceptives (James-Hawkins, Peters, VanderEnde, Bardin, & Yount,
2016). In addition, women with greater autonomy around decision-making and in relationships
tend to report fewer HIV-risk behaviours (Kim et al., 2007).

Many interventions that have sought to empower women and increase their decision-making
have done so through seeking to strengthen women’s livelihoods and social power (Brody et al.,
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