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Abstract

This paper examines the role of income-generating activities (IGAs) and live-
lihood programs in promoting the economic empowerment of women, partic-
ularly in low- and middle-income countries. Drawing on feminist economics,
human capital theory, and social capital theory, the study provides a compre-
hensive analysis of how these initiatives contribute to women’s financial inde-
pendence, decision-making power, and social status. Feminist economics em-
phasizes the need for structural changes to address gender inequalities, while
human capital theory highlights the importance of education and skill devel-
opment. Social capital theory underscores the significance of networks and re-
lationships in facilitating women’s access to economic opportunities. This pa-
per is based on a literature review of journal articles which focuses on empirical
and theoretical works addressing women’s economic empowerment through
IGAs and livelihood programs. The literature was analyzed using qualitative
content analysis to identify key themes, recurring challenges, and best practices
across different settings. The findings reveal that IGAs and livelihood pro-
grams significantly enhance women’s financial autonomy, improve their abil-
ity to influence household and community decisions, and elevate their social
standing. However, the effectiveness of these initiatives is often constrained by
barriers such as limited access to credit, market constraints, and socio-cultural
norms. The paper argues for the implementation of gender-sensitive policies,
continuous support systems, and context-specific approaches to overcome
these challenges. This study contributes to the ongoing discourse on gender
equality by offering insights into the complexities of women’s economic em-
powerment. It calls for an integrated approach that combines theoretical per-
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spectives with practical interventions to create an enabling environment where
women can fully realize their economic potential. The paper concludes that
while IGAs and livelihood programs are pivotal in advancing women’s empow-
erment, sustained efforts are required to address the multifaceted challenges
they face.

Keywords

Women’s Economic Empowerment, Income-Generating Activities (IGAs),
Livelihood Programs, Feminist Economics, Gender Equality, Sustainable
Development

1. Introduction

Economic empowerment is widely recognized as a critical pathway to achieving
gender equality and fostering sustainable development. The empowerment of
women, in particular, has profound implications not only for the individual but
also for the broader socio-economic fabric of societies. It is increasingly acknowl-
edged that economically empowered women contribute significantly to the health,
education, and economic well-being of their families and communities (Kabeer,
2012). Income-generating activities (IGAs) and livelihood programs are essential
tools in this empowerment process, providing women with opportunities to earn
an income, acquire skills, and assert greater control over their lives (Mayoux,
2010). The concept of economic empowerment extends beyond merely increasing
women’s access to income; it encompasses enhancing their ability to make deci-
sions, exert control over resources, and influence the institutions and structures
that shape their lives (Malhotra et al., 2002). As such, IGAs and livelihood initia-
tives serve as vehicles for promoting women’s financial independence and en-
hancing their bargaining power within the household and community. These pro-
grams are particularly important in low- and middle-income countries (Cornwall,
2016). Numerous qualitative studies have examined the impact of women’s em-
ployment, particularly in the garment industry on household economies in Asian
countries (Scott et al., 2016). However, the socio-economic context in Sub-Sa-
haran Africa (SSA) differs significantly from that of countries like India and Bang-
ladesh in Southwest Asia. In SSA, it is both common and socially acceptable for
women to earn an income. Women often take charge of household consumption
and engage in the production of low-revenue goods such as poultry (Mayoux,
1999; Njuki, Kruger, & Starr, 2013). Moreover, women’s mobility outside the
home for work or entrepreneurial activities is generally not as restricted as it is in
many parts of Asia. These contextual distinctions suggest that findings from Asian
studies may have limited applicability to the African context (Meagher, 2010).
Research has shown that when women engage in income-generating activities,
they not only improve their financial status, but also experience positive shifts in

their social standing and decision-making power (Swain & Wallentin, 2009). For
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instance, women involved in microenterprise development or small-scale farming
are often better positioned to influence household decisions regarding education,
healthcare, and investments (Anderson & Eswaran, 2009). Furthermore, the in-
come generated through these activities can lead to improved living conditions,
better nutrition, and enhanced access to healthcare, all of which contribute to a
cycle of empowerment and development (Duflo, 2012). However, the impact of
IGAs and livelihood programs is not uniform across all contexts. The effectiveness
of these initiatives can be influenced by a range of factors, including the socio-
cultural environment, the availability of supportive infrastructure, and the pres-
ence of enabling policies (Buvini¢ & Furst-Nichols, 2016). Moreover, women of-
ten face significant challenges in sustaining these activities due to limited access
to credit, markets, and training, as well as the double burden of balancing paid
work with unpaid domestic responsibilities (Chant & Sweetman, 2012).

This paper is based on a literature review of journal articles which focuses on
empirical and theoretical works addressing women’s economic empowerment
through IGAs and livelihood programs. The literature was analyzed using quali-
tative content analysis to identify key themes, recurring challenges, and best prac-
tices across different settings. By synthesizing findings across diverse contexts, the
paper aims to provide a comprehensive understanding of the benefits and chal-
lenges associated with women’s economic empowerment initiatives and to iden-
tify strategies that enhance their effectiveness. In doing so, it contributes to the
ongoing discourse on gender equality and sustainable development by offering

evidence-based insights that can inform policy and practice.

2. Theoretical Framework

The economic empowerment of women through income-generating activities and
livelihood programs is deeply rooted in several theoretical perspectives that offer
a nuanced understanding of the processes and outcomes involved. This section
delves into three primary theoretical frameworks: feminist economics, human
capital theory, and social capital theory. Each of these frameworks contributes to
a comprehensive understanding of how income-generating activities can drive the
economic empowerment of women, particularly in contexts characterized by gen-

der inequality and limited access to resources.

2.1. Feminist Economics

Feminist economics provides a critical lens through which the economic empow-
erment of women can be examined. Traditional economic theories have often
been critiqued for their failure to recognize the significant contributions of
women, particularly in the realm of unpaid labor, which includes caregiving and
household management (Folbre, 2006). These activities, though vital for the func-
tioning of economies, are frequently undervalued or ignored in conventional eco-
nomic analyses (Elson, 1999). Feminist economics challenges this oversight by ad-

vocating for the inclusion of women’s unpaid work in economic metrics and for
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the creation of policies that address the specific needs and challenges faced by
women (Power, 2004). Moreover, feminist economics underscores the structural
barriers that prevent women from participating fully in the formal economy.
These barriers include discriminatory labor practices, unequal access to education
and training, and societal norms that confine women to traditional roles (Pearson,
2007). By highlighting these issues, feminist economics advocates for the develop-
ment of gender-sensitive policies that can create an enabling environment for
women’s economic empowerment. For instance, policies that promote equal ac-
cess to credit, land ownership, and education are essential for ensuring that women
can engage in income-generating activities on equal footing with men (Chant,
2016). Thus, feminist economics provides a vital theoretical foundation for un-
derstanding how structural changes can facilitate women’s economic empower-

ment through income-generating activities.

2.2. Human Capital Theory

Human capital theory, as articulated by Becker (1964), posits that investments in
education, training, and health significantly enhance an individual’s productivity
and economic potential. This theory is particularly relevant in the context of
women’s economic empowerment, as it highlights the importance of developing
women’s skills and knowledge to improve their economic outcomes (Schultz,
1961). In many low- and middle-income countries, women’s access to education
and vocational training is often limited due to cultural norms, financial con-
straints, and other systemic barriers (Psacharopoulos & Patrinos, 2018). However,
when women are provided with opportunities to acquire education and skills, they
are better positioned to participate in income-generating activities and to achieve
financial independence (King & Hill, 1993). The role of education in empowering
women cannot be overstated. Studies have shown that educated women are more
likely to participate in the labor market, have higher earning potential, and con-
tribute more significantly to household decision-making (Glick & Sahn, 2000).
Additionally, investments in women’s human capital have a multiplier effect, as
educated women are more likely to invest in their children’s education and health,
thereby contributing to the overall development of their communities (Qui-
sumbing, 2003). This reinforces the idea that enhancing women’s human capital
is not only beneficial for individual women but also for the broader society. There-
fore, human capital theory provides a crucial framework for understanding how
education and skills development can empower women economically through in-

come-generating activities.

2.3. Social Capital Theory

Social capital theory offers another important perspective on women’s economic
empowerment by focusing on the role of networks, relationships, and social
norms in facilitating economic opportunities (Bourdieu, 1986). Social capital is

defined as the resources available to individuals through their social networks,
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which can include information, support, and access to opportunities (Coleman,
1988). For women, especially those in marginalized communities, social capital
can be a critical resource that helps them overcome barriers to economic partici-
pation (Putnam, 2000). Women who are involved in income-generating activities
often rely on their social networks to access credit, markets, and training, which
are essential for the success of their enterprises (Woolcock & Narayan, 2000). The
importance of social capital is particularly evident in the success of women’s co-
operatives and self-help groups, which have been shown to significantly enhance
women’s economic empowerment (Kabeer, 2005). These groups provide women
with a platform to pool resources, share knowledge, and collectively advocate for
their rights (Agarwal, 2010). Additionally, social capital can help women build the
confidence and social skills needed to navigate the often male-dominated eco-
nomic landscape (Narayan, 2002). By facilitating access to resources and oppor-
tunities, social capital plays a crucial role in enabling women to engage in income-

generating activities and to achieve economic empowerment.

2.4. Integration of Theories

The integration of feminist economics, human capital theory, and social capital
theory offers a comprehensive framework for understanding the economic em-
powerment of women through income-generating activities and livelihood pro-
grams. Feminist economics emphasizes the need for structural changes that ad-
dress gender inequalities and create a supportive environment for women’s eco-
nomic participation. Human capital theory underscores the importance of educa-
tion and skills development in enhancing women’s economic potential. Social
capital theory highlights the role of networks and relationships in facilitating
women’s access to economic opportunities. Together, these theories provide a ro-
bust theoretical foundation for developing policies and programs that can effec-
tively empower women economically and contribute to broader gender equality

and development goals.

3. Impact of Income-Generating Activities on Women'’s
Economic Empowerment

Income-generating activities (IGAs) have emerged as a pivotal strategy in pro-
moting the economic empowerment of women, particularly in low- and middle-
income countries. These activities provide women with the opportunity to earn
their own income, thereby enhancing their financial independence and contrib-
uting to their overall well-being. The impact of IGAs on women’s economic em-
powerment can be observed through various dimensions, including increased fi-

nancial autonomy, improved decision-making power, and enhanced social status.

3.1. Financial Independence and Autonomy

One of the most significant impacts of IGAs on women’s economic empowerment

is the increase in financial independence. When women engage in income-gener-

DOI: 10.4236/jss.2025.136003

36 Open Journal of Social Sciences


https://doi.org/10.4236/jss.2025.136003

E. M. Jagri et al.

ating activities, they gain direct control over financial resources, which is a crucial
step toward achieving economic empowerment (Kabeer, 2012). Financial auton-
omy enables women to make decisions regarding the allocation of resources
within their households, such as spending on children’s education, healthcare, and
nutrition (Swain & Wallentin, 2009). This shift in control over household finances
is particularly important in contexts where women traditionally have limited in-
fluence over economic decisions. Moreover, financial independence through
IGAs has been linked to improved self-esteem and confidence among women. As
women earn their own income, they experience a sense of empowerment that
transcends financial gains, contributing to their psychological and emotional well-
being (Kabeer, 2012). This empowerment is not only beneficial for the individual
woman, but also has positive ripple effects on the household and community lev-
els, as financially empowered women are more likely to invest in their families and

communities (Anderson & Eswaran, 2009).

3.2. Enhanced Decision-Making Power

Participation in income-generating activities also enhances women’s decision-
making power within their households and communities. Studies have shown that
women who contribute financially to their households are more likely to partici-
pate in decisions related to household expenditures, education, and healthcare
(Duflo, 2012). This increased decision-making power is a critical aspect of eco-
nomic empowerment, as it allows women to influence decisions that affect their
lives and the lives of their family members (Swain & Wallentin, 2009). In many
patriarchal societies, where decision-making is traditionally dominated by men,
the ability of women to contribute financially can shift power dynamics within the
household (Anderson & Eswaran, 2009). This shift not only improves women’s
status within the family, but also challenges broader gender norms, contributing to
long-term social change. As women become more involved in household decision-
making, they also gain greater control over their reproductive rights and health,

which is an essential component of their overall empowerment (Duflo, 2012).

3.3. Social Status and Community Participation

Beyond the household, IGAs have been shown to improve women’s social status
and increase their participation in community activities. Economic empowerment
through income generation allows women to engage more actively in community
affairs, including participating in local governance, social groups, and coopera-
tives (Kabeer, 2012). This increased visibility and participation in the public
sphere contribute to women’s social empowerment, as they are recognized as im-
portant contributors to the community’s economic well-being (Swain & Wallen-
tin, 2009). Furthermore, IGAs can help women build social networks and rela-
tionships that are crucial for their economic and social advancement (Bourdieu,
1986). These networks provide women with access to information, resources, and

support that can enhance the sustainability of their income-generating activities.
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Social capital, as discussed in social capital theory, plays a vital role in enabling
women to overcome barriers to economic participation and to achieve sustained

economic empowerment (Woolcock & Narayan, 2000).

3.4. Challenges and Barriers

While the impact of IGAs on women’s economic empowerment is overwhelm-
ingly positive, it is important to recognize the challenges and barriers that women
face in sustaining these activities. These challenges include limited access to credit,
markets, and training, as well as the double burden of balancing income-generat-
ing work with unpaid domestic responsibilities (Chant & Sweetman, 2012). Addi-
tionally, socio-cultural norms and gender-based discrimination can hinder
women’s ability to fully benefit from IGAs, thereby limiting their potential for
economic empowerment (Pearson, 2007). In many Hausa communities in the
Northern Nigeria, strong patriarchal norms and conservative Islamic values re-
strict women’s movement and visibility in public spaces. Women were not al-
lowed to attend training sessions, market their produce, or access group meetings
without male permission, severely limiting the success of IGAs (Adamu & Salihu,
2002). According to Kabeer (2001), such resistance not only reduce women’s ac-
cess to economic opportunities, but also undermine the transformative potential
of IGAs by keeping women dependent and vulnerable within the household struc-
ture. To address these challenges, it is essential to implement supportive policies
and programs that provide women with access to the necessary resources and sup-
port systems. This includes access to microfinance, training in business manage-
ment, and initiatives that promote gender equality in the workplace and beyond
(Buvini¢ & Furst-Nichols, 2016). By addressing these barriers, IGAs can be more

effective in achieving the goal of women’s economic empowerment.

4. Livelihood Programs and Women’s Economic
Empowerment

Livelihood programs have increasingly been recognized as a crucial strategy for
promoting the economic empowerment of women, especially in developing coun-
tries. These programs are designed to provide women with the tools, resources,
and opportunities needed to engage in income-generating activities, thereby en-
hancing their financial independence, improving their skillsets, and increasing
their overall well-being (Chant & Sweetman, 2012). The impact of livelihood pro-
grams on women’s economic empowerment is multifaceted, affecting various di-
mensions such as income generation, skill development, social inclusion, and
long-term financial stability. This section expands on these dimensions, drawing
on a range of studies to provide a comprehensive understanding of the impact of

livelihood programs on women’s economic empowerment.

4.1. Income Generation and Financial Stability

One of the most direct impacts of livelihood programs is the enhancement of
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women’s capacity to generate income, which is foundational to their economic
empowerment. These programs often provide access to financial services, such as
microcredit, savings schemes, and insurance, which are critical for enabling
women to start or expand their businesses (Karlan & Zinman, 2011). Access to
microfinance, in particular, has been shown to significantly increase women’s in-
come levels, allowing them to achieve greater financial stability and independence
(Kabeer, 2005). The income generated through these programs not only improves
the economic status of individual women, but also contributes to the economic
resilience of their households and communities (Mayoux, 2010). However, the
impact of income generation through livelihood programs extends beyond finan-
cial stability. Studies have shown that women who participate in these programs
often experience improvements in their overall quality of life, including better ac-
cess to healthcare, education, and nutrition for themselves and their families
(Swain & Wallentin, 2009). For instance, women who engage in agricultural live-
lihoods or small-scale entrepreneurship are better able to invest in their children’s
education and health, which contributes to the long-term development of their
communities (Kabeer, 2012). Moreover, the financial independence gained
through livelihood programs enhances women’s ability to make strategic life
choices, including decisions about marriage, childbearing, and household man-
agement (Duflo, 2012). Despite these positive outcomes, challenges remain in en-
suring the sustainability of income generation through livelihood programs.
Women often face significant barriers in accessing markets, which can limit the
profitability and sustainability of their economic activities (Buvini¢ & Furst-
Nichols, 2016). Additionally, market fluctuations and competition can pose risks
to the financial stability of women’s enterprises, underscoring the need for con-
tinuous support and capacity building to help women navigate these challenges
(Chant & Sweetman, 2012). Therefore, while livelihood programs play a critical
role in enhancing women’s income-generating capacities, their long-term success

depends on addressing these systemic challenges.

4.2. SKill Development and Capacity Building

Livelihood programs are also instrumental in enhancing women’s skills and ca-
pacities, which are essential for their economic empowerment. These programs
often include components of vocational training, financial literacy education, and
technical assistance, all of which are designed to equip women with the skills
needed to succeed in their chosen economic activities (Mayoux, 2010). By improv-
ing their skills, women are better able to manage their businesses, increase produc-
tivity, and maximize their income (Swain & Wallentin, 2009). For instance, voca-
tional training in areas such as tailoring, handicrafts, and food processing can
open up new economic opportunities for women, allowing them to diversify their
income sources and reduce their vulnerability to economic shocks (Anderson &
Eswaran, 2009). Moreover, skill development through livelihood programs con-

tributes to women’s human capital, which is a key determinant of their economic
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empowerment (Becker, 1964). Human capital theory posits that investments in
education and skills development lead to higher productivity and economic re-
turns, which is particularly relevant in the context of women’s economic empow-
erment (Psacharopoulos & Patrinos, 2018). As women acquire new skills and
knowledge, they become more competitive in the labor market and more confi-
dent in their abilities to contribute economically (Glick & Sahn, 2000). This not
only enhances their economic opportunities but also contributes to their social
empowerment, as they gain recognition and respect within their communities for
their expertise and contributions (Narayan, 2002). However, the effectiveness of
skill development initiatives within livelihood programs depends on several fac-
tors, including the relevance of the skills being taught to the local market condi-
tions and the availability of follow-up support to ensure that women can apply
their new skills effectively (Pearson, 2007). Additionally, the socio-cultural con-
text in which these programs operate can influence their success, as women may
face resistance from their families or communities when attempting to engage in
new economic activities (Kabeer, 2012). Therefore, livelihood programs must be
tailored to the specific needs and contexts of the women they aim to empower,
ensuring that the skills being taught are relevant and applicable in the local eco-

nomic environment.

4.3. Social Inclusion and Empowerment

In addition to economic benefits, livelihood programs also promote social inclu-
sion and empowerment by fostering women’s participation in social and eco-
nomic networks. Many livelihood programs are structured around group-based
models, such as self-help groups (SHGs) or cooperatives, which provide women
with a platform to collaborate, share experiences, and support each other
(Agarwal, 2010). These group structures are instrumental in building social capi-
tal, which is essential for women’s economic and social empowerment (Bourdieu,
1986). Social capital, defined as the resources embedded in social networks, can
provide women with access to information, support, and opportunities that are
crucial for their economic advancement (Coleman, 1988).

Through participation in these groups, women gain access to social networks
that not only provide economic opportunities, but also foster a sense of commu-
nity and solidarity (Putnam, 2000). This social inclusion is particularly important
for overcoming the isolation that many women’s faces, especially in patriarchal
societies where their economic participation is often restricted by cultural norms
(Kabeer, 2012). Additionally, the collective nature of these groups allows women
to pool resources, share risks, and engage in collective bargaining, which can en-
hance their economic power both in the marketplace and within their households
(Agarwal, 2010). Moreover, social inclusion through livelihood programs can lead
to broader social change by challenging traditional gender roles and norms. As
women become more economically active and visible in the public sphere, they
begin to challenge the stereotypes and expectations that confine them to domestic

roles (Chant & Sweetman, 2012). This shift not only empowers individual women
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but also contributes to the transformation of societal attitudes toward women’s
economic participation, paving the way for greater gender equality in the long
term (Pearson, 2007). However, achieving social inclusion through livelihood
programs is not without challenges. Women may face resistance from their fami-
lies or communities when attempting to participate in these programs, particu-
larly in contexts where gender norms are deeply entrenched (Narayan, 2002). Ad-
ditionally, the sustainability of the social networks formed through these pro-
grams can be threatened by external factors such as economic instability or polit-
ical changes (Buvini¢ & Furst-Nichols, 2016). Therefore, livelihood programs
must be designed with a focus on building resilient social structures that can with-
stand these challenges and continue to support women’s economic and social em-

powerment over time.

4.4. Challenges and Sustainability

Despite the positive impacts of livelihood programs, several challenges must be
addressed to ensure their sustainability and effectiveness in empowering women
economically. One of the primary challenges is the limited access to markets for
the products and services generated by women through these programs. Without
access to broader markets, women’s income-generating activities may not be prof-
itable or sustainable in the long term (Chant & Sweetman, 2012). Market access is
often constrained by factors such as poor infrastructure, lack of market infor-
mation, and limited bargaining power, which can prevent women from fully cap-
italizing on their economic activities (Swain & Wallentin, 2009). Additionally, the
sustainability of livelihood programs often depends on the availability of contin-
uous support, such as access to credit, ongoing training, and market linkages.
Women may require additional support to scale their businesses or adapt to
changing market conditions, particularly in volatile economic environments (Bu-
vini¢ & Furst-Nichols, 2016). Continuous support is also crucial for addressing
the gender-specific barriers that women face, such as discriminatory practices in
the labor market or unequal access to resources (Pearson, 2007).

Therefore, livelihood programs must be designed with a long-term perspective,
ensuring that women have access to the necessary resources and support systems
to sustain their economic activities over time. Finally, the success of livelihood
programs also hinges on addressing the socio-cultural barriers that limit women’s
economic participation. These barriers include gender-based discrimination, re-
strictive social norms, and the unequal distribution of unpaid care work (Kabeer,
2012). In many contexts, women are expected to prioritize their domestic respon-
sibilities over economic activities, which can limit their ability to fully engage in
livelihood programs (Anderson & Eswaran, 2009). To overcome these challenges,
livelihood programs must be accompanied by broader efforts to promote gender
equality, including initiatives that challenge discriminatory norms and advocate
for policies that support women’s economic empowerment (Chant & Sweetman,
2012). By addressing these barriers, livelihood programs can be more effective in

achieving the goal of women’s economic empowerment and contribute to the
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broader objective of gender equality.

5. Challenges and Barriers to Women’s Economic
Empowerment

Women’s economic empowerment remains a key objective in global development
efforts, yet it is impeded by a range of structural, cultural, legal, and institutional
barriers. These challenges are deeply embedded in the socio-economic fabric of
many societies and require comprehensive and sustained efforts to overcome.
This section explores these barriers in detail, emphasizing recent findings and
analyses that highlight the ongoing obstacles to achieving full economic empow-

erment for women.

5.1. Structural Inequalities and Limited Access to Resources

Structural inequalities are among the most significant barriers to women’s eco-
nomic empowerment, particularly in terms of access to critical resources such as
land, credit, education, and technology. Despite progress in many areas, women
continue to face significant disparities in land ownership and control, which are
foundational to economic activities, especially in agrarian societies (Peterman et
al., 2021). For example, in many regions, legal and cultural restrictions prevent
women from owning or inheriting land, which in turn limits their ability to access
credit and other financial services that require collateral (Doss et al., 2020). This
exclusion from land ownership not only constrains women’s ability to engage in
productive economic activities, but also perpetuates a cycle of poverty and de-
pendency. Moreover, access to credit remains a critical challenge. Even though
microfinance initiatives have expanded over the past few decades, women still face
barriers in accessing financial services on equal terms with men (Demirgii¢c-Kunt
et al., 2022). These barriers include discriminatory lending practices, lack of fi-
nancial literacy, and limited access to formal banking institutions, particularly in
rural areas (Schaner & Theys, 2021). The combination of limited access to land
and credit creates a significant hurdle for women attempting to start or expand
their businesses, thereby restricting their economic opportunities. Educational
disparities further compound these challenges. While global gender gaps in pri-
mary education have narrowed, significant gaps remain in secondary and tertiary
education, particularly in low-income countries (Psacharopoulos & Patrinos,
2018). The lack of access to quality education and vocational training limits
women’s ability to acquire the skills necessary for higher-paying jobs or entrepre-
neurship, reinforcing their economic marginalization (Jayachandran, 2021). Ad-
ditionally, the digital dividle—where women have less access to information and
communication technologies than men—exacerbates these inequalities, particu-

larly as economies become increasingly digitalized (Hilbert, 2020).

5.2. Cultural Norms and Gender-Based Discrimination

Cultural norms and gender-based discrimination remain pervasive barriers to
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women’s economic empowerment. In many societies, entrenched gender roles
dictate that women prioritize domestic responsibilities, including caregiving and
household management, over paid economic activities (Kabeer, 2020). This ex-
pectation often limits women’s participation in the formal labor market and con-
fines them to unpaid or underpaid work, which is undervalued and largely invis-
ible in economic metrics (Ferrant & Thim, 2020). The unpaid care work burden,
which falls disproportionately on women, is a significant barrier to their economic
participation and advancement. Moreover, discrimination in the labor market
continues to be a significant challenge. Globally, women are more likely to be em-
ployed in low-paying, insecure jobs and are less likely to hold leadership positions
compared to men (World Economic Forum, 2020). Even when women do partic-
ipate in the labor force, they often face wage gaps, with women earning less than
men for the same work, a disparity that persists even in developed economies
(ILO, 2021). This wage gap not only reflects ongoing gender discrimination, but
also limits women’s ability to accumulate wealth and achieve financial independ-
ence. Additionally, sexual harassment and violence in the workplace are critical
issues that further restrict women’s economic empowerment. These forms of gen-
der-based violence create hostile work environments, discourage women from
pursuing certain jobs or career paths, and can lead to job loss or reduced produc-
tivity (UN Women, 2020). The fear of harassment or violence often deters women
from fully engaging in the labor market, especially in male-dominated sectors,
thus limiting their economic opportunities and reinforcing gender segregation in
employment. To address the pervasive barriers associated with women’s eco-
nomic empowerment, Horn (2010) has suggested the need to encourage women’s
participation in cooperatives and self-help groups to provide platforms for access-

ing finance, training, and legal recognition.

5.3. Legal and Institutional Barriers

Legal and institutional barriers also play a crucial role in limiting women’s eco-
nomic empowerment. In many countries, legal frameworks either fail to protect
women’s rights adequately or actively discriminate against them. For example,
in some regions, women are still legally required to obtain permission from a
male guardian to work, start a business, or travel, which severely limits their
autonomy and economic opportunities (World Bank, 2021). Furthermore, even
where gender equality laws exist, weak enforcement and inadequate institutional
support often undermine their effectiveness (Hallward-Driemeier & Gajigo,
2021). In addition to discriminatory laws, the lack of social protection systems
further exacerbates women’s economic vulnerability. Women are disproportion-
ately represented in the informal sector, where they are often excluded from social
security benefits such as maternity leave, health insurance, and pensions (ILO,
2021). This exclusion leaves women particularly vulnerable to economic shocks,
such as those caused by the COVID-19 pandemic, which disproportionately im-
pacted women’s employment and income security (Alon et al., 2020). The absence
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of robust social protection measures not only undermines women’s economic sta-
bility, but also perpetuates their marginalization in the labor market. Childcare
responsibilities present another significant institutional barrier to women’s eco-
nomic empowerment. The lack of affordable and accessible childcare services
forces many women to leave the workforce or reduce their working hours to care
for children, limiting their career advancement and income potential (UNICEEF,
2020). This issue is particularly acute in low- and middle-income countries, where
public childcare services are often inadequate or non-existent, placing an even

greater burden on women.

5.4. Political and Economic Exclusion

Political and economic exclusion further hinders women’s economic empower-
ment by limiting their influence in decision-making processes and their partic-
ipation in formal economic structures. Despite progress in some areas, women
remain underrepresented in political leadership positions, which affects their
ability to advocate for policies that address gender inequalities and support
women’s economic empowerment (World Economic Forum, 2020). The un-
derrepresentation of women in political institutions means that issues critical to
women’s economic advancement, such as reproductive rights, equal pay, and
childcare support, are often marginalized or overlooked in policy discussions
(O’Brien & Rickne, 2020).

Economic exclusion is also a significant barrier, particularly for women in the
informal sector. Women in informal employment often lack access to labor rights
and protections, which leaves them vulnerable to exploitation and limits their
ability to organize and advocate for better working conditions (Chen et al., 2021).
The concentration of women in low-wage, informal jobs also perpetuates eco-
nomic disparities, as these positions typically offer little opportunity for career
advancement or financial security (ILO, 2021). Furthermore, the exclusion of
women from financial and business networks, which are often male-dominated,
limits their access to markets, capital, and mentorship opportunities, further en-
trenching gender disparities in economic participation (World Bank, 2021). The
challenges and barriers to women’s economic empowerment are complex and mul-
tifaceted, requiring targeted interventions at multiple levels. Addressing structural
inequalities, such as unequal access to resources and education, is essential for lev-
eling the playing field. Concurrently, efforts must be made to challenge cultural
norms that confine women to traditional roles and to eliminate gender-based dis-
crimination in the labor market. Legal reforms and stronger institutional support
are also critical for protecting women’s rights and ensuring their full participation
in the economy. Finally, enhancing women’s representation in political and eco-
nomic decision-making processes is crucial for creating inclusive policies that sup-
port gender equality and women’s economic empowerment. By addressing these
barriers, we can move closer to achieving true economic empowerment for women

globally.
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6. Recommendations

To enhance the effectiveness of income-generating activities and livelihood pro-
grams, several recommendations can be made. First, there is a need for more com-
prehensive and gender-sensitive policies that address the specific barriers women
face in accessing economic opportunities. Second, programs should be designed
to be culturally relevant and should involve the participation of local communities
to ensure sustainability. Third, there should be a focus on providing women with
access to education and skills development, as these are critical for their economic
empowerment. Finally, efforts should be made to improve women’s access to
credit and financial services, as well as to support their participation in markets

and value chains.

7. Conclusion

The exploration of income-generating activities (IGAs) and livelihood programs
as mechanisms for women’s economic empowerment reveals a multifaceted im-
pact that extends beyond mere financial independence. These initiatives are pivotal
in enhancing women’s decision-making power, social status, and overall well-be-
ing, particularly in low- and middle-income countries where structural inequalities
persist. The integration of feminist economics, human capital theory, and social
capital theory within this discourse provides a robust framework for understanding
the complex interplay between economic activities and women’s empowerment.
Feminist economics underscores the necessity of addressing systemic barriers and
advocating for policies that promote gender equality. Human capital theory em-
phasizes the critical role of education and skill development in empowering women
economically. Social capital theory highlights the importance of networks and re-
lationships in facilitating women’s access to economic opportunities. While the
benefits of IGAs and livelihood programs are evident, challenges such as limited
access to credit, market constraints, and socio-cultural barriers continue to impede
their effectiveness. Addressing these obstacles requires a concerted effort to imple-
ment gender-sensitive policies, provide continuous support, and promote broader
socio-economic reforms. Furthermore, the sustainability of these programs hinges
on their ability to adapt to the local context and address the specific needs of
women in diverse environments. IGAs and livelihood programs have the potential
to drive significant progress toward gender equality and women’s economic em-
powerment. However, achieving this potential demands an integrated approach
that combines theoretical insights with practical interventions. By addressing the
structural, cultural, and institutional barriers that women face, we can foster an
environment where women are not only economically empowered but also have

the agency to shape the socio-economic landscapes of their communities.
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