
      
 

      

Under CARE’s 2020 Program strategy Women’s economic empowerment was one of four priority areas 

for CARE’s work around the world. CARE defines women’s economic empowerment as the process by 

which women increase their right to economic resources and power to make decisions that benefit 

themselves, their families and their communities.  

 

As of the most recent fiscal year, 85 CARE projects and 

initiatives have been working to increase women’s equal 

participation in household decision-making in 32 countries 

from 2015 to 2019. This work comes as part of CARE’s 2020 

commitment to tackle the social injustice and unequal power 

relations between men and women at the root of poverty. The 

map below shows the countries where CARE’s projects have 

reported an increase in women’s equal participation in 

household financial decision-making between 2015 and 2019.  
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WHY ARE WE CONCERNED WITH WOMEN’S HOUSEHOLD FINANCIAL DECISION-MAKING? 

At CARE, we know that increasing women’s access to economic resources will not necessarily result in 

women’s control over economic resources. Without programming that seeks to combat the power 

dynamics existing at household, community and societal level, the potential of women’s economic 

empowerment cannot be realized. It relates to the second part of CARE’s theory of change for women’s 

economic empowerment which sees that women have the capability to participate in economic activities 

and to make decisions around economic resources, within an enabling environment.  

 

How does increased household financial decision-making impact 
women? 
 

CARE’s impact data now shows that together with our partners, we have contributed to increased control 

of economic resources for over 620,000 women from 2015 and 2019. So how is CARE and our partners 

contributing to this change? What needs to take place before women can have a say over how money is 

spent in their households, and how do we facilitate to make that happen? Here are a few insights from 

CARE project evaluations and lessons highlighted by project teams.  

 

Globally, CARE and partners contributed to increasing the proportion of women able to participate in 

economic decision-making in the household by 8.9% (from 17.8% at the start of projects to 26.7% following 

CARE’s interventions). In many of the contexts where we work, patriarchal social norms restrict women 

from exercising their full economic freedom and potential both inside and outside the household. The 

increase in women’s financial decision-making in the household is highlighting the following positive 

changes: 

 

WOMEN HAVE IMPROVED CONFIDENCE, SELF-ESTEEM AND SELF-WORTH: in projects where 

women report improved decision-making capabilities, they also report improved feelings of confidence in 

themselves and their ability to support their households. Where projects have enabled women to save 

money (as in Afghanistan, Women Income Generation through Livelihood Development project), 

women have reported feeling more able to support their family members to be more economically secure 

or to set up businesses. For one woman in Afghanistan, this kind of participation in the WIGLD project 

has transformed the way she views herself. She says: 

 

“After getting membership of [Community-based Savings Groups], now we feel that we can do 

better and started believing in ourselves and our potentials and capabilities.”  

 

WOMEN HAVE MORE INDEPENDENCE IN THE HOUSEHOLD: in projects where women report 

improved decision-making capabilities, they frequently report increased respect from their family 

members, including male family members. Where projects have built the capacity of women to participate 

in productive economic activity, we have found that men in their communities and in their households have 

changed their attitudes towards women’s contributions. Or one woman in Cambodia, since participating 

in the Local Economic Leadership for Marginalised Rural Women project, she has noticed that her 

male counterparts respect and value women’s contributions more. She says: 
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“Attitudes among men have changed, women also attend training just like men, before it was 

only men. The attitudes have changed because in the past, men did not believe that women can 

give good advice for a better household. Now men appreciate that women provide good advice.” 

 

GENDER RELATIONS IN THE HOUSEHOLD CHANGE, RELIEVING SOME OF WOMEN’S UNPAID 

WORK BURDEN:  in projects where women report improved decision-making capabilities, male and 

female household members often report changes in gender relations and social norms. We can see 

examples of households changing to an increasingly enabling environment for women to have access to 

and control over economic resources and assets. One of the positive ways that we see this enabling 

environment in action, is when we see an increase in male household members sharing the burden of 

unpaid household chores or care following their household’s participation in CARE projects. For Jhorna 

in Bangladesh, increased access to income-generating activities through the Building of the Urban 

Poor (BRUP) project, has shifted the balance of gender roles in her household. She says:  

 

“My husband helps me in the household chore, as after getting input support [from BRUP 

project], I have to dedicate more time to push up my business.” 

 

 

What contributed to this change? Lessons from programmes  
 

We have learned from our programme evaluations that there are a number of pathways, projects and 

interventions that lead to increased financial decision-making for women in their households. That said, 

we have also learned that it is often a combination of factors that leads to increased household decision-

making for women and that programme activities often need to address compounded barriers to women’s 

financial decision-making. 

 

WHEN WOMEN INCREASE THEIR INCOME, they are more likely to make joint or sole financial 

decisions. The increase of income gives women more agency to have a say in financial decision-making 

in their households. In households where men are the primary wage earners, women are less likely to 

make important decisions around spending and productive asset management. For many women it is the 

difference between asking permission to spend money for herself and her family and having the agency 

to make decisions alone or collaboratively.  

 

Entrepreneurship support from CARE programmes has increased women’s contribution to their household 

income. In Mali, the Pathways project reflects that the more economic power a woman has outside her 

household, the more likely she is to be involved in household financial decision-making. That said, 

increases in women’s power outside the household are not limited to economic power. In Bangladesh, 

the Building Resilience of the Urban Poor (BRUP) project reflects that their engagement in different 

platforms – including community meetings and government forums – in addition to their increased income, 

has changed the status and value of women in their households and they are more likely to make financial 

decisions.  
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WHEN WOMEN INCREASE THEIR SAVINGS, they are more likely to make joint or sole financial 

decisions in their households. Community-based savings groups create opportunities for women to 

improve their financial literacy, have access to credit and increase their financial contribution to the 

household. Use of the VSLA model in the Abdishe project in Ethiopia resulted in improved gender 

relations in the household. The project found that access to a pool of resources and having control of 

these resources through the women-led VSLA programmes, led women to participate in more joint 

decision-making around household spending.  

 

WHEN WOMEN PARTICIPATE IN COLLECTIVE ACTION, OR HAVE A VOICE IN COMMUNITY 

DECISION-MAKING PROCESSES, they are more likely to make joint or sole financial decisions in 

their households. Significant changes in gender relations at household level can often occur without 

activities targeting those changes as their primary objective. For women engaged in trade unions or 

workers’ associations, there is evidence that the value of collective action can extend beyond the 

workplace and into domestic life. This was the case for women in Bangladesh participating in the OIKKO 

project. Likewise, when women are encouraged to participate and use their voice at community-level 

decision making, this can also impact on their decision-making capabilities at home. For young women in 

Rwanda, participating in campaigns and community decision-making events, through Financial 

Inclusion for Out of School Adolescent Girls project, improved their confidence in their ability to take 

part in decision making in their households.  

 

WHEN WOMEN HAVE ACCESS TO TRAINING AND LEARNING OPPORTUNITIES, they are more 

likely to make joint or sole financial decisions in their households. As women become more 

knowledgeable about productive economic activities, from agriculture to entrepreneurship, they increase 

their capabilities of contributing financially to their households. In Ghana (Pathways) and Cambodia 

(PACE), training women in optimising agricultural production has resulted in increased agricultural 

knowledge and financial contributions to the household, which in turn has gained women respect from 

their husbands and from male community leaders.  

 

Engaging men is an important step to create an enabling environment for women to participate in 

economic activities, but we should not lose sight of the primary goal being to uplift women. So, while 

working together can change men’s attitudes towards women’s capabilities, it remains crucial to create 

women-only spaces so women can grow in confidence and agency.  

 

WHEN MEN ARE ENGAGED IN WOMEN’S ECONOMIC EMPOWERMENT ACTIVITIES, women are 

more likely to make joint or sole financial decisions in their households. Engaging men and boys 

needs to be a vital feature of women’s economic empowerment programming because women’s financial 

decision-making rarely exists in isolation. Where projects reported minimum gains in women’s decision-

making at household level, each name insufficient engagement with men and boys as a key barrier to 

success.  

‘Time Poverty’ continues to be a barrier for women, because if their ability to make financial households 

decisions is linked to their ability to earn more money, increase their savings, improve their technical 



 

      
 

      CARE Women’s Economic Empowerment 

      

knowledge or participate in community decision-making, there needs to be time in the day for all this.  In 

many of the contexts where we work, unpaid house, agricultural and care work is very time-consuming 

and is almost always the responsibility of women. Projects need to engage with the ‘Time Poverty’ that 

disproportionately affects women in the developing world. The Women for Women project in Ethiopia 

trained husbands and sons on perceived gender roles at home and the impact of unpaid care and 

housework on women’s potential to contribute financially to the household. Participating husbands 

reported that the training encouraged them to address the imbalance in their households by sharing some 

of the housework and creating more time for women to manage their income generating activities. 

 

Training with men and boys also creates opportunities for projects to address tensions that can arise from 

male community members when women have more agency and opportunity. Changing gender dynamics 

and power imbalances in households can become triggers for gender-based violence. Projects need to 

be sensitive to these social roles and work with communities to normalise women’s economic contributions 

to and decision-making in the household. Gender Equality and Women’s Empowerment Programme 

(GEWEP II) in Rwanda uses engagement with men as a key strategy to changing social attitudes around 

women’s economic security and independence and works with male community members to prevent 

gender-based violence in households where women are increasingly economically active. CARE has a 

responsibility to ensure that in creating opportunities for women’s financial inclusion and economic power, 

we are doing so in a way that will not harm or make women more vulnerable to gender-based violence.  

 

For more information on CARE’s work in WEE 

 
Please visit our Global Women’s Economic Empowerment Hub which can be found on CARE Shares 
here.  
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