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|  FOREWORD

Why is empowerment important? Simply put, it enables people to direct and control 

their own lives, to set goals and to define their destinies. When implementing a 

development project, there is often an assumption, and sometimes a stated objective, 

that empowerment will be achieved. However, without a clear and comprehensive 

understanding of empowerment, it is difficult to know whether such an objective has been 

achieved.

As an on-the-ground development practitioner, I know that empowerment is not akin to 

learning new skills. Using a tool like the Commonwealth of Learning’s Three-Dimensional 

Framework can help us to assess a person’s control over decision making in a holistic 

way, and to measure various aspects of their home life, their livelihood activities and 

their community involvement and experience. This gives us a much clearer picture of 

empowerment. As a result, we can better target our interventions, make decisions about 

the allocation of resources and improve service and performance. Being able to measure 

empowerment also benefits our reporting, because we can show quantifiable evidence that 

change has taken place.  

Victorine Atieno
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As someone who works in grassroots development, and has seen the empowerment 

process first hand, I believe that COL’s framework and this Measuring Empowerment 

Toolkit publication will be extremely valuable resources for governments, development 

agencies and NGOs alike for the evaluation and monitoring of empowerment in their 

projects. Understanding and being able to measure empowerment provides a realistic 

view of the issues affecting people’s lives and gives us guidance on how to best support the 

communities we work with. 

Victorine Atieno

Victorine Atieno is a grassroots development practitioner in Western Kenya who works in the area of economic 

empowerment for marginalised groups, particularly women. She currently manages the Siaya SEED Savings 

and Credit Cooperative Society, which provides affordable financial services to low-income people in her 

community.
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|  PURPOSE AND LEARNING 
OBJEC TIVES

This toolkit is designed for development practitioners, government officials, academics, 

monitoring and evaluation specialists, and researchers who are interested in measuring 

empowerment. The learning objectives of this toolkit are:

• Users gain a general understanding of empowerment and empowerment indices, the 

importance of measuring empowerment and how a framework can help to measure 

empowerment.

• Users understand the various dimensions of COL’s Three-Dimensional Empowerment 

Framework and how it aligns with the definition of empowerment.

• Users learn what Likert questions are and some best practices for developing them.

• Users are able to use the framework to develop a range of Likert questions that address 

the various facets of empowerment.

• Users are able to enter data, calculate the index scores and do basic preliminary/

descriptive analysis in Microsoft Excel.

9)
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|  WHAT IS EMPOWERMENT?

In recent years, the term empowerment, especially women’s empowerment, has become 

increasingly popular. However, because it is being used more frequently and in a variety 

of contexts, there is some debate about what exactly empowerment is and the best way 

to measure it. The World Bank, which has contributed a great deal to the discussion 

on empowerment, defines it as “the process of increasing the assets and capabilities of 

individuals or groups to make purposive choices and to transform those choices into 

desired actions and outcomes” (The World Bank Group, 2016). Naila Kabeer, who has done 

extensive work on the topic, describes empowerment as “the expansion in people’s ability 

to make strategic life choices in a context where this ability was previously denied to them” 

(1999, p. 437). While there is no single, agreed-upon definition of empowerment, most of 

the definitions currently in circulation address the notion of having, or taking, control 

over resources and decision-making processes that can affect one’s quality of life, taking 

into consideration both personal and relational characteristics.

Empowerment is “the expansion in people’s ability 
to make strategic life choices in a context where this 
ability was previously denied to them.” — Kabeer (1999)
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Why Measure Empowerment?
The symptoms of disempowerment — including poverty, food insecurity, productivity 

losses, poor health, missed educational opportunities and violence against women — have 

staggering consequences on both a personal and a societal level. For example, intimate 

partner violence against women costs US$4.4 trillion, or 5.2% of global GDP, every year 

(see Hoeffler & Fearon, 2014, p. iv). Research has shown that empowerment 

can lead to better development outcomes and more sustainable livelihoods 

(see, for example, Kabeer, 1999).

Empowerment therefore features in two Sustainable Development 

Goals (SDGs): SDG 5 states, “Achieve gender equality and empower all 

women and girls,” and SDG 10 states, “Reduce inequalities in and among 

countries.”  Empowerment also underpins a number of the other goals, 

as it can lead to improvements in health, income, livelihood security, 

education and other outcomes covered by the SDGs. Empowerment has 

instrumental value in that it facilitates the achievement of outcomes that 

improve quality of life, but it is also intrinsically valuable, because feeling 

empowered (much like feeling happy) is a positive thing in and of itself.

Intimate partner violence against women costs 
US$4.4 trillion, or 5.2% of global GDP, every year.

      – see Hoeffler & Fearon (2014) 

What Is an Empowerment Index — and Why Is It 
Important?
An index is a way of measuring a complex concept through multiple questions or 

indicators, the results of which are then added together to give an overall score. Indices 

allow us to measure concepts that are otherwise difficult to measure and allow for easier 

comparison between groups or cases. Because empowerment is difficult to quantify, an 

index is a good option for measuring it. However, any index should be based on a clear 

framework that ensures all facets of the concept are actually being addressed by the 

indicators or the questions being asked. According to the OECD’s Handbook on Constructing 

Composite Indicators, “a sound theoretical framework is the starting point” (2008, p. 22).
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“A sound theoretical framework is the starting 
point.” – OECD (2008)

EXISTING INDICES AND FRAMEWORKS

How do you know if an index is actually capturing all the important aspects of 

empowerment? Many studies take proxies, like income or level of education, as proof 

of empowerment. While they are useful indicators of empowerment, these proxies 

do not capture the nuanced mechanisms of choice and control over decision making 

that are at the heart of the definition of empowerment. There are a number of existing 

empowerment indices and frameworks to measure empowerment, and some of these 

have influenced the development of COL’s empowerment framework and this toolkit. The 

Women’s Empowerment in Agriculture Index (WEAI), developed by USAID, measures the 

empowerment of women involved in agricultural activities, and was a starting point for 

our investigation into existing empowerment indices. The Women Empowerment Index 

(WEI), developed by CARE and TANGO International, incorporates many dimensions of 

USAID’s WEAI tool as well as other factors. The CARE index uses a 0–1 scale, in which a 

score of 0.80 is considered empowered. COL’s index adopts a similar 0–1 scale, but does not 

include a cut-off score for differentiating between empowerment and disempowerment. 

TABLE 1: Women’s empowerment scores (source: Njuki, Kruger & Starr, 2013)

The COL team felt that comparing scores would be more useful than establishing an 

arbitrary point for classifying respondents as empowered or disempowered.  

While COL’s framework draws on both the WEI and the WEAI, it was felt that the scope 

of these indices was limited. While their limited scope can be useful for very specific 

interventions, it also means that the index may not be applicable for all cultural contexts, 

for men or for sectors other than agriculture. The advantage of using a framework to 



 6  |  M E A S U R I N G  E M P O W E R M E N T  T O O L K I T

develop a bespoke index, rather than a predefined index, is that the index can be tailored 

to fit the requirements of a specific context, research interest and target audience. Alsop 

and Heinsohn’s proposed Measuring Empowerment (ME) Framework (2005) is an example 

of a framework that can be used to tailor indices to measure empowerment. It includes 

three domains, eight subdomains, two contributory factors (further divided into six and 

two subfactors, respectively, for measurement), three levels and three degrees within 

each level. The complexity of the framework and number of categories and subcategories 

was perceived as a potential challenge for its adoption by on-the-ground development 

practitioners. After an investigation into existing frameworks and indices, COL decided 

to develop a framework for index development that would be applicable for a variety of 

contexts, and tailored for use by experts and non-experts alike.

What Is the Measuring Empowerment Toolkit?
This toolkit presents a framework for measuring empowerment, developed by COL, for use 

by development practitioners and action researchers to develop their own empowerment 

surveys and calculate an empowerment index. The Three-Dimensional (3D) Empowerment 

Framework was initially developed as a tool for creating a survey instrument to assess 

empowerment among male and female participants in COL’s Lifelong Learning for Farmers 

(L3F) Programme. The framework was used to develop Likert questions that covered key 

facets of empowerment, relevant to boys/men and girls/women involved in rural, small-

scale agriculture. The survey was piloted in Uganda in 2014 and has since been conducted 

in Kenya, India and Tanzania. The results of the Uganda study were published as “From 

Learning to Empowerment: A study of smallholder farmers in South West Uganda” in 

the Journal of Learning for Development (Carr, Tenywa & Balasubramanian, 2015).The 

versatility of the framework in aiding the development of a customisable empowerment 

index led to the creation of this current toolkit, 

which is intended to guide researchers in using 

the framework for survey creation, indexing and 

preliminary data analysis. General principles of 

study design — such as sampling, data collection 

methods, data storage and budget management — 

are not within the scope of this toolkit. However, 

users of this toolkit are encouraged to learn about 

and follow best practices in these areas.

The Lifelong Learning for 
Farmers (L3F) initiative 
is a model linking the 
capacity building of farming 
communities, particularly 
women, through ODL and 
flexible and blended learning, 
with social and financial 
capital.
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Key Considerations for Measuring Empowerment

C APTURING CHANGE

The notion of empowerment is rooted in the concept of change or transformation. Having 

power is not akin to being empowered: the first relates to a static condition, with no 

indication of how that condition was achieved, while the second describes movement from 

a marginalised position to one of relatively greater agency and freedom. Empowerment “is 

inescapably bound up with the condition of disempowerment and refers to the processes 

by which those who have been denied the ability to make choices acquire such ability … 

People who exercise a great deal of choice in their lives may be powerful, but they are not 

empowered in the sense … [that] they were never disempowered in the first place” (Kabeer, 

1999, p. 437). An empowerment index based on indicators that show no awareness of 

transformation is simply a measure of power and not necessarily empowerment itself. 

One essential question that you must consider when measuring empowerment is how to 

capture the process, or the transformation from being disempowered to being empowered. 

Empowerment is a process, and it takes time. This means you need to look at the timing of 

data collection — rather than collecting data immediately after a project ends, wait long 

enough for substantial and significant life changes to take place. Two such ways to address 

the question of change over time are: 1) conducting longitudinal studies, which compare 

baseline data to data collected at a later point, allowing enough time for substantial and 

significant changes to have taken hold; or 2) asking respondents to reflect on the subject/

topic in terms of changes perceived over a specific time period. You can also compare two 

groups — one that has received the intervention and one that acts as a control group — 

and observe the differences between the two. In this kind of study, a proper selection and 

sampling strategy is essential to ensure that the groups are comparable.

CONTEXT IS KEY

Awareness of the context in which you are measuring empowerment is crucial in 

developing meaningful indicators, and is one reason why pre-designed, one-size-fits-all 

questionnaires/indicators can be problematic. In one context, a certain action might 

be an indicator of empowerment, but in a different context it might be widely accepted 

as a norm for the disempowered group. As Malhotra, Schuler and Boender note, “once 

a behavior becomes the accepted norm there is little reason to expect that it would be 

influenced by an individual actor’s level of empowerment” (2002, p. 20).  For example, 

a common topic in women’s empowerment indices is domestic decision making, such 

as purchasing household food items. However, in many societies, it is taken for granted 

that food purchasing and preparation are women’s responsibility. A woman who has 

decision-making power over food purchases, in a society that expects women to make such 

decisions, is not necessarily empowered. It is essential to look at the cultural context and 



 8  |  M E A S U R I N G  E M P O W E R M E N T  T O O L K I T

determine the existing norms surrounding the roles of the disempowered or marginalised 

group when choosing indicators. Questions included in an index should aim to capture 

decision making in areas that are not traditionally the domain of the marginalised group.

RESEARCHER ASSUMPTIONS AND BIAS

It is important to include questions that cover factors that are actually of value to the 

respondents, and not simply areas that the researcher deems to be important. Preliminary 

exploratory research can help to prevent researcher bias and ensure that indicators are 

context-appropriate. As COL’s definition of empowerment is based on the ability to 

make strategic life choices, you must determine what constitutes a strategic life choice for 

the target population. While this is clearly subjective and may vary across populations, 

involving the participants in the initial pre-survey phase and in crafting the indicators can 

help to make the questions more relevant. It is also an empowering act in and of itself, as it 

gives the marginalised people who are the focus of the study a say in determining what is 

worthy of being measured.

“Once a behavior becomes the accepted norm there 
is little reason to expect that it would be influenced 
by an individual actor’s level of empowerment.” 
– Malhotra, Schuler & Boender (2002)
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|  REVIEW 1

Key Points

• An index can help us measure empowerment.

• It is important to have a clear definition of empowerment.

• How to capture change should be considered in the overall study design.

• Researchers should be aware not only of the cultural context in which they 
are working but also of their own biases.

Fictional Case Study 1
Olanda Women’s Support Group wants to plan a study to measure women’s empowerment 

of new group members who will undergo a week of training in financial management. 

They begin by holding exploratory focus group discussions with village residents, who are 

marginalised due to their gender and economic status, to find out what they consider to 

be important areas of strategic decision making. They plan to do a baseline survey to assess 

the level of empowerment of women who are just joining their programme, and then to do 

follow-up focus group discussions with these same women on the last day of the training.
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Fictional Case Study 2
Western Vancouver University is running a three-month training programme in classroom 

management for senior lecturers. They would like to see if the training empowers these 

lecturers. They begin by holding focus group discussions with the lecturers and asking 

them about the specific classroom management skills they would like to improve 

through the course. Six months after the course completion, they plan to compare 

the empowerment scores of these lecturers with those of junior lecturers who did not 

participate in the programme.

Case Study Questions

1. What are some of the strengths of the example case studies?

2. What are some of the weaknesses?

3. What could the researcher do, if anything, to improve the studies?

(See Appendix 3 for responses to this section.)
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|  COL’S THREE-DIMENSIONAL 
EMPOWERMENT FRAMEWORK

COL’s Three-Dimensional Framework is a tool for survey development and analysis. This 

guide explains how the framework can be used in survey development, indexing, data 

analysis and data interpretation. The framework is designed to assist in creating attitudinal 

scale questions, also known as Likert items, which can then be converted into an 

empowerment index. The index scores allow for comparison within and between groups so 

that increases or differences in levels of empowerment can be assessed.

Alignment with Definition of Empowerment
Before beginning any discussion of how to measure empowerment, you must first have 

a clear understanding of the concept. The framework presented in this toolkit uses Naila 

Kabeer’s definition as its basis. Kabeer’s definition of empowerment as “the expansion in 
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people’s ability to make strategic life choices in a context where this ability was previously 

denied to them” (1999, p. 437) is one of the most widely used, and is the definition 

used by COL. It suggests that freedom in decision making is central to empowerment. 

We can see the problem with proxy indicators when we look carefully at our definition. 

While empowerment is defined in terms of control over decision making, the commonly 

used proxy indicators — such as income, employment and education — do not directly 

capture this central concept of choice. Thus, a framework for measuring empowerment 

should consider not only achievements but also the process of choice.  COL’s — that is, 

Kabeer’s — definition also considers the significance of the choices made, suggesting that 

empowerment should be assessed in terms of strategic life choices, not just any kind of 

decision making. Thus, a framework should take into consideration the categories or types 

of choices you are examining. The definition of empowerment should inform how you 

measure it, and any framework for assessing empowerment needs to be clearly aligned with 

your definition.

Figure 1: COL’s Three-Dimensional Empowerment Framework 

A framework for measuring empowerment should 
consider not only achievements but also the process 
of choice. 

 

Liv
eli
ho
od



M E A S U R I N G  E M P O W E R M E N T  T O O L K I T  |  13

REALMS

Empowerment can be measured within different socio-spatial realms. It is closely linked to 

the opportunity structures in which one functions. A facilitating environment can play a 

major role in the empowerment process (and note that we exist in multiple environments, 

from the micro level in our own homes, to the macro level, such as the national or 

international realm). This framework includes the following realms: Household, 

Livelihood and Community. The macro level (national or global) has been omitted as 

this framework is intended for evaluating the impact of community-level development 

initiatives, but it could be included by the researcher if they deem it appropriate.  The three 

realms we have included help us to see differentiated levels of empowerment in multiple 

contexts. This is important, because people may be empowered in one realm but not in 

another. For example, a woman may be empowered in the livelihood realm (working, 

earning an income, running a business) yet may face restrictions on her mobility in the 

community or be experiencing intimate partner violence at home. 

 

A woman may be empowered in the livelihood 
realm, yet may face restrictions on her mobility in 
the community or be experiencing intimate partner 
violence at home.

HOUSEHOLD:  
Decisions, actions, 
activities, roles, rights 
and abilities within the 
household, in relation to 
family members and other 
household members.

LIVELIHOOD:  
Decisions, actions, 
activities, roles, rights and 
abilities related to one’s 
livelihood, in relation to 
employment, enterprise or 
other income-generating 
activities.

COMMUNITY:  
Decisions, actions, 
activities, roles, rights 
and abilities within the 
community, in relation to 
community organisations/
institutions and individual 
community members.

HOUSEHOLD LIVELIHOOD COMMUNITY
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ASPEC TS

As per our definition, the indicators for empowerment must 

relate to strategic life choices. The Aspects dimension of 

this framework presents categories of strategic life choices 

to assist the user in developing a range of questions relevant 

to strategic areas. The categorisation of questions into the 

different aspect categories is subjective — there can be 

overlap between the aspects and questions may fit within 

more than one aspect. Thus, the categories are not mutually 

exclusive. The actual content of the questions will depend 

greatly on the context within which the researcher is 

working, as well as the objectives of the intervention being 

assessed. A broad array of indicators can help capture results 

in unexpected areas. For example, while a community health 

programme may be intended to positively affect health-

seeking behaviours, for example, it may have a spillover 

effect on income, as improved health may translate into 

greater productivity, and even higher earnings.

The Aspects dimension of this framework presents 
categories of strategic life choices to assist the 
user in developing a range of questions relevant to 
strategic areas.

PSYCHOLOGICAL/
EMOTIONAL

SOCIAL/CULTURAL

ECONOMIC/ 
ENTREPRENEURIAL

POLITICAL/LEGAL
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As previously mentioned, researchers often use proxies, such as education or income, 

for measuring empowerment. However, while having a higher income may facilitate 

empowerment, it is not equivalent to being empowered. Someone who is very wealthy 

may be disempowered if they do not have control over that wealth. Thus, we need to 

consider more than just proxy variables and must examine the ability to choose. The 

degrees help us to understand the multifaceted process of exercising agency, not just how 

one ultimately acts. The Degrees dimension of this framework captures multiple facets of 

the ability to choose, including knowledge, means, desire and actions. In order to have 

free choice, a person must first know what their options are and the potential benefits and 

consequences of a course of action. An individual must also have an internal drive or desire 

to undertake a course of action, as well as the means or resources necessary to undertake 

that course of action. Lastly, they must move forward and decide to undertake a course of 

action. It is important to recognise the importance of freedom of choice over the normative 

value we place on certain choices, which may include choosing not to act. For example, 

we may assume that working outside the home is a desirable action and an indicator of 

empowerment for a woman. However, if we only look at the action, we do not get a clear 

picture of empowerment. If a woman wants to stay at home with her children but does 

not have the financial means to do so, or has been forced by her spouse to work, should we 

consider her empowered just because she works outside the home? The degrees help us to 

understand the multifaceted process of exercising agency, which extends beyond just how 

DEGREES

KNOWLEDGE: Awareness of options and pros/cons of different choices.

MEANS: Resources available to facilitate making a choice (these resources could 
             be material or non-material — for example, policies or support systems).

DESIRE: Internal wish and personal drive to make a choice.

ACTIONS: Choosing or taking action, or the direct results that come from making  
                a choice.

The degrees help us to understand the multifaceted 
process of exercising agency, not just how one 
ultimately acts.
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one ultimately acts.  While empowerment should have tangible outcomes in terms of actions 

and achievements, the degrees ensure that we include in our index questions that measure 

all facets of freedom of choice. Moreover, by including questions that capture a range of 

these “degrees of empowerment,” you, the researcher, have better options for data analysis, 

as decision making can be explored in terms of knowledge, means, desire and actions.

Using the Framework to Design Likert Questions
Once you are familiar with the framework and understand the context in which you are 

working, you can begin crafting your questions, using the framework to guide you. The 

Worksheet for Developing Questions (Appendix 1) will, as its title suggests, help you 

to develop questions. You can also look at previously administered surveys and adapt 

questions from them, placing them in the appropriate sections of the framework. When 

writing questions, it is important to follow general best practices for survey design. For 

attitudinal surveys, Likert items tend to be preferred over yes/no questions or open-ended 

questions (see below). In a Likert item, respondents are asked to indicate their agreement 

or disagreement on a five- to nine-point response scale. Likert items are more specific than 

open-ended questions, so they not only make data analysis easier, but they also allow for 

a more nuanced understanding of participants’ attitudes than a simple yes/no question 

would. While there is debate about how many points such a scale should include, most 

researchers agree that scales of 1–5 or 1–7 are the most reliable. Be certain to provide a 

description of what each number represents. The scale should remain the same for each 

question. For example:



M E A S U R I N G  E M P O W E R M E N T  T O O L K I T  |  17

In the example on the previous page, you can see the Scale legend, which indicates the 

meaning of each number that respondents can choose. Underneath is the question itself, with 

the scale and a sample response circled (in this case, 7). Beneath that is a description of which 

realm, aspect and degree the question would fall under. This description does not need to be 

included in the actual survey, but it has been included here to clearly show which section of 

the framework the question comes under. Because the question is related to agriculture, which 

was the livelihood activity of the target population in the sample study that the question 

was taken from, it would fall into the Livelihood realm. Its focus on legal rights means that it 

would fall under the Political/legal aspect. Because the right to own property can be seen as 

facilitating a person’s ability to control it, this would fall under the Means degree.

Your questions also need to be clear and unambiguous and should solicit only one answer. 

For example: “I am legally entitled to have assets and my own bank account in my name” 

is what is termed a double-barrelled question. It is really asking two things: 1) Are you legally 

entitled to have a bank account? 2) Are you legally entitled to have assets? The problem with 

this is that a person may be entitled to have assets in their name but not a bank account. 

By lumping these two distinct questions together we force the respondent to answer both 

questions in the same way, which can result in misleading information being provided.  

Another concern with constructing surveys is the possibility that respondents will simply 

go through and answer all the questions in the same way. This is known as acquiescence 

bias. One way to mitigate the potential for this bias is to include questions that are worded 

negatively as well as positively. For example, we may use the statement “I am legally entitled 

to have assets in my name” (+) followed by the statement “I am not legally entitled to have 

a bank account in my name” (-). In the first question, a high score would indicate a high 

level of empowerment; in the second question, a high score would indicate a low level of 

empowerment. Adding these together to come up with a total score can be a bit tricky, 

but we will deal with this issue through reverse-coding, which is explained in the data 

analysis section of this toolkit. Once the empowerment questions are ready, you can add 

some demographic questions of interest (for example, age, sex or gender, length of time 

in the programme, education level) to the beginning of the survey to collect additional 

information that is of interest to you.  Take a look at the survey in Appendix 2 for some 

sample empowerment questions and to see how they are organised within the framework.

TIPS FOR WRITING QUESTIONS

• Do not reinvent 
the wheel. 
Look at other 
surveys and 
reuse questions 
wherever 
possible.

• Likert items are 
more reliable 
than yes/no 
questions or 
open-ended 
questions. 

• Use positive and 
negative statements 
so that respondents 
do not answer 
the same way 
throughout the 
survey.

• Make sure the 
questions are not 
double-barrelled. 
You should be 
clearly asking about 
only one thing per 
question.
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| REVIEW 2

Key Points

• The framework includes three dimensions: realms, aspects and degrees.

• The framework helps us develop and categorise questions to make sure our 
surveys capture the important facets of empowerment.

• We should follow best practices for question design.

Fictional case study 
EntreSUCCESS has been implementing a programme to train women entrepreneurs in 

a rural village in India on financial literacy, business planning and marketing in order 

to expand their businesses. There have also been some ad hoc workshops on women’s 
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reproductive rights and domestic violence at the request of community members. 

EntreSUCCESS have developed a survey using the framework and collected data from both 

the intervention group and a control group that did not participate in the programme. 

Use this information to answer the following question about the survey and to help you 

brainstorm some Likert questions.

Case Study Questions

1. Under which realm, aspect and degree would you classify the following 
questions from EntreSUCCESS’s survey?

• I decide to whom I will sell my crops

• Community members encourage my involvement in community 
activities

2. Brainstorm some Likert questions that could come under the Household, 
Economic, Knowledge intersection (refer back to Figure 1). Remember to 
follow the tips for writing Likert items.

(See Appendix 3 for responses to this section.)
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|  DATA ANALYSIS

Introduction
Once the survey has been completed and the data collected, you can create the index 

and analyse the data. This section outlines the steps to take in calculating the index and 

analysing the data. The procedures outlined in this toolkit are based on using Microsoft 

Excel. Other open source spreadsheet software, or data analysis software like IBM’s Statistical 

Package for the Social Sciences (SPSS) or R, may be used, but the procedures will be different. 

The quality of the data collected may affect your ability to analyse it, but that is beyond 

the scope of this guide. For more information on statistical analysis of the data, you are 

encouraged to seek support from a statistician or to consult resources on statistical analysis.
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Figure 2: Data Analysis Plan: Basic Outline

Preparing the Data
Consult the diagrams below (or beside) each set of bullet points for visual guidance.

ENTERING YOUR DATA

• Create column headers that are simple and clearly convey the question content. You 

need one column for each variable or question from your survey.

• Create a column for a unique user ID or survey number, if your surveys do not have 

one. The easiest way to do this is to number them consecutively, starting with 1.

Preparing 
the 

Data

Calculating 
the Index

Comparing 
Scores 

Clean data, look for input 
errors and reverse-code 

questions as needed

Calculate empowerment 
scores on a scale of 1-7

Convert scores to a scale of 
0-1

Compare mean scores of 
before and after, control 

and test groups, or by other 
variables
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• Once the variable headers have been created, you can enter the data from the surveys 

into the appropriate cell as required.

CODING

• Where possible, nominal data (data written out in words) should be changed to figures. 

For example, for gender, 0/1 can be used instead of female/male.

• Remember to record the values of any variables that you change. You can include a 

worksheet in the workbook to record these variable details and keep a record of your 

coding.
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REVERSE-CODING

If you have used some negatively worded questions in your survey, they will need to be 

recoded. For example, if a question was asked in a negative statement form — for example, 

“I do not like to participate in community activities” — a score of 7 (strongly agree) would 

not be an indicator of empowerment, but an indicator of lack of empowerment. Thus, in 

order to make sure that agreement with negative statements is captured accurately, we 

need to reverse-code these values.

• To reverse-code Likert data in Excel, first set up a new column next to the column 

of the variable you would like to reverse-code. Name this new column something 

appropriate that captures the question and the fact that it has been reverse-coded (for 

example, use the original variable name and add “_RC” to it).

• In the new column, enter the formula: 

=LOOKUP(I2,{1,2,3,4,5,6,7},{7,6,5,4,3,2,1})
• Note that in the example above, column I contains the data 

for the original (that is, not reverse-coded) variable. If your 

original variable is in column H, then the letter I above will 

be replaced with H. The formula above also assumes that the 

Likert item is on a 1–7 scale. If you are using a 1–5 scale, you 

only need to list the numbers 1–5 in each of the brackets.

• Click on the small green square in the bottom right-hand corner 

of the first cell where you have entered the formula and drag it 

down through the whole column (square not shown here).

• Insert a new, blank column next to the recoded variable you 

have just created (liketolearn_RC, in our example). Now select 

the entire column for the recoded variable. Right-click and select Copy. Click on the 

blank column you created and then right-click. Select Paste and then click OK.
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• You can now delete the column with the original variable (liketolearn, in our 

example). It is important to do this so that the variable is not counted twice when you 

calculate the index.

Calculating the Index

C ALCUL ATING OVERALL EMPOWERMENT SCORES

Once the setup, entry and coding have been completed, you can calculate the index scores. 

The index calculation involves two steps: calculating an overall score, and then scaling that 

score to a number between 0 and 1.

Column A contains a unique ID number that has been assigned to each respondent. 

Column B contains the respondents’ names. Liketolearn_RC is the reverse-coded variable 

of liketolearn. Columns C–G are examples of the other empowerment index questions that 

would have been included in the actual survey. Note that because this is just an example, 

not all questions have been included. In reality, there would be many other empowerment 

questions.

• The initial index score can be calculated by dividing the sum of all your empowerment 

questions by the number of empowerment questions. To do this, create a new column 

and enter an appropriate header (something like Emp_score_step1).

• Enter the following equation: 

=Sum(C2:G2)/5

Column H contains the empowerment scores that we calculated using the steps above with 

a 1–7 scale.
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• Note that in the example above, C2:G2 is the range of the questions, with C2 being 

the column of your first empowerment question and G2 being the last column. The 

number 5 in the equation above is the total number of empowerment questions in the 

range. If your survey has 25 empowerment questions, the range will be larger and the 

number 5 will be replaced by 25.

• Now you have a column that gives the index score on a 1–7, or 1–5, scale. The next step 

is to convert this score to a 0–1 scale.

C ALCUL ATING THE 0–1 INDEX SCORE

• To scale this overall score to a 0–1 scale, first create another blank column. You can title 

it something like Emp_Index_0to1. Enter the following formula in its first cell: 

=(H2-1)/(7-1)
• In this formula example, H is the column with the newly created Emp_score_step1. 

1 is the lowest value possible in the original Likert scale, and 7 is the highest value 

possible in the original Likert scale. If you are using a 1–5 scale, the equation will be:  

=(H2-5)/(5-1)
• Click on the small green square in the bottom right-hand corner of the first cell where 

you entered the formula and drag it down through the whole column (square not 

shown here).

Comparing the Scores
Now you can compare scores between different groups. You can do this in many ways. If 

you have baseline and retest groups (retest groups participate in a survey at two different 

points in time to help you assess consistency), you can compare the scores before and after 

a particular intervention. Similarly, you can compare the scores to those of control groups 

in a cross-sectional study. You can also compare by sex or gender, age or other demographic 

traits. Pivot tables and charts in Excel are useful features that can help you to analyse and 

visualise your data. To insert a Pivot table:
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• Click on Insert, then select Pivot Chart and then Pivot chart and table.

• Your variables of interest are empowerment index scores (the 0–1 scale scores) and a 

variable for comparison, such as sex or gender, group membership or test/retest groups. 

In the sidebar on the right, drag and drop this comparison variable into the Axis field, 

then drag and drop the Empowerment Index 0–1 variable into the Values box.

• The table automatically generates the sum of each category. However, we are interested 

in comparing the average score. To get the average score for each group, select the cells 

with values in the empowerment index column in the newly created table and right-

click.

• Select Value Field Settings, making sure the tab Summarizes Value Field by is 

selected.

• From the list, choose Average.
Now you will be able to compare the average scores of the groups of interest and see them 

side by side in a bar chart. 

Interpreting the Findings
You can use the data analysis plan above to analyse the data in different ways, using the 

three dimensions of the framework. For example, you could calculate the scores for only 

the questions that come under each realm separately. You can compare average scores in 

the different realms in order to learn where empowerment is taking place. The results can 

show whether respondents tend to be more empowered in a particular realm, or if they 

are equally empowered in all realms. As mentioned earlier, it is quite common for people 

to have different levels of empowerment across the different realms. If one realm shows 

a much lower level of empowerment, you may want to consider how you can adjust the 
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initiative or intervention to better target that particular realm. For example, lower scores 

in the household realm might mean that you should consider integrating family members 

into the programme, while lower levels in the community realm might suggest that you 

should extend the scope of the programme and work more closely with community leaders 

and local institutions.

The aspects can also be compared so that you can better understand the types of strategic 

life choices that are being made, and in which areas respondents exercise more control over 

decision making. Again, this type of understanding can help in programme evaluation and 

planning.

Comparing the degrees gives you a nuanced understanding of where the barriers to 

empowerment lie and whether these barriers are internal or external. For example, if an 

individual has the knowledge and desire, but not the means, to make strategic life choices, 

it is likely that their knowledge and desire will not be translated into action. Thus, you 

may want to refocus your intervention to help participants build up and access the means 

to make choices. Similarly, if you see that knowledge is lacking, you can strengthen your 

sensitisation efforts and provide more learning opportunities.
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|  REVIEW 3

Key Points

• The basic data analysis plan includes data preparation, calculating the 
index scores and comparing the mean scores of different groups.

• Formulas can be used to reverse-code answers and calculate an 
empowerment score on a 0–1 scale.

• Pivot tables and charts can be used to compare mean scores between two 
groups and visualise data. 

• Indices can be calculated and comparisons can be made between the 
different realms, aspects and degree categories for a more detailed analysis.

Questions
1.	 Look	at	the	results	table	comparing	the	mean	scores	of	participants	in	XYZ	pro-

gramme	and	the	Non-XYZ	group	by	degree	and	realm.	What	is	your	interpretation	
of these results?

Empowerment Score by Degree and Realm

REALMS DEGREE

Knowledge Desire Means Action Total
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Household 0.63 0.60 3% 0.82 0.79 3% 0.75 0.72 3% 0.74 0.71 3% 0.73 0.70 3%

Community 0.82 0.72 10% 0.81 0.78 3% 0.64 0.64 0% 0.79 0.70 9% 0.77 0.71 6%

Enterprise 0.84 0.70 14% 0.87 0.82 5% 0.75 0.60 15% 0.81 0.67 14% 0.82 0.69 13%

Total 0.75 0.67 8% 0.83 0.79 4% 0.71 0.65 6% 0.78 0.69 9%

2.	 Based	on	the	results	in	the	table,	what	suggestions	might	you	have	for	the	XYZ	
programme?

(See Appendix 3 for responses to this section.)
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|  CONCLUSION

In order to evaluate the efficacy and success of any project or programme, you must be 

able to measure your results. While some variables are more difficult to capture than 

others, this does not mean that you can simply gloss over them, or that their measurement 

should be any less rigorous. Empowerment is an important concept in development, yet 

its measurement poses a number of challenges. A clear understanding of the concept is a 

crucial starting point, but you also need to be able to clearly align the data you collect on 

empowerment with your conceptualisation of it.  This guide provides you with an overview 

of one way in which you can measure empowerment, by using COL’s Three-Dimensional 

Empowerment Framework to help you to develop survey questions, which can in turn be 

used to create an empowerment index. This approach gives practitioners the freedom and 

flexibility to design survey instruments that are context-appropriate, while ensuring that 

their questions adequately cover the complex and diverse facets of empowerment.

The Three-Dimensional Empowerment Framework should be thought of as a heuristic 

tool rather than a rigid template. In this sense, it helps you to define indicators but 

cannot ensure the validity of each indicator. A deep engagement with the literature on 

empowerment will help you to develop quality indicators, using the framework as an 

organisational tool. The data analysis section of this guide provides an example of the steps 

that are involved in creating the index. You can do more sophisticated statistical analysis 

using a programme like IBM’s Statistical Package for the Social Sciences (SPSS) or other 

open source data analysis software such as R, if you prefer.  Data quality can greatly affect 

the data analysis plan, so you are encouraged to consult and use best practices for study 

design, sampling and data collection, which are beyond the scope of this guide.

Empowerment is a complex concept — and an important one. Having a clear 

understanding of its definition and a framework for its measurement can facilitate the data 

collection and analysis processes and provide you with more reliable results that are easier 

to interpret and report. Such a framework can help you to develop a reliable instrument for 

measuring empowerment and calculating an index that quantifies change. You can then 

identify areas of strength and weakness in control over decision making and better tailor 

and target your interventions for maximum impact.
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|  APPENDIX 1: WORKSHEET FOR 
DEVELOPING QUESTIONS

REALMS DEGREES
ASPECTS

Psychological/
emotional Social/cultural Economic/ 

entrepreneurial Political/legal

Household Knowledge

Desire

Means

Actions

Livelihood Knowledge

Desire

Means

Actions

Community Knowledge

Desire

Means

Actions
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|  APPENDIX 2: SAMPLE QUESTIONS

REALMS DEGREES
ASPECTS

Psychological/
emotional Social/cultural Economic/ 

entrepreneurial Political/legal

Household Knowledge

I feel like my family 
respects and values 

me

I know about 
different birth 

control options

I know how money 
is spent in my 

household

I am aware of my 
basic human rights

Desire

I want my children 
to attend school 

I want to be involved 
in decision making 
about household 

expenses

I would like to 
discuss politics with 
my family members

Means

I am able to afford 
the cost of health 
care for my family

I contribute to the 
household income

My family is 
supportive of my 
involvement in 

political activities, 
like voting

Actions

I have experienced 
violence from a 
family member

I decide how to 
spend my personal 

income

I choose who I 
vote for, without 
pressure from my 
family members

Livelihood Knowledge

I feel like I can 
achieve whatever 
I want in terms of 

my livelihood

I know about 
different groups  in 

my area that can 
help support me in 

my work

I know about 
financial 

management and 
budgeting for my 

livelihood

I am aware of the 
legal processes for 
creating a business

Desire

I want to learn 
more about how 
to improve my 

livelihood

I would like to 
improve my 

livelihood-related 
skills 

I would like to learn 
more about laws 

and policies related 
to my livelihood 

activities

Means

My peers are 
supportive of my 

livelihood activities

I have assets related 
to my livelihood in 

my name 

There are no laws 
that restrict my 

ability to undertake 
my livelihood 

activities

Actions

I am active in 
groups or social 

activities related to 
my livelihood area

I make decisions on 
how to invest money 

in my livelihood

I have advocated 
for my rights as a 

worker or business 
owner

Community Knowledge

I feel like I am an 
important part of 
my community

I know about 
different social 
groups in my 
community

I am aware of 
different options 

for taking out 
loans within my 

community

I know about the 
political situation in 

my community

Desire

It is important to 
be active in your 

community

I look to my 
community for 

economic support 
and guidance when 

needed

I want to have a say 
in who governs my 

community

Means
I am able to 

move around my 
community freely

There are formal 
banking institutions 
in my community

I have undergone 
training in my legal 

rights

Actions

I participate in 
regular community 

activities or 
meetings

I have accessed 
loans from a bank 

or community 
organisation in the 

past year

I regularly vote in 
elections
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|  APPENDIX 3: FEEDBACK ON 
REVIEW AC TIVITIES

Review 1

1. What are some of the strengths of the example case studies?

One strength of case study 1 is that Olanda Women’s Support Group uses focus group 

discussions before the study to ensure that they have an understanding of the context 

and to mitigate bias by involving the village community. Case study 2 also uses a pre-

study focus group discussion, but there are weaknesses in its design. In case study 2, the 

researchers also wait six months before collecting follow-up data, which gives enough 

time for behavioural changes to take root and shows that the researchers are considering 

empowerment as a change over time.

2. What are some of the weaknesses?

A weakness of case study 1 is that it surveys participants at the end of the course. At this 

point in time, for a one-week course, it might be difficult to find substantial changes in 

empowerment levels.

Case study 2 has several weaknesses. First, it is unclear whether the group of senior lecturers 

could be considered a marginalised group. If they are not disadvantaged or marginalised 

in some way, empowerment may not be relevant. Second, the focus group discussions 

do not examine areas of strategic decision making, but rather desired learning outcomes. 

Furthermore, the comparison between the senior and junior lecturers is problematic, 

because they are two distinct groups. Comparisons should only be made between groups 

that are similar in all aspects, differing only in whether or not they participated in the 

intervention.

3. What could the researcher do, if anything, to improve the studies?

In case study 1, the survey could be conducted later. Because empowerment can take time, 

conducting the study immediately upon completion of the training will likely not show 

any substantial or significant change. A learner feedback questionnaire on satisfaction 
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with the training would be a more appropriate immediate post-training survey, and 

empowerment could be assessed at a later date, perhaps six months or so after training. In 

case study 2, it should first be determined whether measuring empowerment is appropriate 

for the context. If it is determined that the group is marginalised in some way, then the 

focus group discussions should be redesigned and instead ask about areas of decision 

making that are of importance to the group and that may be affected by the proposed 

training. If a comparison is to be done, the group of senior lecturers who took the course 

should be compared to senior lecturers in the same institution who did not take the course.

Review 2

1. Under which realm, aspect and degree would you classify the  
following questions from EntreSUCCESS’s survey?

a) I decide to whom I will sell my crops

This would likely* come under the Livelihood realm, Economic/Entrepreneurial aspect 

and Action degree.

b) Community members encourage my involvement in community activities

This would likely* come under the Community realm, Social/Cultural aspect and 

Means degree.

*Remember that there is some subjectivity involved in placing items in the framework.

2. Brainstorm some Likert questions that could be listed under the 
Household, Economic/Entrepreneurial, Knowledge intersection. 
Remember to follow the tips for writing Likert items.

• I know about how money is spent in my household.

• I am aware of good practices for keeping to a household budget.

• I know about different methods for tracking my household spending.

• I am aware of how much income that my household generates.

Review 3

1. Look at the results table comparing the mean scores of participants 
in XYZ programme and the Non-XYZ group by degree and realm. 
What is your interpretation of these results?

The programme seems to be having the most impact in the Livelihood realm. There is 

not much difference between the two groups in terms of Desire, but the XYZ groups 
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tends to score better in the areas of Knowledge and Action. Desire has the highest score 

of all the degrees, suggesting that internal drive, or personal motivation, is not impeding 

empowerment. The Means degree has the lowest score, suggesting that a lack of resources 

could be impeding empowerment.

2. Based on the results in the table, what suggestions might you have 
for the XYZ programme?

The programme could look at involving households rather than individuals in order to 

strengthen empowerment in the Household realm. The community could also be involved 

in the programme in order to strengthen empowerment in the Community realm. 

Strategies to improve access to resources should be integrated into the programme.
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