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Microfinance is thought to be an effective tool for empowering women. Yet, previous studies that eval-
uate microfinance programs have mixed findings. This is in part because there are large variations in the
interventions that are evaluated, but also that there is not a standardized metric of empowerment that is
implemented consistently throughout the literature. This study investigates the effectiveness of a joint
United Nations program aimed at empowering rural women through women-run rural savings and credit
cooperatives in Oromia, Ethiopia, using the project-Women’s Empowerment in Agricultural Index.
Building on more than a decade of studies and validation of different versions of the Women’s
Empowerment in Agricultural Index, the tool aims to provide a standardized and comparable metric of
women’s empowerment that is flexible enough to measure impacts of development projects. This study
finds that the program had a positive impact on intrinsic agency for the beneficiaries with continued
access to credit through the RUSACCOs between the baseline and endline. For this group of beneficiaries,
the program seemed to increase the trust and respect between spouses. There is a second group of ben-
eficiaries that appeared to have dropped out at the initial stages of the program or lost access to credit,
suggesting there may have been problems with the program or possible resistance by spouses or commu-
nity members. The study expands our understanding of how to measure women’s empowerment impacts
of development projects within the context of a smallholder agricultural households.

� 2022 The Author(s). Published by Elsevier Ltd. This is an open access article under the CC BY license
(http://creativecommons.org/licenses/by/4.0/).
1. Introduction

Microfinance is thought to be not only an effective and sustain-
able tool for poverty alleviation but also an effective means to
empower women. Access to credit provides women with the
opportunity to invest in income-generating assets and activities
and, thus, has the potential to increase earnings. At the household
level, greater earning potential could empower women by giving
them a larger role in the household’s decision-making processes
and more say in their lives. At the community level, microlending
may be empowering in that initiatives are typically organized as
part of women’s self-help groups. Self-help groups provide collec-
tive support and a space to build trust and confidence among
members. Depending on the group, the participation process can
also raise awareness about social issues and rights.

A United Nations Joint Programme on Rural Women’s Economic
Empowerment (UNJP-RWEE) implemented in the communities of
Oromia, Ethiopia, provided women in agricultural households with
greater access to credit through women-run rural savings and
credit cooperatives (RUSACCOs). While the primary component
of the UNJP-RWEE was microlending, the program also included
numeracy, literacy, finance, and business-development training;
agricultural and livestock technology transfers; agricultural train-
ing; and community-run educational conversations in healthy eat-
ing choices and nutrition. In addition, village leaders were trained
to conduct community conversations aimed at increasing aware-
ness on gender norms and how they manifest within the house-
hold and community, and advancing a mindset toward gender
equality.

In this study, we investigate the impact of the UNJP-RWEE
implemented in Oromia, Ethiopia, on women’s empowerment
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2 In Ethiopia, the federal partners include the Ministry of Women and Children
Affairs, the Ministry of Finance and Economic Cooperation, the Ministry of Agricul-
tural and National Resources, and the Federal Cooperative Agency.

3 The average exchange rate for July 2019 was 1 ETB = 0.0349 USD.
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across multiple dimensions using the project-Women’s Empower-
ment in Agriculture Index (pro-WEAI). The pro-WEAI survey tool,
developed by the Gender, Agriculture and Assets Project, Phase 2
(GAAP2) led by the International Food Policy Research Institute,
builds on more than a decade of studies and validation of different
versions of the Women’s Empowerment in Agriculture Index
(WEAI). GAAP2 selected the Food and Agricultural Organization
of the United Nations and the International Fund for Agricultural
Development to take part in piloting the pro-WEAI impact evalua-
tion tools. The instruments used to evaluate this program included
a household survey as well as qualitative case studies imple-
mented in two of the three woredas in Oromia. This study primar-
ily focuses on the quantitative component of the mixed-methods
impact evaluation while referring to the findings of the qualitative
case studies.

The empirical findings from previous studies are mixed. Some
studies find that improved access to microcredit and finance leads
to women’s greater empowerment (Deininger & Liu, 2013; Desai &
Joshi, 2014; Mukherjee & Kundu, 2012; Pitt, Khandker, &
Cartwright, 2006; Swain & Wallentin, 2009), while others find
either no impact (Banerjee, Duflo, Glennerster, & Kinnan, 2015)
or even negative impacts, in some cases (De Hoop, van Kempen,
Linssen, & van Eerdewijk, 2014; Garikipati, 2008; Goetz & Gupta,
1996). The conflicting findings are in part due to the differences
in how empowerment is defined and measured within studies.

Empowerment is a complex and multidimensional concept,
which makes it challenging to measure, especially in the context
of agriculture and development projects. Many studies emphasize
economic empowerment, such as access and control over produc-
tive resources, while others focus on collective and political action.
There is not a standardized metric of empowerment that is imple-
mented consistently throughout the literature. Even among empir-
ical studies that measure the same element of empowerment,
there are large variations in how the measure is constructed
(Brody et al., 2017).

Adding to the complexity is that empowerment takes into
account the possibility of expanding choices that are specific
within a context. As a result, what may be considered a form of
empowerment in one community or at one point in time, may
not be considered empowerment in another community or at a
later period (Malhotra & Schuler, 2005). To address this, empower-
ment may be measured using local concepts and assessed in terms
of local prevailing norms, but since these measures are time and
location-specific, they cannot serve as yardstick measures to assess
progress over time or compare women’s empowerment across
communities.

Another challenge is that central to the concept of empower-
ment is agency, which includes the command over resources as
well as the inner capacity to act based on what one believes is best,
even when it goes against what is considered appropriate in the
community (Kabeer, 1999). In this sense, it incorporates the moti-
vations behind behavior. Yet most studies investigate the impact of
microfinance on empowerment based on empowerment measures
that can be more easily observed and measured, such as greater
control over assets or financial resources (Deininger & Liu, 2013),
greater decision-making within the household (Banerjee et al.,
2015; De Hoop et al., 2014; Deininger & Liu, 2013; Mukherjee &
Kundu, 2012), mobility (De Hoop et al., 2014; Deininger & Liu,
2013), and political action (Deininger & Liu, 2013; Desai & Joshi,
2014).

As part of GAAP2, this study expands our understanding of how
to measure impacts of development projects on women’s empow-
erment within the context of agricultural households. Many
impact evaluation studies within the microfinance literature focus
on single dimensions of empowerment. The handful of studies that
do measure women’s empowerment as a multi-dimensional con-
2

cept heavily focus on measures such as the access and command
over resources (Desai & Joshi, 2014; Pitt et al., 2006). The pro-
WEAI provides a standardized metric of women’s empowerment
within agricultural households, aiming to measure empowerment
not just through access and control over resources, but also based
on the motivations behind choices across multiple dimensions.

The study also contributes to the evidence about the impacts of
a microfinance ‘plus’ program, which include explicit strategies to
transform gender relations. There are diverse microfinance pro-
grams. Many include complementary interventions, such as asset
transfers and agriculture or business trainings, aimed at strength-
ening beneficiaries’ livelihoods and the long-term sustainability of
the impacts. Few, however, include interventions like the UNJP-
RWEE community conversations that aim to transform gender
relations within the household and community.

Within the microfinance and women’s empowerment litera-
ture, this study also contributes to case studies outside of South
Asia. While there is a rich literature on women’s self-help groups
and empowerment in India and Bangladesh, there are fewer stud-
ies in Sub-Saharan African countries.

The rest of this paper is arranged as follows: the next section
describes the UNJP-RWEE interventions in Oromia. Section 3 pro-
vides the conceptual framework. Section 4 elaborates on the pro-
WEAI survey tool, the sampling strategy, and the data. Section 5
presents the descriptive statistics as well as the pro-WEAI indica-
tors. Section 6 discusses the empirical framework for measuring
the impact of the program on empowerment. Section 7 presents
the results. Section 8 provides a discussion and, finally, the last sec-
tion concludes.

2. Program on rural women’s empowerment in Ethiopia

The UNJP-RWEE in Ethiopia is part of a larger program called
‘‘Accelerating Progress towards the Economic Empowerment of
Rural Women,” initiated by the Food and Agricultural Organiza-
tion, International Fund for Agricultural Development, the World
Food Programme, and UN Women. While the four United Nations
organizations provide technical and financial support, the program
is implemented by federal, regional, and district-level partners.2

Six beneficiary villages (kebeles) in three districts (woredas) were
selected in Oromia, Ethiopia, by the partners. These are Illuf Dirre
and Nannoo Chemerri in Yaya Gulele, Bura Adelle and Wabe Burkitu
in Dodola, and Abine Garmamme and Annenno Shisho in Adami
Tulu. The UNJP-RWEE aimed to reach at least 250 women in each
community through already established women-run RUSACCOs.

The UNJP-RWEE strengthened the RUSACCOs’ capacity to pro-
vide cash loans through revolving funds at low interest rates, and
provided additional training in financial literacy, entrepreneurship
skills, and business development. The loans ranged from about
4,000 to 15,000 Ethiopian Birr (about 140 to 522 USD3) with inter-
est rates ranging from two to 11 percent. To qualify for credit, the
recipient had to be a member of the RUSACCO, which required sav-
ing a fixed amount every month and participating in the required
group activities. Additionally, they must have lived in the kebele
for at least two years, be over 18 years of age, be productively
engaged in an income generating activity, and have no current debt.
Beneficiaries could take out more than one loan, but to qualify for
additional loans, the previous had to be fully repaid. Between mid-
2016 and December 2018, 3,033 loans were extended to beneficia-
ries within the communities with the greatest demand in the Yaya
Gulele village.
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In 2017 and 2018, the UNJP-RWEE provided the RUSACCOs with
seeds, water pumps, and hoses to distribute and share among the
members. Additionally, the UNJP-RWEE provided 325 beneficiaries
with goats and sheep. Fewer ruminants were distributed in the
communities in Yaya Gulele than in Dodola and Adami Tulu. How-
ever, unlike the other two woredas, the UNJP-RWEE provided the
RUSACCOs in the Yaya Gulele communities a farmer’s training cen-
ter to support women’s economic development, beehive and honey
making equipment, and milk processing technologies.

Members of the RUSACCOs also had access to agricultural train-
ing courses, which addressed control and management of local
household food reserves, growing small-scale fodder, vegetable
and crop production innovations, and small ruminant management
practices. In addition, community facilitators were trained to con-
duct gender-focused community conversations directed at both
men and women. They encouraged greater awareness of social
norms that constrained women’s involvement in decision-making
regarding economic resources and leadership, and aimed for
increased community receptiveness of gender equality. Develop-
ment agents, kebele development community members, and wor-
eda experts were also trained to share practices aimed to improve
household nutrition, such as dietary diversity and complementary
food preparation methods, with community members.
3. Conceptual framework

Theoretically grounded within Kabeer’s (1999) empowerment
framework, the pro-WEAI measures three forms of agency: intrin-
sic, instrumental, and collective (Malapit et al., 2019). Intrinsic
agency measures self-respect and the internal empowerment of
an individual. Individuals who have internalized the assumption
they are subordinate, or who are not comfortable acting based on
what is best because of fear of going against what is considered
appropriate in the community, are not considered empowered.
Instrumental agency measures economic empowerment, which
includes an individual’s access to productive resources and the
capacity to make decisions about these resources. Collective
agency considers an individual’s community influence and social
power (Malapit et al., 2019).

There are three main components through which UNJP-RWEE
aimed to affect change on women’s empowerment through the
three forms of agency. The first is a microfinance component
through women-run RUSACCOs. By providing women with the
opportunity to invest in income-generating activities and raising
their prospective incomes, this component of the program aimed
to improve women’s instrumental agency. This could be through
increased decision-making about the use of credit and savings as
well as through greater control over income from the household’s
economic activities. However, microfinance interventions alone
are not always enough for empowerment. It matters whether
women are able to maintain control over the loan. In rural commu-
nities in India, Garikipati (2008) finds that poor women lacking
their own productive assets may not see consistent improvements
in their status within their household. Women own few assets in
these communities, so when the loans are invested in productive
assets, they are often invested in assets owned by male family
members, which makes it difficult for women to control the addi-
tional income earned from the investment (Garikipati, 2008). Other
studies find that loans controlled by husbands result in women’s
greater economic dependence and greater likelihood of conflict
and domestic violence (Ganle, Afriyie, & Segbefia, 2015; Goetz &
Gupta, 1996). This could occur if men feel excluded (Rahman,
1999) or if trainings increase women’s awareness about gender
inequalities and challenge traditional norms and male privileges
(Jewkes, 2002).
3

Additionally, as self-help groups, RUSACCOs strengthen
women’s social networks and their engagement in the community,
and, thus, aim to improve women’s collective agency. The litera-
ture evaluating the impacts of self-help groups on women’s
empowerment does generally find evidence of women’s strength-
ened social networks and greater respect from household and com-
munity members (for a review, see Brody et al., 2017). Yet, groups
can also be disempowering when they do not take into account the
needs of all the members or when benefits are not distributed
fairly (e.g. Gugerty & Kremer, 2008). There can also be barriers to
participation. Members may not have the time to participate in
group activities because of competing responsibilities. Groups
can also be disempowering if they enforce norms by instituting
powerful social sanctions when members do not act fittingly for
the group.

The second component consists of business-development and
agricultural trainings coupled with the transfer of livestock and
agricultural technologies. By strengthening women’s income-
generating potential, this component also aimed to improve
women’s instrumental agency. Other studies suggest this can be
an effective approach. For example, agricultural asset transfers
and trainings provided to ultra-poor women in Bangladesh and
Afghanistan have had significant positive impacts on women’s
empowerment (Bandiera et al., 2017; Bedoya, Coville, Haushofer,
Isaqzadeh, & Shapiro, 2019). Other studies have found that busi-
ness development trainings coupled with loans can improve the
likelihood a women’s small enterprise is successful (Mano,
Iddrisu, Yoshino, & Sonobe, 2012) and improve women’s confi-
dence at home and in the community (Dineen & Le, 2015).

Finally, the third is a gender awareness component. This com-
ponent aimed to contribute to building greater awareness of gen-
der inequalities and promote more egalitarian relations within
the household and, thus, shift intrinsic agency. There is some evi-
dence of larger positive impacts on women’s empowerment when
interventions incorporate a gender-training component that raises
consciousness and discusses gender norms and rights (Duvendack
& Mader, 2020). A recent randomized control trial in Vietnam
found that female beneficiaries who participated in gender aware-
ness, roles, and equality training components within a credit inter-
vention training were more likely to be empowered than
beneficiaries who did not participate in the gender awareness
trainings (Huis, Lensink, Vu, & Hansen, 2019).

The gender awareness component also aimed to mitigate any
potential household and community backlash that resulted from
the program. Gender awareness training can be particularly impor-
tant in settings where conservative gender norms prevail. Negative
repercussions can result from improving women’s economic posi-
tions through a program without addressing rigid gender beliefs in
the communities. For example, De Hoop et al. (2014) finds that
members of women’s self-help groups in villages in Odisha, India,
generally gained autonomy, but in communities where strong
norms counteract women’s empowerment, the study found evi-
dence of resistance to women’s increased agency. Similarly, in
Chencha, Ethiopia, women’s self-help apple growing production
and marketing groups empowered women in aspects of the com-
munity (Alemu, Van Kempen, & Ruben, 2018). However, strong
spousal resistance led some beneficiaries to stop attending at the
startup phase of the project; while other beneficiaries found their
spouses later took greater control of the family’s apple business
to restore power lost in the relationship from the additional
income earned through the group (Alemu et al., 2018). Correspond-
ingly, other studies find that promoting women’s self-sufficiency
without men’s support can put women at an increased risk of vio-
lence particularly in more conservative communities (Koenig,
Ahmed, Hossain, & Mozumder, 2003; Rahman, Hoque, &
Makinoda, 2011).



7 The majority of these beneficiaries report not being a member of a RUSACCO in
the last two years at endline. Nearly 90 percent of these were members before
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4. The pro-WEAI instrument and description of the data

The pro-WEAI consists of 12 indicators within the three agen-
cies. The survey instrument, as used in this study, includes mod-
ules for 11 of the 12 indicators: (1) autonomy in income; (2)
attitudes about intimate partner violence; (3) respect among
household members; (4) input in productive decisions in agricul-
ture; (5) ownership of land and other assets; (6) access to and deci-
sions on financial services; (7) control over use of income; (8) work
balance; (9) visiting important locations; (10) group membership;
and (11) membership in influential groups.4 The first three indica-
tors measure intrinsic agency. The next six indicators are measures
of instrumental agency. The last two indicators fall within the collec-
tive agency domain. All of the indicators are defined in reference to
the respondent. The indicator, visiting important locations, for
example, refers to the respondent’s own freedom of movement.
The respect among household members indicator refers to the
respondent’s relationships with others. Table A1 in Appendix A pro-
vides more detailed information about each empowerment indicator
in these three domains and how they are estimated.

The sample was randomly drawn from the RUSSACO members
in the beneficiary communities at baseline. The decision to sample
from the beneficiary households rather than from the whole village
was to ensure that the sample included enough program partici-
pants. For the comparison group, a sample was randomly drawn
from two comparable kebeles in each of the three woredas.5 These
comparison kebeles are adjacent communities in which the UNJP-
RWEE does not operate. They are similar in size, and have similar
agricultural systems, livelihoods, and cultural norms, and, thus, were
deemed valid counterfactuals by the local partners.

The baseline survey was administered to 750 households.
Within each household, enumerators were instructed to interview
the female respondent and her spouse or partner separately and
privately. In all, there are 723 households with complete data from
the same female respondent at both the baseline and endline. The
comparison group consists of 350 women. Of these, there are 281
with data from the spouse. The beneficiary group consists of 373
women. Of these, there are 247 with data from the spouse.

Owing to conflict and social unrest in the region, the timing of
the data collection at baseline was delayed. As a result, the baseline
survey was administered from December 2016 to January 2017
after the program had begun. Nine-hundred beneficiaries had
already received loans by baseline and some training had started.6

The endline survey was administered from February to March 2019.
Between the two surveys, 2,133 additional loans were extended to
beneficiaries, 65 percent of which had been repaid by late 2018.

Based on the data, there appears to be two levels of participa-
tion in the program. One group of beneficiaries started in the pro-
gram before baseline and maintained good standing in the
RUSACCO between the baseline and endline surveys. These benefi-
ciaries reported being a member of a RUSACCO at the endline and
having access to credit (meaning they took out a loan or could take
out a loan) through a RUSACCO between baseline and endline.
While all the beneficiaries in this group had access to credit, about
60 percent chose to borrow at least once between baseline and
endline. Collateral was not required for the loans. Instead, the
spouse typically guaranteed the loan and, as such, likely exercised
some control over its use. The data suggest, however, that the ben-
eficiaries who borrowed generally maintained control over its use,
either solely or jointly with their spouse. This group consists of 249
4 The self-efficacy module was not included in the surveys.
5 In Oromia, the comparison communities are Lemi, Dedfe, Haleko Gulenta Boke,

Werji Washingula, Baressa, and Keta Berenda.
6 These included the financial training, agricultural technical training and com-

munity gender dialogues.
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of the female beneficiaries. Of these, there are 163 with data from
the spouse.

A second group of beneficiaries also participated in the RUSAC-
COs before baseline.7 These beneficiaries then either left the group
or failed to maintain good standing and, thus, lost access to credit
though the RUSACCO early in the program. In the endline, these ben-
eficiaries stated they did not have access to credit through a RUSACCO
in the last two years (between baseline and endline). The change in
participation does not seem to be the result of defaulting on the initial
loans from the RUSACCOs prior to baseline. The UNJP-RWEE records
indicate that all loans disbursed in 2016 had been repaid. It may be
that beneficiaries chose not to continue or did not meet the other
requirements of the group, including the commitment to participate
in meetings and the savings requirements. While this group did not
have access to credit, they may have benefitted from the other pro-
gram activities in the community. This second group is smaller than
the other. It is comprised of the other 124 beneficiaries. In 84 of these
households, there are data from both spouses. As there is a strong
heterogeneity of impacts, we investigate the direct effects of the pro-
gram on these two beneficiary groups separately.

5. Summary statistics

Demographic and household characteristics at baseline are pre-
sented in Tables 1 and 2. On average, women are in their late thir-
ties at baseline, and the majority are married. Their spouses are in
their early to mid-forties on average. At baseline, the mean house-
hold size is between six and seven members. Nearly all respon-
dents report participating in cropping and livestock activities on
the household farm. Approximately 60 percent of women in the
beneficiary groups and about half of women in the comparison
group engage in agriculture as their main income earning activity.
Approximately 80 percent of households hold land.

There are some differences between the three groups. The ben-
eficiaries who maintained good standing in the RUSACCOs have
fewer young children on average than the other two groups at
baseline. Women and their husbands in this group hold fewer
assets (based on the wealth index), have lower educational attain-
ment, and are less likely to be literate than the other two groups. In
addition, beneficiaries who continued in good standing in the
RUSACCOs appear to have larger networks and potentially stronger
ties to the community. These beneficiaries are members of more
groups and report knowing about more groups on average in the
communities at baseline than the other beneficiaries and the
women in the comparison group. These beneficiaries are also more
likely to have been established members of a RUSACCO prior to
UNJP-RWEE than the women in the other two groups. There is sig-
nificant share of beneficiaries from all three woredas who main-
tained good standing in the RUSACCOs. However, it appears that
more of the beneficiaries from Yaya Gulele continued in the pro-
gram than beneficiaries from the other two woredas.

Tables 3 to 5 present the pro-WEAI indicators at baseline and
endline. A significant number of observations for the empower-
ment indicator capturing respect among household members are
missing, mainly from households where the primary respondent
is widowed or separated, and the other household members are
adult children.8 We first investigate women’s empowerment across
baseline. A smaller share of beneficiaries report being a member but not having access
to credit through a RUSACCO in the last two years.

8 The intrahousehold relationships module in the UNJP-RWEE pro-WEAI survey is
used to estimate the respect among household members. It is an empowerment
indicator that includes different relationships within the household—such as spouse,
the mother-in-law, and father-in-law—but it does not explicitly query the relation-
ship between an adult head and her adult children.



Table 1
Descriptive statistics of all women at baseline.

Beneficiaries
with access to
credit through
RUSACCO

Beneficiaries
without access
to credit or left
RUSACCO

Control Difference Normalized
difference

Difference Normalized
difference

(a)
Mean

Std.
Dev.

(b)
Mean

Std.
Dev.

(c)
Mean

Std.
Dev.

(a) – (c) (a) – (c) (b) – (c) (b) – (c)

Age 39.52 10.35 40.40 11.26 38.68 11.70 0.84 0.05 1.72 0.11
Married 0.77 0.42 0.81 0.40 0.84 0.37 �0.07* �0.12 �0.03 �0.06
Illiterate 0.75 0.43 0.73 0.44 0.68 0.47 0.07 0.11 0.05 0.08
Primary education or higher 0.26 0.44 0.31 0.46 0.35 0.48 �0.09* �0.15 �0.04 �0.07
Number of children under 6 years 0.82 0.95 0.94 0.91 0.99 0.96 �0.17* �0.13 �0.05 �0.03
Household size 5.96 2.15 6.08 2.40 6.10 2.30 �0.14 �0.05 �0.02 �0.01
Oromia wealth index 44.57 26.61 54.37 27.97 52.29 29.99 �7.72*** �0.19 2.08 0.05
Minutes to travel to nearest school 21.29 16.28 21.04 17.04 20.66 15.72 0.63 0.03 0.38 0.02
Household holds rights to land 0.78 0.41 0.84 0.37 0.81 0.39 �0.03 �0.04 0.03 0.06
Engages in cropping activities on the household farm 0.99 0.09 0.98 0.13 1.00 0.05 �0.01 �0.05 �0.01 �0.10
Engages in livestock activities on the household farm 0.98 0.13 0.95 0.22 0.95 0.23 0.04** 0.15 0.01 0.02
Engages in poultry activities on the household farm 0.65 0.48 0.61 0.49 0.60 0.49 0.05 0.08 0.01 0.02
Agriculture is the main employment 0.61 0.49 0.61 0.49 0.52 0.50 0.09* 0.13 0.09 0.13
Number of group memberships 2.11 1.25 1.59 0.88 1.49 1.05 0.63*** 0.38 0.10 0.08
Member of a RUSACCO in 2015 0.67 0.47 0.47 0.50 0.23 0.42 0.44*** 0.70 0.24*** 0.37
Number of female and mixed groups in the

community
3.46 1.52 2.98 1.22 3.11 1.29 0.35** 0.17 �0.14 �0.08

Household faced idiosyncratic shock 0.05 0.22 0.05 0.22 0.06 0.23 �0.00 �0.02 �0.01 �0.03
Household faced agricultural shock 0.49 0.50 0.30 0.46 0.40 0.49 0.09* 0.12 �0.10* �0.15
Yaya Gulele 0.45 0.50 0.15 0.36 0.31 0.46 �0.14*** �0.20 0.16*** 0.27
Dodola 0.31 0.46 0.36 0.48 0.35 0.48 0.04 0.05 �0.02 �0.03
Adami Tulu 0.24 0.43 0.48 0.50 0.34 0.47 0.10** 0.16 �0.14** �0.21
Number of observations 249 124 350 599 599 474 474

Source: Calculated by authors for UNJP-RWEE impact evaluation study. Notes: The differences are significant at the * p < 0.10, ** p < 0.05, *** p < 0.01.

Table 2
Descriptive statistics of couple households at baseline.

Beneficiaries
with access to
credit through
RUSACCO

Beneficiaries
without access
to credit or left
RUSACCO

Control Difference Normalized
difference

Difference Normalized
difference

(a)
Mean

Std. Dev. (b)
Mean

Std. Dev. (c)
Mean

Std. Dev. (a) – (c) (a) – (c) (b) – (c) (b) – (c)

Age (f) 37.95 9.05 37.70 10.36 36.43 10.45 1.52 0.11 1.27 0.09
Age (m) 44.07 10.97 42.11 11.49 42.72 13.22 1.35 0.08 �0.62 �0.04
Illiterate (f) 0.74 0.44 0.71 0.45 0.64 0.48 0.10* 0.16 0.07 0.11
Primary education or higher (f) 0.26 0.44 0.33 0.47 0.40 0.49 �0.13** �0.20 �0.06 �0.09
Illiterate (m) 0.50 0.50 0.35 0.48 0.35 0.48 0.15** 0.22 0.00 0.00
Primary education or higher (m) 0.50 0.50 0.69 0.47 0.67 0.47 �0.17*** �0.25 0.02 0.03
Number of children under 6 years 0.90 0.95 1.04 0.91 1.13 0.96 �0.23* �0.17 �0.10 �0.07
Household size 6.37 1.90 6.51 2.54 6.43 2.22 �0.06 �0.02 0.08 0.02
Oromia wealth index 45.51 25.83 56.14 27.19 53.30 31.00 �7.79** �0.19 2.84 0.07
Minutes to travel to nearest school 20.72 16.66 23.17 18.89 21.17 16.44 �0.44 �0.02 2.00 0.08
Holds rights to land (f) 0.77 0.42 0.86 0.35 0.80 0.40 �0.03 �0.05 0.06 0.11
Holds rights to land (m) 0.75 0.43 0.86 0.35 0.79 0.41 �0.04 �0.06 0.07 0.12
Engages in cropping activities on the household farm (f) 1.00 0.00 1.00 0.00 1.00 0.00 0.00 0.00 0.00 0.00
Engages in livestock activities on the household farm (f) 0.99 0.08 0.99 0.11 0.96 0.19 0.03* 0.15 0.02 0.11
Engages in poultry activities on the household farm (f) 0.69 0.46 0.63 0.49 0.63 0.48 0.06 0.09 �0.00 �0.00
Engages in cropping activities on the household farm (m) 0.99 0.08 1.00 0.00 0.99 0.08 0.00 0.01 0.01 0.08
Engages in livestock activities on the household farm (m) 0.99 0.11 0.98 0.15 0.96 0.19 0.02 0.11 0.01 0.05
Engages in poultry activities on the household farm (m) 0.66 0.48 0.56 0.50 0.65 0.48 0.01 0.01 �0.09 �0.13
Agriculture is the main employment (f) 0.58 0.49 0.61 0.49 0.50 0.50 0.08 0.12 0.11 0.15
Number of group memberships (f) 2.18 1.28 1.58 0.87 1.41 0.98 0.77*** 0.48 0.17 0.13
Member of a RUSACCO in 2015 (f) 0.71 0.45 0.48 0.50 0.24 0.43 0.47*** 0.76 0.24*** 0.36
Number of female and mixed groups in the community (f) 3.66 1.52 2.99 1.24 3.05 1.29 0.61*** 0.31 �0.07 �0.04
Household faced idiosyncratic shock 0.06 0.23 0.04 0.19 0.04 0.19 0.02 0.05 �0.00 �0.01
Household faced agricultural shock 0.54 0.50 0.31 0.47 0.41 0.49 0.13** 0.19 �0.10 �0.14
Number of observations 163 84 281 444 444 365 365

Source: Calculated by authors for UNJP-RWEE impact evaluation study. Notes: The differences are significant at the * p < 0.10, ** p < 0.05, *** p < 0.01.
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Table 3
Women’s empowerment in Oromia based on pro-WEAI indicators (full sample), differentiated by beneficiary and control households.

Baseline Endline

Beneficiaries
with access to
credit through
RUSACCO

Beneficiaries
without access
to credit or left
RUSACCO

Control Beneficiaries
with access to
credit through
RUSACCO

Beneficiaries
without access
to credit or left
RUSACCO

Control

Domain Indicator Mean Std.
Dev.

Mean Std.
Dev.

Mean Std.
Dev.

Mean Std.
Dev.

Mean Std.
Dev.

Mean Std.
Dev.

Intrinsic agency Autonomy in income 0.73 0.45 0.74 0.44 0.75 0.44 0.62 0.49 0.37 0.49 0.57 0.50
Self-efficacy – – – – – – – – – – – –
Attitudes about intimate partner
violence

0.64 0.48 0.64 0.48 0.57 0.50 0.65 0.48 0.51 0.50 0.63 0.48

Respect among household members – – – – – – – – – – – –
Instrumental

agency
Input in productive decisions 1.00 0.06 0.98 0.13 0.97 0.16 0.99 0.11 0.95 0.22 0.97 0.18
Ownership of land and other assets 1.00 0.06 1.00 0.00 1.00 0.05 1.00 0.06 0.99 0.09 0.99 0.11
Access to and decisions on financial
services

1.00 0.00 1.00 0.00 0.93 0.25 1.00 0.00 0.73 0.44 0.90 0.30

Control over use of income 0.98 0.14 0.98 0.15 0.94 0.24 0.99 0.11 0.98 0.15 0.98 0.14
Work balance 0.43 0.50 0.52 0.50 0.43 0.50 0.62 0.49 0.58 0.50 0.62 0.49
Visiting important locations 0.95 0.21 0.91 0.29 0.89 0.31 0.94 0.25 0.91 0.29 0.88 0.33

Collective agency Group membership 0.98 0.13 0.97 0.18 0.80 0.40 1.00 0.00 0.70 0.46 0.73 0.44
Membership in influential groups 0.85 0.36 0.73 0.45 0.55 0.50 0.53 0.50 0.46 0.50 0.40 0.49

Number of observations 249 124 350 249 124 350
Mean proportion of adequate indicators 0.86 0.09 0.85 0.11 0.78 0.14 0.83 0.11 0.72 0.15 0.77 0.15
3DE score 0.96 0.95 0.87 0.92 0.78 0.85
Disempowerment score (1 – 3DE) 0.04 0.05 0.13 0.08 0.22 0.15
% achieving empowerment 0.88 0.86 0.63 0.75 0.44 0.60
% not achieving empowerment 0.12 0.14 0.37 0.25 0.56 040
Mean 3DE score for not yet empowered 0.68 0.64 0.64 0.68 0.61 0.62

Source: Calculated by authors for UNJP-RWEE impact evaluation study. Notes: Ten of the 12 indicators are used to measure the pro-WEAI scores. The self-efficacy module was
not included in the survey. Respect among household members is excluded because of the missing observations in the sample with unmarried women. Each of the 10
indicators are weighted equally in the scores. The pro-WEAI scores in the study are based on an adequacy cutoff set at 0.75.

Table 4
Married women’s empowerment in couple households in Oromia at baseline based on pro-WEAI indicators, differentiated by beneficiary and control households.

Baseline Endline

Beneficiaries
with access to
credit through
RUSACCO

Beneficiaries
without access
to credit or left
RUSACCO

Control Beneficiaries
with access to
credit through
RUSACCO

Beneficiaries
without access
to credit or left
RUSACCO

Control

Domain Indicator Mean Std.
Dev.

Mean Std.
Dev.

Mean Std.
Dev.

Mean Std.
Dev.

Mean Std.
Dev.

Mean Std.
Dev.

Intrinsic agency Autonomy in income 0.74 0.44 0.69 0.47 0.74 0.44 0.64 0.48 0.33 0.47 0.57 0.50
Self-efficacy – – – – – – – – – –
Attitudes about intimate partner
violence

0.66 0.47 0.63 0.49 0.56 0.50 0.63 0.48 0.43 0.50 0.63 0.48

Respect among household members 0.45 0.50 0.45 0.50 0.50 0.50 0.72 0.45 0.46 0.50 0.56 0.50
Instrumental

agency
Input in productive decisions 0.99 0.08 0.99 0.11 0.98 0.14 0.99 0.08 0.96 0.19 0.96 0.19
Ownership of land and other assets 0.99 0.08 1.00 0.00 1.00 0.06 1.00 0.00 1.00 0.00 0.99 0.10
Access to and decisions on financial
services

1.00 0.00 1.00 0.00 0.93 0.26 1.00 0.00 0.75 0.44 0.89 0.31

Control over use of income 0.97 0.17 0.99 0.11 0.95 0.22 0.99 0.08 0.98 0.15 0.98 0.14
Work balance 0.36 0.48 0.49 0.50 0.37 0.48 0.59 0.49 0.52 0.50 0.58 0.49
Visiting important locations 0.94 0.23 0.93 0.26 0.89 0.31 0.91 0.29 0.93 0.26 0.90 0.30

Collective agency Group membership 0.99 0.11 0.96 0.19 0.80 0.40 1.00 0.00 0.69 0.47 0.73 0.44
Membership in influential groups 0.82 0.39 0.68 0.47 0.54 0.50 0.45 0.50 0.48 0.50 0.40 0.49

Number of observations 163 84 281 163 84 281
Mean proportion of adequate indicators 0.81 0.10 0.80 0.11 0.75 0.13 0.81 0.11 0.69 0.15 0.75 0.15
3DE score 0.90 0.90 0.81 0.89 0.72 0.81
Disempowerment score (1 – 3DE) 0.10 0.10 0.19 0.11 0.28 0.19
% achieving empowerment 0.68 0.68 0.43 0.64 0.29 0.47
% not achieving empowerment 0.32 0.32 0.57 0.36 0.71 0.53
Mean 3DE score for not yet empowered 0.69 0.68 0.66 0.69 0.61 0.64
Gender Parity Index (GPI) 0.98 0.98 0.94 0.99 0.92 0.94
% achieving gender parity 0.77 0.81 0.54 0.80 0.52 0.63
% not achieving gender parity 0.23 0.19 0.46 0.20 0.48 0.37
Average empowerment gap 0.08 0.13 0.12 0.06 0.17 0.15
pro-WEAI score 0.91 0.90 0.82 0.90 0.74 0.82

Source: Calculated by authors for UNJP-RWEE impact evaluation study. Notes: Eleven of the 12 indicators are used to measure the pro-WEAI scores. The self-efficacy module
was not included in the survey. Each of the 11 indicators are weighted equally in the scores. The pro-WEAI scores in the study are based on an adequacy cutoff set at 0.75.
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Table 5
Married men’s empowerment in couple households in Oromia at baseline based on pro-WEAI indicators, differentiated by beneficiary and control households.

Baseline Endline

Beneficiaries
with access to
credit through
RUSACCO

Beneficiaries
without access
to credit or left
RUSACCO

Control Beneficiaries
with access to
credit through
RUSACCO

Beneficiaries
without access
to credit or left
RUSACCO

Control

Domain Indicator Mean Std.
Dev.

Mean Std.
Dev.

Mean Std.
Dev.

Mean Std.
Dev.

Mean Std.
Dev.

Mean Std.
Dev.

Intrinsic agency Autonomy in income 0.76 0.43 0.70 0.46 0.79 0.41 0.66 0.48 0.32 0.47 0.53 0.50
Self-efficacy – – – – – – – – – – – –
Attitudes about intimate partner
violence

0.78 0.42 0.79 0.41 0.75 0.43 0.74 0.44 0.55 0.50 0.70 0.46

Respect among household members 0.58 0.49 0.61 0.49 0.67 0.47 0.79 0.41 0.60 0.49 0.73 0.44
Instrumental

agency
Input in productive decisions 0.94 0.24 0.93 0.26 0.89 0.31 0.96 0.20 0.95 0.21 0.96 0.19
Ownership of land and other assets 1.00 0.00 1.00 0.00 1.00 0.00 1.00 0.00 1.00 0.00 1.00 0.06
Access to and decisions on financial
services

0.99 0.08 0.99 0.11 0.95 0.22 0.98 0.13 0.77 0.42 0.88 0.32

Control over use of income 0.83 0.37 0.82 0.39 0.80 0.40 0.94 0.24 0.92 0.28 0.95 0.21
Work balance 0.71 0.46 0.83 0.37 0.84 0.37 0.94 0.24 0.83 0.37 0.90 0.30
Visiting important locations 0.93 0.26 0.93 0.26 0.93 0.26 0.83 0.38 0.93 0.26 0.86 0.35

Collective agency Group membership 0.89 0.31 0.85 0.36 0.86 0.35 0.88 0.32 0.67 0.47 0.84 0.37
Membership in influential groups 0.65 0.48 0.63 0.49 0.65 0.48 0.33 0.47 0.46 0.50 0.49 0.50

Number of observations 163 84 281 163 84 281
Mean proportion of adequate indicators 0.82 0.10 0.82 0.11 0.83 0.11 0.82 0.12 0.73 0.15 0.80 0.13
3DE score 0.90 0.90 0.91 0.90 0.79 0.87
Disempowerment score (1 – 3DE) 010 0.10 0.09 0.10 0.21 0.13
% achieving empowerment 0.66 0.69 0.73 0.71 0.44 0.62
% not achieving empowerment 0.34 0.31 0.27 0.29 0.56 0.38
Mean 3DE score for not yet empowered 0.70 0.69 0.68 0.67 0.63 0.67

Source: Data from UNJP-RWEE impact evaluation study. Notes: Eleven of the 12 indicators are used to measure the pro-WEAI scores. The self-efficacy module was not
included in the survey. Each of the 11 indicators are weighted equally in the scores. The pro-WEAI scores in the study are based on an adequacy cutoff set at 0.75.
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ten dimensions by excluding this indicator. This sample includes all
women, regardless of marital status. We then limit the sample to
married women and men to investigate empowerment across the
eleven dimensions and to estimate gender parity.

Many women in both beneficiary groups (those beneficiaries
who continued to have access to credit and those who did not have
access to credit) are defined as empowered at baseline. Overall, 88
percent of beneficiaries who continued in good standing in the
RUSACCOs, 86 percent of beneficiaries who did not have access
to credit, and 63 percent of women in the comparison group meet
the empowerment threshold at baseline. By endline, however, a
smaller share of women across all three groups meets the empow-
erment threshold. The decline is greatest for the beneficiary group
that did not have access to credit in the RUSACCO. The pro-WEAI
3DE score takes into account the number of empowered individu-
als in the group, and the number of individuals who are disempow-
ered and the depth of their disempowerment (Malapit et al., 2019,
Appendix B). It ranges from zero to one, and a score closer to one
means the group is more empowered. At baseline, the 3DE scores
are high, suggesting high levels of empowerment across the
groups. These scores also fall by endline with the greatest decline
for the beneficiary group that did not continue to have access to
credit.

The empowerment scores of married women are lower at base-
line in all three groups than the scores that include all women. The
lower scores are in part due to including an additional indicator,
respect among household members. An individual reaches the
threshold for empowerment if he or she achieves empowerment
in at least nine to 11 indicators rather than eight of ten indicators.
The Gender Parity Index, which considers the empowerment gap
between men and women within households and the number of
households that lack gender parity, ranges from zero to one. At
baseline, the Gender Parity Index is 0.98 for households with ben-
eficiaries who continued in good standing, 0.98 for households
7

with beneficiaries without access to credit, and 0.94 for households
in the comparison sample. There is a decline in the Gender Parity
Index at the endline only for the households with beneficiaries
without access to credit. This appears to be driven by both a
decrease in the number of couples that achieve gender parity
and a greater gap in empowerment between spouses.

The final pro-WEAI score is a weighted average of 90 percent of
the 3DE score and 10 percent of the Gender Parity Index. At base-
line, the final pro-WEAI score is 0.91 for beneficiaries who contin-
ued in good standing, 0.90 for beneficiaries who did not have
access to credit, and 0.82 for women in the comparison sample.
There is little change between baseline and endline in these scores
for beneficiaries who continued with access to credit and for
women in the comparison group. However, the scores significantly
decrease by endline for the households with beneficiaries without
access to credit.

The high overall empowerment scores at baseline appear to be
driven by two factors. One is that nearly all women and the major-
ity of their spouses from both beneficiary groups are defined as
empowered in the input to productive decisions, ownership of land
or other assets, control over use of income, and visiting important
locations indicators. While the shares are slightly smaller than
the beneficiary groups for some of the indicators, the majority of
women and their spouses in the comparison group are also consid-
ered empowered across these indicators. There is little change by
endline.

The second factor is that, given the activities in the UNJP-RWEE
and that the baseline survey was administered after activities
began, nearly all women in both beneficiary groups are considered
empowered in terms of access to and decisions on financial services
and group membership at baseline. A smaller share of women in the
comparison group are also considered empowered in these indica-
tors at baseline. The loss of access to credit through the RUSACCO
early in the program means that at endline, the share of women
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who are considered empowered declined in the beneficiary group
that did not continue to have access to credit. These indicators
explain, in part, the deeper decline in the overall empowerment
scores in this group compared to the other two groups from base-
line to endline.

Within the instrumental agency indicators, women in all three
groups are the least likely to be considered empowered in terms
of work balance at baseline. A greater share of their spouses, on
the other hand, are considered empowered in terms of work bal-
ance across all three groups at baseline. Work balance improves
for both men and women in all three groups by endline. Part of this
may be due to the difference in the timing of the surveys. The end-
line survey was administered slightly later in the harvest season
than the baseline. As the season ends, there are fewer agricultural
activities, potentially reducing the daily workload on average.

Of the three forms of agency, women and men are the least
likely to be defined as empowered within the intrinsic agency indi-
cators. The share of women and men who are considered empow-
ered in terms of autonomy of income declines in all three groups
from baseline to endline, suggesting fewer respondents felt they
could make decisions over income based on what they believe is
best. The scores fall most drastically for the women and their
spouses who are in the beneficiary group that lost access to credit
in the RUSACCO.

At baseline, more husbands than wives are considered empow-
ered in terms of attitudes toward intimate partner violence, which
corresponds with findings in other studies that participated in
GAAP2 (Malapit et al., 2019). While there is little change in this
indicator from baseline to endline in the share of women who con-
tinued in good standing in the RUSACCOs and their spouses, there
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Fig. 1. Contributions to disempowerment at baseline. Sou
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is a decline in the share of women and men who achieve empow-
erment in terms of attitudes toward intimate partner violence in
households with beneficiaries who lost access to credit. For the
comparison group, the share of women who are considered
empowered increases by baseline, while the share of men consid-
ered empowered decreases.

For wives and husbands in the beneficiary group that continued
in good standing and in the comparison group, there are positive
changes in the indicator respect among household members from
baseline to endline. These changes seem to be the greatest for mar-
ried women and men in households with beneficiaries who contin-
ued in good standing. It suggests spousal relations may have
improved. There is little change from baseline to endline for wives
and husbands in the households with beneficiaries who do not
have access to credit. Finally, the share of women and men defined
as empowered across all three groups declined in in the indicator,
membership in influential groups, from baseline to endline. The
decrease is the greatest for beneficiaries who continued in good
standing.

Figs. 1 and 2 disaggregate the 3DE score into the contributions
to disempowerment by indicator at baseline and endline across the
groups and by gender. The figures confirm that the largest contrib-
utors to disempowerment for women in both beneficiary and com-
parison groups are the intrinsic agency indicators, thework balance
indicator in the instrumental agency domain, and the membership
in influential groups indicator in the collective agency domain.
Disempowerment deepened for women and men in all three
groups between baseline and endline but it deepened the most
for the women and men in the group of beneficiaries who did
not have access to credit.
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Fig. 2. Contributions to disempowerment at endline. Source: Data from UNJP-RWEE impact evaluation study.
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6. Empirical framework

The impact of UNJP-RWEE on empowerment is measured using
indicators and sub-indicators of the pro-WEAI. Our empirical strat-
egy is to use a difference-in-difference estimator to account for
time invariant differences between the treatment and comparison
groups, with inverse probability weighting following Hirano,
Imbens, and Ridder (2003). This approach has recently been used
in agricultural (Alem & Broussard, 2018) and development eco-
nomics studies (Busso, Gregory, & Kline, 2013), and will help
remove any effect of differential sampling between the beneficiary
and comparison groups. We also use inverse probability weighting
to condition on continued access to credit through the RUSACCOs,
a mediator that can be seen as an intermediate outcome of
treatment. Conditioning on continued access to credit is problem-
atic if there are unmeasured factors jointly affecting the different
levels of participation within the program, including the decision
to leave the program and empowerment. Inverse probability
weighting helps to address selection bias by removing the associ-
ation between the treatment-outcome confounders and the treat-
ment, and between mediator-outcome confounders and mediator
(Naimi, Schnitzer, Moodie, & Bodnar, 2016). The key is that we
have variables that are ‘‘good” predictors of selection prior to base-
line. We fix the mediator, m, on the two beneficiary groups: those
with continued access to credit through the RUSACCOs and those
without access to credit through the RUSACCOs, to estimate medi-
ated direct effects (rather than the average treatment effects) of
the program, so that
9

DE ðm ¼ 0Þ � E½Yðm ¼ 0Þ j D ¼ 1� � E½Yðm ¼ 0Þj D ¼ 0� ð1Þ
and

DE ðm ¼ 1Þ � E½Yðm ¼ 1Þ j D ¼ 1� � E½Yðm ¼ 1Þj D ¼ 0�; ð2Þ

where Y is an empowerment outcome when m is fixed, and D is the
treated group.

Propensity scores, which are the probabilities of being in a treat-
ment group based on observed characteristics, are used to create
the weights. Given that the assignment to the beneficiary groups
was non-random, the propensity score weights, which match ben-
eficiaries to individuals in the comparison group based on similar
characteristics, help to eliminate selection bias and ensure greater
comparability between the groups (Rosenbaum & Rubin, 1983).
The propensity scores are estimated separately for m ¼ 0 and
m ¼ 1 with the baseline data using a probit estimation model:

pmðxbi;niÞ ¼ PrðDi ¼ 1jxbi;niÞ; ð3Þ
where the probability of being in the treated group, D, is based on a
set of observable characteristics,x is a vector of characteristics of
individual, i, at baseline, b, and n are the woredas. We estimate
the propensity scores using the following baseline characteristics:
age, household demographics, marital status, educational
attainment, wealth (proxied through an index, see Table B1 in
Appendix B), land holdings, household distance from services
(minutes to commute to a primary school), and participation in
agriculture on the household farm as the primary income earning
activity. These factors could conceivably have influenced the
probability of being selected for participation in the program. While
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the comparison communities were selected with a focus on estab-
lishing a good counterfactual, we note differences in social capital
between the groups. Since social capital is closely related to partic-
ipation in the UNJP-RWEE, controlling for these characteristics
should help to avoid bias owing to differences that may have
prompted women to participate in the RUSACCOs. The membership
in a RUSACCO prior to 2016 also takes into account that the RUSAC-
COs were established before the baseline survey and that the first
participants likely had earlier access to credit through these
organizations.

Conflict in the area heavily affected some households prior to
the baseline survey. Additionally, repercussions from the 2015–
2016 El Niño drought, continued weather variability, and a pest
infestation in 2016–2017 affected a number of crops. These shocks
may impact participation in microfinance institutions and house-
holds’ demand for credit. Illness or death of a close family member
prior to baseline is included as a proxy for a household affected by
the conflict. The loss of crops or livestock owing to widespread dis-
ease or lower than average rainfall in the community prior to base-
line is included as a proxy for a household affected by natural
events. Additionally, we include fixed effects for the woredas.

We estimate the propensity scores for all women, married
women, and married men for the two beneficiary groups sepa-
rately. The estimates for married women and men also included
the age, education, and land holdings of both spouses. The six pro-
bit estimation results with the average marginal (partial) effects
are presented in Appendix C. The social capital variables have the
expected signs and respondent membership of a RUSACCO prior
to the baseline is significant across the groups. The education vari-
ables are also significant for beneficiaries who continued in good
with access to credit in the RUSACCOs at endline. Beneficiaries
who did not have access to credit were less likely to live in Yaya
Gulele and more likely to be employed in agriculture as the main
form of employment. We checked the suitability of the weights
by looking at the propensity score distributions with and without
weights. The figures are presented in Appendix D.

Following Khandker, Bakht, and Koolwal (2009), a weighted
least squares regression is implemented using the difference of
the outcome and covariates between the two time periods. The
estimates are the same as a difference-in-difference estimator,
but with some loss of efficiency. The approach allows us to con-
sider the initial characteristics of the program sites and compar-
ison villages, including the shocks faced by households related to
the conflict and agricultural setbacks prior to the baseline that
may have influenced the program placement and aid in the differ-
ent communities at baseline and over time. Woreda fixed effects
are also included to control for distance from the capital, differ-
ences in agro-climatic factors, and the fact that the program varied
slightly across the three woredas. Specifically, separately for m ¼ 0
and m ¼ 1 we estimate

yli � ybi ¼ D
0
ibImpact þ ðx

li
� xbiÞ0bi þ xbi 0hi þ ni

0ci þxi þ eli � ebi ð4Þ

where y is the outcome variable of individual, i, at the endline, l, and
the baseline, b; D indicates whether the individual, i, is a beneficiary
or in the comparison group; x is a vector of individual and house-
hold characteristics as defined in equation (3); n is a vector contain-
ing the woredas; x is the weight using the propensity scores
estimated in equation (3); and e is the error term. bi is the vector
estimates from the change in household and individual characteris-
tics from the baseline to the endline, and hi is the vector estimates
from the baseline characteristics, ci is the vector estimates of wor-
eda fixed effects, and bImpact is the estimated impact of the program
for the treatment group.

The impact of UNJP-RWEE on women’s overall empowerment is
estimated using the proportion of adequate indicators and whether
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the individual achieved empowerment in at least 75 percent of the
indicators. In addition, for couple households, the impact of UNJP-
RWEE on gender parity within the household is estimated. These
impacts should be interpreted cautiously, as two of the indicators
in the index (access to and decisions over credit and group member-
ship) are endogenous in that they are part of the definition of the
program.

The impact of UNJP-RWEE onwomen andmen’s intrinsic agency
is estimated for each indicator separately (autonomy in income, atti-
tudes about intimate partner violence and respect among household
members). The impact of UNJP-RWEE on women and men’s instru-
mental agency is also estimated for each indicator separately (input
in productive decisions in agriculture, control over the use of income,
ownership of land and other assets, visiting important locations, and
work balance). Since nearly all women and men are considered
empowered based on the pro-WEAImeasures in productive decisions
in agriculture, control over the use of income, and ownership of land
and other assets at both baseline and endline, these indicators are
further disaggregated. For productive decisions in agriculture, we
investigate the program’s impact on the number of agricultural
activities the respondent can make decisions over. Similarly, for
control over the use of income, we use three indicators: (1) the num-
ber of crop and livestock activities the respondent reports being able
to make decisions about the use of the output; (2) the number of
income activities the respondent reports being able to make deci-
sions about how the income earned is used; and (3) the number of
non-agricultural activities the respondent reports being able to
make decisions over how the income earned is used. For ownership
of land and other assets, we estimate the impact on the number of
large assets owned by the individual, excluding land. The impact
of the UNJP-RWEE on women and men’s collective agency is esti-
mated with the membership in influential group indicator. Finally,
since the program is a microfinance program, we also estimate the
impact of UNJP-RWEE on the household’s number of credit sources.
7. Results

Tables 6 and 7 present the impacts. There are no significant
impacts of the UNJP-RWEE on women and men’s overall empower-
ment and gender parity for the beneficiaries who started in the
RUSACCOs before baseline and continued with access to credit.
However, the majority of women in the beneficiary and compar-
ison groups already had high levels of empowerment across a
number of the pro-WEAI indicators at baseline, particularly those
measuring instrumental agency. There is also no significant change
between baseline and endline in the number of household credit
sources.

The individual empowerment indicators also revealed little evi-
dence of any additional impacts of the program on the beneficia-
ries who continued with access to credit. The only exception is
that continuing in the program appears to have resulted in a
greater likelihood of both married women and men achieving
empowerment with regards to respect among family members (an
intrinsic agency measure). This may indicate that the gender
awareness component of the program was successful at facilitating
spousal cooperation for this group.

In contrast, there are significant losses in empowerment for
those beneficiaries who started out with access to credit in the
RUSACCOs before baseline but then did not continue to have access
to credit between baseline and endline. These losses are reflected
in the overall empowerment scores and across the individual indi-
cators. Both men and women saw losses in empowerment in terms
autonomy of income, attitudes toward intimate partner violence, and
work balance. For women in this group, there was also a loss of
empowerment in membership in influential groups, resulting in



Table 7
UN Joint Programme impacts (continued).

Women Married women Married men

Beneficiaries
with access to
credit

Beneficiaries without
access to credit or left
RUSACCO

Beneficiaries
with access to
credit

Beneficiaries without
access to credit or left
RUSACCO

Beneficiaries
with access to
credit

Beneficiaries without
access to credit or left
RUSACCO

Work balance �0.0330
(0.5486)

�0.155*
(0.0406)

�0.0454
(0.5137)

�0.290**+
(0.0004)

�0.0497
(0.5049)

�0.289**+
(0.0003)

Visiting important
locations

0.00857
(0.7663)

0.00243
(0.9632)

�0.0207
(0.5494)

�0.0326
(0.5435)

�0.0370
(0.3226)

�0.00978
(0.8523)

Group membership – – – – – –
Membership in

influential groups
�0.00654
(0.9091)

�0.121*
(0.0969)

0.0336
(0.6415)

�0.0783
(0.3420)

0.0750
(0.3340)

�0.115
(0.1707)

3DE 0.00740
(0.6331)

�0.101**+
(0.0000)

0.0330
(0.1131)

�0.117**+
(0.0000)

0.0459**
(0.0361)

�0.117**+
(0.0000)

Empowered �0.0550
(0.3494)

�0.366**+
(0.0000)

0.0311
(0.6957)

�0.463**+
(0.0000)

0.0682
(0.4151)

�0.470**+
(0.0000)

Gender parity �0.00278
(0.9712)

�0.389**+
(0.0001)

Household credit
sources

0.0430
(0.8306)

�0.889**+
(0.0003)

0.137
(0.5982)

�1.286**+
(0.0000)

0.0669
(0.8043)

�1.409**+
(0.0000)

Source: Calculated by the authors for the UNJP-RWEE impact evaluation study. Notes: These are the estimated UN joint program impacts using a difference in difference
estimator with inverse probability weight, and take into account heteroscedastic residuals. The p-values are significant * at p < 0.10 and ** p < 0.05, and significant + after
controlling for a false discovery rate using the Benjamini-Hochberg procedure (1995) of 0.05. The standard errors in parentheses. The models control for age at baseline,
marital status at baseline, literacy at baseline, primary education or higher, number of children under the age of 5 years old at baseline, number of households members at
baseline, whether the household has agricultural and non-agricultural land at baseline, wealth index, time it takes to get to a primary school at baseline, the respondent’s
main employment activity at baseline, whether household was impacted by exogenous idiosyncratic shocks or agricultural shocks in 2018, change in number of children
under five years, change in marital status, change in household size, and woreda. The spouse model excludes the marital indicators and includes age, education, and land
ownership from both spouses.

Table 6
UN Joint Programme impacts on specific groups.

Women Married women Married men

Beneficiaries
with access
to credit

Beneficiaries
without access to

credit or left
RUSACCO

Beneficiaries
with access
to credit

Beneficiaries
without access to

credit or left
RUSACCO

Beneficiaries
with access
to credit

Beneficiaries
without access to

credit or left
RUSACCO

Autonomy in income 0.0765
(0.2259)

�0.206**+
(0.0065)

0.0907
(0.2682)

�0.254**+
(0.0039)

0.123
(0.1608)

�0.251**+
(0.0053)

Attitudes about intimate partner violence �0.0537
(0.3968)

�0.177**+
(0.0147)

�0.0500
(0.5125)

�0.342**+
(0.0000)

�0.0483
(0.5055)

�0.310**+
(0.0001)

Respect among household members / Respect among
spouses

– – 0.209**+
(0.0035)

0.0187
(0.8522)

0.275**+
(0.0007)

0.0200
(0.8376)

Input in productive decisions in agriculture – – – – – –
Number of agricultural production activities individual

makes decisions over or could if she/he wanted to
�0.0394
(0.6913)

�0.129
(0.3534)

�0.0718
(0.5285)

�0.0635
(0.6717)

�0.147
(0.2274)

0.000159
(0.9992)

Ownership of land and other assets � � � � � �
Number of large assets owned beyond land 0.164

(0.1345)
�0.0747
(0.6481)

0.163
(0.2368)

�0.0482
(0.8289)

0.0564
(0.6624)

�0.134
(0.5431)

Access to and decisions on financial services – – – – – –
Control over use of income – – – – – –
Number of agricultural activities the individual makes

decisions over or could if she/he wanted in regards to
agricultural output

�0.0760
(0.4445)

�0.158
(0.2584)

�0.105
(0.3554)

�0.0749
(0.6200)

�0.173
(0.1557)

�0.0213
(0.8879)

Number of non-agricultural activities the individual
makes decisions over or could if she/he wanted in
regards to the use of the income from the activity

0.0131
(0.8288)

0.00559
(0.9426)

0.00338
(0.9639)

0.0341
(0.7278)

�0.0214
(0.8092)

�0.0124
(0.8968)

Number of non-agricultural and agricultural activities
the individual makes decisions over or could if she/he
wanted in regards to the use of the income from the
activity

�0.0509
(0.6685)

�0.145
(0.3923)

�0.0916
(0.5070)

�0.0430
(0.8161)

�0.177
(0.2520)

�0.0340
(0.8477)

Source: Calculated by the authors for the UNJP-RWEE impact evaluation study. Notes: These are the estimated UN joint program impacts using a difference in difference
estimator with inverse probability weight, and take into account heteroscedastic residuals. The p-values are significant * at p < 0.10 and ** p < 0.05, and significant + after
controlling for a false discovery rate using the Benjamini-Hochberg procedure (1995) of 0.05. The standard errors in parentheses. The models control for age at baseline,
marital status at baseline, literacy at baseline, primary education or higher, number of children under the age of 5 years old at baseline, number of households members at
baseline, whether the household has agricultural and non-agricultural land at baseline, wealth index, time it takes to get to a primary school at baseline, the respondent’s
main employment activity at baseline, whether household was impacted by exogenous idiosyncratic shocks or agricultural shocks in 2018, change in number of children
under five years, change in marital status, change in household size, and woreda. The spouse model excludes the marital indicators and includes age, education, and land
ownership from both spouses.
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greater gaps in empowerment between spouses (as seen in the
Gender Parity Index). For this group, there is a significant decrease
in the number of household credit sources between baseline and
endline (Table 7).

8. Discussion

What explains these impacts? The descriptive data and figures
suggest that between baseline and endline, across all three
groups—those who maintained good standing, those who did not
continue to have access to credit, and the comparison—there were
declines in the measures of overall empowerment for both women
and men. The overall declines in the beneficiary and comparison
groups indicate there may have been negative external shocks
within the communities. The field staff highlighted deteriorating
economic conditions in the communities as a result of continued
internal conflict, loss of crops due to pests and diseases, and
weather-related shocks.

Both groups of beneficiaries participated in the program prior to
the implementation of the baseline survey and had access to credit
through the UNJP-RWEE. At baseline, all beneficiaries reported rel-
atively high levels of empowerment. The impact evaluations sug-
gest that for the group that did not continue to have access to
credit through the RUSACCOs between the baseline and endline,
the lower levels of participation in the program after the baseline
survey had a negative impact on women and men’s autonomy of
income, attitudes toward intimate partner violence, andwork balance.

In contrast, the impact evaluations suggest that for the other
group, the continued participation in the program after the baseline
survey resulted in greater respect between husbands and wives
within the couple households. Trainings, additional rounds of loans,
and livestock transfers that occurred after the baseline survey did
not lead to additional impacts. We would have expected greater
impacts on those who continued to have access to credit through
the RUSACCOs until endline as a result of longer exposure to the
multiple interventions of the program. Other studies have found
longer participation in programs increases the likelihood of greater
impacts on women’s empowerment (Holvoet, 2005). The lack of
additional positive impacts on women’s empowerment, beyond
greater respect between spouses, in this groupmay be because hus-
bands typically backed up the loans and, as a result, they were often
joint decision-makers on their use. It may also be that the pro-WEAI
tool was not able to capture additional gains in empowerment
given that across many of the indicators the majority of women
and men were already considered empowered at baseline.

It is also possible that the shocks muted potential gains in
empowerment. Instead of empowering women, continued partici-
pation in the UNJP-RWEE may have helped women maintain their
current levels of empowerment. As compared to the beneficiaries
that did not have access to credit through the RUSACCOs between
baseline and endline, continued participation in the program may
have supported the capacity of women and their spouses to cope
with shocks as economic conditions deteriorated. Other studies
have found that credit reduces households’ vulnerability to shocks
(Bandara, Dehejia, & Lavie-Rouse, 2015; Garikipati, 2008). Asset
transfers also provide beneficiaries an additional buffer from eco-
nomic shocks. Without buffers, shocks can leave households with
less income, which leaves them with less choice over how the
income can be spent, decreasing autonomy in income for both
men and women. At the same time, workloads and domestic vio-
lence may increase (Dickin, Segnestam, & Sou Dakouré, 2020;
Jeil, Abass, & Ganle, 2020; Sekhri & Storeygard, 2014).

The UNJP-RWEE is not without flaws, and these may have pre-
vented the program from realizing its intended empowering
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impacts. It appears that despite its best intentions, the UNJP-
RWEE did not fully meet the needs of the communities in the three
woredas. The qualitative study suggests beneficiaries requested
larger loans in Adami Tulu, and the credit provided was less than
what they had requested in their business plans (Mulema, 2018;
Mulema et al., 2021). According to the study, the loan amount
was not sufficient for an investment that would enable them to
conduct business in a more profitable way and, as a result, many
women reverted back to traditional practices that had lower earn-
ing potential. There were also issues with the timing of the loans
not working with the agricultural season and difficulties with the
repayment in the short timeframe (Mulema et al., 2021). These
issues likely made the program less attractive to wealthier benefi-
ciaries who could invest in other ways or could secure credit else-
where. In Bangladesh, access to microfinance reduced the
incidence of borrowing from informal sources but did not affect
the amount of borrowing (Islam, Nguyen, & Smyth, 2015), suggest-
ing that microfinance program participants likely have access to
diverse sources of credit and may be sensitive to program and loan
conditions that are too demanding.

It is also possible that some members left the RUSACCO because
of spousal resistance. While there appears to be cooperation in
many households, the qualitative study suggests some men voiced
concerns about wife’s participation: ‘‘I sometimes feel I may lose
my wife” (Mulema et al., 2021). Backlash may come in the form
of restricting mobility, and it can also intensify the possibility of
conflict and violence. We did not see changes in visiting important
locations within the quantitative data; however, we did see nega-
tive impacts on men and women’s attitudes about intimate partner
violence in the group of beneficiaries without access to credit.
Other studies have found that the threat of losing control results
in spousal resistance and increased intimate partner violence
(Alemu et al., 2018; Koenig et al., 2003; Rahman et al., 2011). If this
is the case, the community conversations on gender norms, which
aimed to raise consciousness about gendered relations within the
broader community, did not have the transformative impacts they
intended for all the beneficiaries.

Another issue is that fieldworkers did not mediate between
the RUSACCO members and the woreda focal persons in Adami
Tulu (Mulema, 2018). This may have resulted in favoritism or a
lack of fairness, wherein those who knew the focal persons were
more likely to receive the program’s benefits. Indeed, the quanti-
tative data suggests that those with more established ties to the
RUSACCO appeared to be more likely to continue in the groups
and have access to credit, but those were also some of the poorer
members in the community. In the qualitative report, Mulema
(2018) explains that the group dynamics and the lack of a medi-
ator meant that interventions in Adami Tulu were implemented
in a way that allowed some members to benefit while others
were excluded, thereby causing tensions in the group. This may
also explain the largest share of beneficiaries dropping from of
the program in Adami Tulu than from the other two woredas.
Group dynamics are critical for the success of microfinance pro-
grams (Marr, 2002).

Besides the challenges surrounding the implementation of the
program, there might be also questions as to whether the pro-
WEAI tool, which comprises of binary indicators, was able to cap-
ture changes in empowerment when women and men started at
relatively high levels of empowerment based on the index. How-
ever, disaggregating the indicators into their sub-components
and estimating the impacts on the disaggregated indicators did
not pick up gains either, suggesting that this is likely not why we
do not observe strong positive impacts of the program and that
the other explanations are more relevant.
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9. Conclusion

Enhancing gender equality and women’s empowerment is
prominent on the 2030 Agenda for Sustainable Development. Pol-
icymakers need robust evidence on what interventions may work
for accelerating women’s empowerment as well as reliable meth-
ods for measuring progress on the issue. Using the pro-WEAI sur-
vey tool developed by GAAP2, this study estimated the impact of
a multi-faceted microfinance program on women’s economic
empowerment in communities in Oromia, Ethiopia. A major com-
ponent of the program was aimed at rural women’s greater access
to credit, but interventions also included livestock and agricultural
technology transfers, business training, as well as a community
gender awareness component. These multiple interventions, which
were implemented through RUSACCOs, aimed to improve benefi-
ciary women’s intrinsic, instrumental, and collective agency.

The findings suggest there is potential strength in adopting inte-
gratedmulti-faceted, microlending programs to accelerate progress
toward women’s empowerment. However, program implementa-
tion issuesmay have hindered larger positive impacts. The possibil-
ity of favoritism and program disorganization are troublesome and
deserve careful investigation. While microlending through self-
help groups can be a powerful collective empowerment tool, they
can be disempowering when they do not consider the needs of all
the members or when benefits are not distributed fairly.

Additionally, when microlending groups successfully empower
women, there can be strong resistance to women’s greater access
to productive resources and the capacity to make decisions about
these resources. The community gender trainings as part of the
UNJP-RWEE aimed to mitigate backlash but may not have been
fully successful. These issues deserve deeper investigation in future
studies as it is not possible to do so with the current data. Spousal
(and community) backlash in microfinance programs has come up
in other studies (Alemu et al., 2018) suggesting that program
implementers need to be aware of potential backlash and integrate
approaches to be alerted early on in order to help address them
and prevent unintended impacts.

The study also points to the importance of measuring empow-
erment impacts through multidimensions. If this study had mea-
sured empowerment solely through the instrumental agency
indicators, we would have been less likely to detect some of the
ways in which the program had undesirable effects. In fact, we
would have only seen that nearly all beneficiaries were considered
empowered and, with the exception of work balance, continued to
be considered empowered.

Other recent studies have also encouraged research and devel-
opment practitioners to consider multiple dimensions of empow-
erment further theorizing that in the process of empowering
women, some aspects may occur faster than others. Huis,
Hansen, Otten, and Lensink (2017) argue that changes in women’s
intrinsic empowerment likely come before they are able to re-
negotiate intra-household decision-making. Our findings in Oro-
mia provide some support for this idea. With the exception of work
balance, which falls under instrumental agency, the primary
impacts of the program were on indicators of intrinsic agency.

The same study (Huis et al., 2017) also highlights that it takes
time for empowerment to occur. Our study brings forth another
important point: hard-won gains in empowerment may not sus-
tain when beneficiaries fall on economically hard times. It is criti-
cal for policymakers, development practitioners and researchers to
anticipate negative economic shocks and to generate knowledge
on what levers within the empowerment and livelihoods programs
could support the capacities of men and women to cope with
shocks and maintain lasting gains in women’s empowerment and
gender equality.
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