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Abstract
Women empowerment is an important factor for the uniform growth of nations. Women empowerment including the 

process of increasing the social, spiritual, political, and an educational, gender or economic strength of individuals and com-
munities that are a label to be the dimensions of women empowerment. Also, the general picture of women empowerment 
needs to occur along the dimensions of economic, socio-cultural, familial or interpersonal, legal, political, and psychological 
issues. This article gives a compressive picture of the political, social, and economic women empowerment. Moreover, it 
throws some of the measures to be taken for the effective implementation of women empowerment.
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Introduction
Over the past three decades, the discourse on women em-

powerment in our society has been and continues to be the cen-
tral theme of international and national debates and discussions 
on human development. The existing gender disparities in human 
development have been so acute that global war continues to be 
waged against various forms of discriminations against women. 
All too often, women and girls worldwide constantly face various 
forms of disempowerment in many respects: health, economic, so-
cial and politics [1].

A women’s traditional position in the society, women’s pro-
file in number and quality within the civil service structure is very 
low. This is greatly attributed to cultural and structural influences 
or barriers. Culturally, women are associated with maternity and 
the role they play in a family [2,3]. The role of women in procre-
ation said to have created the basis for their discrimination [4]. 
The society taking a man as a head of a family and a breadwinner 
bestowed upon him all the decision-making the power of the fam-
ily including the issues that affect the woman’s and girl’s personal 
life. A woman, on the other hand, is expected to be the homemaker, 
socialize and caretaker under the guidance and support of a man 
[2,5]. Though these structured roles the society framed as the norm 

are believed to put women in a disadvantaged position, both men 
and women are well socialized to accept the role assigned to each 
and lived and continued to live with it. No matter how much a 
woman participates in production processes, she is identified as 
“jobless” under the title “housewife” due to the mere fact that she 
is engaged in unpaid activities [2]. Socially constructed realities 
created the systemic denial of access to opportunities and resourc-
es like education and employment resulted in the lack of self-con-
fidence and low self-esteem, which in turn, constrained women 
from participation, competition, and engagement in formal paid 
employment [6].

Cognizant of these facts, the Government of Ethiopia has 
demonstrated its commitment and moved decisively to advance 
the agenda first, by affirming gender equality and women empow-
erment as its major policy area in its Transitional Charter. Sec-
ondly, highlighting the importance of engaging women and other 
excluded and disadvantaged segment of the country’s population 
in its development endeavor, it has issued the first women policy 
in 1993.  The Women’s Policy primarily aims at institutionalizing 
the political, economic and social rights of women [7]. 

Consistent to these, Ethiopian government created a new 
structure at the public offices with the Ministerial Restructuring 
Proclamation No. 691/2010 with the mandate of ensuring in-
creased participation and benefits of women in political, economic 
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and social endeavors of the county. Moreover, the structures of 
government offices were amended to incorporate Gender Affairs 
Offices at the Department/Directorate level to play a leading role 
towards strengthening and facilitate gender issues in their respec-
tive institutions. Empowering women and ensuring their benefits 
is also stated to be one of the strategic pillars of the Growth and 
Transformation Plan (GTP) 2010/2015 of the country. Nation-
ally enacted and amended laws and the international legal instru-
ments adopted at different times aim at changing the social and 
cultural patterns of conduct of men and women. These instruments 
are meant to eliminate prejudices, customs and all other practices 
which are based on the idea of inferiority or superiority of either of 
the sexes or on stereotyped roles for men and women [8].

 Since the adoption of the United Nations Charter in 1945, 
there are continued international efforts of expanding opportunities 
towards gender equality and women empowerment. Recognizing 
women empowerment and gender equality as powerful multipliers 
of development efforts, International and Regional Governmental 
(GOs) and Non-Governmental Organizations (NGOs) have been 
working towards equality and beneficence of women. Millennium 
Development Goal (MDG) is one of the programs devised by the 
international community to address the issue of poverty of which 
gender equality is one [8].

Despite all international, regional and national strategies, 
governments’ political will, legal and structural instruments to in-
crease women’s empowerment at all levels in general and in the 
Federal Civil Service, in particular, barriers are evident in wom-
en’s participation in decision-making. The tradition of holding the 
top and middle-level decision-making power still favors men to 
an overwhelming degree [9-11]. Therefore, the research tried to 
review international instruments, national laws, and institutional 
policy frameworks and societal culture and attitudes that have 
been in place to facilitate and advance gender equality and women 
empowerment in relation to the civil servant women’s asset and 
capabilities. Besides, government reports and various studies con-
ducted on women empowerment practices in Ethiopian confirm 
that women participation in political, economic and social en-
deavors in general and in the civil service structure, in particular, 
holds low profile[9,10,12,13]. Due to deep rooted and long-lived 
patriarchal system influence and experience, low status character-
izes virtually every aspect of women’s lives. This attributes to the 
socio-economic and cultural status of women, exacerbated by in-
stitutional/structural factors that resulted in gender-based division 
of labor, rights, responsibilities, opportunities, and access to and 
control over resources. Status of women in employment and deci-
sion-making areas, among other things, are main manifestations of 
gender disparity [9]. 

Achieving gender equality, however, is a time-consuming 
process, since it challenges one of the most deeply entrenched hu-
man attitudes and practices. Despite the intense efforts of many 
agencies and organizations and numerous inspiring successes, 

women in Ethiopia are largely occupying low level and clerical 
position [9]. The continuity in the status quo of women’s engage-
ment in low-level positions is an empirical evidence to support the 
argument that women empowerment takes far more than changes 
in law or devising best strategies and policy to change the unjust 
practices. Though these changes in law, policy and structure are 
necessary conditions or means, they are not sufficient conditions 
or end in themselves. Sound public policies and investments are 
central to achieving MDGs and accelerating economic growth, 
but they are not enough [14]. Therefore, the research focused on 
evaluating whether or not the women empowerment practices in 
the Ethiopia is bring change or not among women of civil servants 
by exploring the major predictors that impactedprevailing practice 
on the overall working conditions.

There is also an international initiative with the goal of pov-
erty alleviation by the year 2015, Millennium Development Goal 
(MDG), which takes women empowerment and gender equity as 
one of its objective (Goal 3). Taking these and other national, re-
gional and international initiatives into account in addition to de-
mographic feature of women that accounts half of the population, 
women’s important but neglected roles in a society and unbalanced 
opportunities they experience; it would be of paramount impor-
tance to focus on evaluating the practical implementation of the 
GTP including the strategies and policies enacted toward achiev-
ing the targeted social transformation and thereby take timely cor-
rective measures. Moreover, women empowerment and gender 
equity is one of the prominent human rights and socio-economic 
development agenda that governments are required to take into 
account while developing their national programs. Hence, taking 
the subject as a research agenda would contribute to the national 
and international efforts towards ensuring social justice, dignity, 
and worth of the person, which are core values of social work. 
Research in the sector would help identify not only gaps but also 
evidence and good practices that need to be scaled up and repli-
cated through changing policies and practices [9]. 

Theoretical Framework
The discourse on empowerment is so paramount to hu-

man development and alleviation of poverty that it is found in the 
documentation of over 180 World Bank aided projects [15]. The 
concept of empowerment has been contested and conceptualized 
differently by various researchers and advocates. In a preliminary 
study, [16] conceptualizes ‘empowerment and social inclusion’ as 
closely related but separate concepts. Bennett defines empower-
ment as ‘the enhancement of assets and capabilities of diverse in-
dividuals and groups to engage, influence, and hold accountable 
institutions which affect them’ (p. 13). On the other hand, ‘Social 
inclusion’ has been described as ‘the removal of institutional bar-
riers and enhancements of incentives to increase the access of di-
verse individuals and groups to assets and development opportuni-
ties’ [16].Narayan (2006) [17] shows the correlation of theoretical 
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frameworks categorizing economic and human capital, capacity 
to aspire and organizational capacity under the agency of the poor 
and openness of institutions; fragmentation and behaviors of dom-
inant groups and state implementation capacity under the opportu-
nity structure. Alsop and Heinsohn (2005) [15] on the other hand 
hypothesized that agency and opportunity structure in association 
with the degree of empowerment a person or group experiences. 
They further explained that the Degrees of Empowerment (DoE) 
can be measured by assessing

whether a person has the opportunity to make a choice• 
whether a person actually uses the opportunity to choose and • 
once the choice is made, whether it brings the desired out-• 
come.

Promoting empowerment also involves examining organiza-
tional culture, structure, and processes and identifying where these 
may conflict with empowerment goals, e.g. in terms of account-
ability. Efforts should be made to address these organizational is-
sues, through retraining in participatory approaches, increasing the 
accountability of the organization to beneficiaries, increased flex-
ibility in funding procedures and greater transparency in relation-
ships with communities and organizations [18].

Empowerment theory is an enigma. It also differs across 
levels of analysis. At the individual level, empowerment includes 
participatory behavior, motivations to exert control, and feeling 
of efficacy and control. Organizational empowerment includes 
shared leadership, opportunities to develop skills, expansion, and 
effective community influence [19]. Women’s empowerment is, 
therefore, defined as the process of correcting gender disparity in a 
society that leads to improving the condition and status of women 
in all spheres (household as well as community level) [20]. It fur-
ther states that the degree of women’s access to and control over 
material resources (including food, income, land and other forms 
of wealth) and social resources (including knowledge, power, and 
prestige) within the family, in the community, and in the society 
at large. It is a multidimensional concept, which purports to mea-
sure a woman’s ability to control resources, her ability to choose 
and control different outcomes, and above all to enhance her self-
esteem [20].

Women’s empowerment and gender equality discourse, in a 
historical perspective, has moved through various phases during the 
past two decades: from Women in Development (WID) to Gender 
and Development (GAD) [21]. Women’s movements developed in 
the 1970s-demanding political, economic and social equality in so-
ciety in order to be able to take an active part in development pro-
cesses and proclaimed the policy Women in Development (WID) 
[22]. It was further stated that WID clearly recognizes that gender 
equality and women’s empowerment are essential for addressing 
the central development concerns of poverty and insecurity, and 
for achieving sustainable, people-centered development. Taking 
Women’s empowerment and their full participation on the basis 

of equality in all spheres of the society, including participation 
in decision-making process and access to power as fundamental 
for the achievement of equality, development and peace, the Bei-
jing Platform for Action identifies gender equality as a goal and 
mainstreaming gender equality as the strategy of women’s overall 
empowerment (BPfA, 1995). Gender mainstreaming is the (re)or-
ganization, improvement, development, and evaluation of policy 
processes so that a gender equality perspective is incorporated in 
all policies at all levels at all stages, by the actors normally in-
volved in policy-making [23].  It is also defined as the process of 
assessing the implications for women and men for any planned 
action in legislation, policies or programs, in any area and at all 
levels with the ultimate goal of achieving gender equality [24].

The women’s empowerment was measured using different 
indicators. The Gender-Related Development Index (GDI) is a 
measurement for gender inequalities in the three dimensions cov-
ered by the Human Development Index (HDI), i.e. life expectancy, 
education, and income. Another tool used is the Gender Empower-
ment Measure (GEM) which seeks to measure relative female rep-
resentation in economic and political power. It considers gender 
gaps in political representation, in professional and management 
positions in the economy, as well as gender gaps in incomes.  The 
United Nations Human Development Report (2009)[25]classifying 
under the Low Human Development countries, ranked Ethiopia 
85th in the gender empowerment measure and its components.

However, [26] stipulates that there are four aspects which 
seem to be generally accepted in the literature on women’s em-
powerment. Firstly, to be empowered one must have been disem-
powered. It is relevant to speak of empowering women, for exam-
ple, because, as a group, they are disempowered relative to men.  
Secondly, empowerment cannot be bestowed by a third party. 
Rather those who would become empowered must claim it. Devel-
opment agencies cannot, therefore, empower women the most they 
can achieve is to facilitate women empowering themselves. They 
may be able to create conditions favorable to empowerment but 
they cannot make it happen.  Thirdly, definitions of empowerment 
usually include a sense of people making decisions on matters, 
which are important in their lives and being able to carry them 
out. Reflection, analysis, and action are involved in this process, 
which may happen on an individual or a collective level. There 
is some evidence that while women’s own struggles for empow-
erment have tended to be collective efforts, empowerment-ori-
entated development interventions often focus more on the level 
of the individual.  Finally, empowerment is an ongoing process 
rather than a product. There is no final goal.  One does not arrive 
at a stage of being empowered in some absolute sense. People are 
empowered, or disempowered, relative to others or, importantly, 
relative to themselves at a previous time. On the one hand, and 
Degree of Empowerment (DoE), on the other, are assumed to be 
in a reciprocal relationship.  Stating agency is expressed by the 
asset endowments, the authors clarify that the better a person’s as-
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sets and the more favorable their opportunity structure, the higher 
the framework expects their DoE to be. Similarly, enhancements 
in a person’s DoE are expected to enhance assets and opportunity 
structure. For example, the higher a woman’s assets and the more 
favorable her opportunity structure, the more likely she is to take 
effective action against an abusive husband. In taking effective ac-
tion (achieved choice), the woman might increase her assets (her 
self-confidence, awareness of women’s rights) and also contribute 
to changes in the opportunity structure (the more women become 
empowered to act against abusive husbands, the less likely domes-
tic abuse will remain an accepted practice [15].

They further explain the conceptualization of assets and 
opportunity structure is useful for understanding the underlying 
reasons and dynamics that shape the degrees of empowerment of 
different actors, and for identifying activities and strategies for 
improving people’s empowerment. Changes in assets or the op-
portunity structure are likely to precede changes in degrees of em-
powerment. Identifying assets and opportunity structure indicators 
are, therefore, useful for evaluating intermediate impacts of invest-
ments in empowerment. Asset and capability indicators are said to 
be endowments that can be human, psychological, political, eco-
nomic/material (both physical and financial) and social. Whereas, 
the presence and operation of the formal (laws and regulations) 
and informal (norms and customs) institutions determine the op-
portunity structure, whether individuals and groups have access 
to assets/resources and whether these people can use the assets to 
achieve desired outcomes [17]. 

Most scholars agree that development outcome arises from 
the interactions of the agency, opportunity structure, and degree 
of empowerment [15,17]. As the dependent variable, develop-
ment outcome has the hypothetical and reciprocal relations with 
the independent variables (agency and opportunity variable) and 
the intermediary variable (degree of empowerment) [15]. If there 
are able agencies of women and if there is the enabling environ-
ment of opportunity structure (both formal and informal) there will 
be the high degree of empowerment where empowered agencies 
(development outcome) can be created and vice versa. The frame-
work further explains how development outcomes in turn impact 
on the agency and opportunity structure to develop to the highest 
level, as empowerment is the process and both a means and an 
end in itself. As the authors advise the researchers to contextualize 
the framework to their specific research objective and mix differ-
ent variables, this study also took the outcome indicator variables 
identified on the guideline prepared for implementation of baseline 
study for women’s empowerment by [27]. The guide takes policy 
and attitude as crosscutting indicators in measuring women em-
powerment. By measuring the two (policy and attitude) the guide-
line stipulates nine common women’s empowerment outcomes. 
Policy and attitude can be categorized in the formal and informal 
relations under the opportunity structure identified by [15,17]. 
Thus, the research used five of the nine common outcomes listed in 

the guideline, which are found to be relevant to measure develop-
ment outcome of the civil servants. These are improved women’s 
capacity, women’s control over assets, women’s participation in 
decision-making, attitudes of men and women towards women’s 
empowerment and women’s satisfaction with the availability and 
quality of opportunities [27]. This critical review evaluates the 
impact of women empowerment practice in service organization 
covered under the study focusing on predictors of women empow-
erment and gender equality.

As it is observed in any traditional society, the Ethiopian cul-
ture takes its roots by highly differentiated femininities and mascu-
linities, and the valuation of masculinity above those of femininity 
[28]. Ideas about Masculinity and femininity are to be found in all 
areas of social relations; to make up the patriarchal structures by 
representation of gender, which is part of the process that makes 
up cultural notions which individuals come to adopt personal iden-
tities as masculine or feminine, and how the content of these are 
determined [3]. She further explains the most traditional approach 
to the sexual difference is to see masculine and feminine identities 
as reflecting the biological structure of bodies, hormones, muscles, 
and geneses. The discourse of femininity defined women as being 
contained within the family, and marriage was a central ambition. 
The feminine ideal was one of selflessness, fragility, and depen-
dence on a husband or father. This involved the absence of work 
outside the home for money. Philanthropy, which might appear as 
work outside the house, did not transgress the feminine ideal be-
cause it did not involve payment. Masculinity, on the other hand, 
involved an orientation to the outside world, beyond the family 
and household. Further explains women faced a dilemma over the 
stigmatizing consequences if they entered activities in the ‘male’ 
or ‘public’ sphere [3].

Furthermore, masculinity entails assertiveness, being active, 
lively and quick to take the initiative. Femininity entails coopera-
tiveness, passivity, gentleness and emotionality. Training in one or 
the other set of gender attributes is considered to start from birth in 
every aspect of their lives, encouraged or discouraged from greedy 
feeding. Socialization proceeds with a set of rewards and punish-
ments, ranging from changes in tone of voice to physical chastise-
ment [2]. Although the setup of sex-role stereotypes varies between 
cultures, all share women’s inferior position in common. Sex-role 
stereotypes are well established in early childhood. The male child 
is valued more than the female child by the parents, siblings and 
the community. In other words, traditional practices and religious 
norms discriminate women from infancy throughout their lifetime 
[29]. Therefore, educating girls were also seen as Westernizing, 
undermining men’s natural superiority [29]. Given the time frame 
and context of Ethiopian society, women rarely deviated from the 
norm. The risk of becoming an outcast in their community contrib-
uted to their compliance to practices that directly undermined their 
own rights. On the other vein, the existing socio-cultural practices 
played a great role not only for women’s oppression but also were 
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a major obstacle to their empowerment [29]. Such societal norms 
are likely to impede women’s access to full citizenship as they pre-
scribe different treatment for men and women. Deeply gendered 
socio-cultural norms, sex-stereotypes, harmful traditional practic-
es, and patriarchal ideologies limit women’s chances for success-
ful educational pursuits and confine their rights.  Women in Ethio-
pia traditionally have been consigned to strict societal rules that 
limited their activities to household chores and childcare activi-
ties while men perform activities outside the home. In particular, 
women in the rural areas are heavily burdened in the household as 
they are expected to wake up so early, to clean, get children ready 
for school, do the cooking, washing and sacrifice their career and 
aspirations [29].

As culturally imposed meanings are deep-rooted, taken-for-
granted, unexamined and dominant while experimentally-acquired 
meanings are closely felt, experienced, intimate and uniquely in-
terpreted” [30], and due to the long-lived patriarchal structures in 
the country women in Ethiopia are highly socialized to accept and 
live by the rules and regulations that defined their responsibilities 
and status, that obviously is their subordination. As a result, they 
lined out that how women’s subordination is the unconscious pro-
cess, meaning that women do not realize that they willingly play 
into the hands of patriarchal rule and powers. They cannot realize 
that because patriarchy is overwhelming and embedded in every 
part of the societal fabric from schools to workplaces, to societal 
gatherings and families. That is to say, customary and religious 
laws, which are based on the ideologies of the patriarchal order 
largely, promote women submissiveness. 

Likewise, in many developing countries, women in Ethio-
pia face structural and political barriers that hinder their rights to 
equality in the social, economic and political sphere. In addition 
to cultural and customary barriers, negative attitudes and sex-
stereotyped perceptions as reviewed earlier; gender inequality has 
also been attributed to structural and political barriers [29]. Ay-
rorit identified four shortfalls in this regard, that include lack of 
accessibility and affordability to major information sources and 
bureaucratic barriers preventing access to information to women. 
For example, access to the radio, TV and the internet remains low 
in Ethiopia, particularly in rural areas which, she explains, makes 
many women ignorant of the existence of laws that recognize their 
rights and can be invoked for their protection.

Finally, and most importantly, is the failure to actively en-
gage men in gender equality work. Gender has long been seen as 
women’s responsibility and gender equality as women’s agenda. 
This has been demonstrated in various occasions related to gender. 
Therefore, Ayrorit suggested active engagement of men is crucial 
for the promotion of gender equality in a sustainable manner as 
gender equality is not possible without the active involvement and 
support of men. It is stated that “Unless men’s practices, attitudes, 
and relations change, efforts to promote gender equality will face 
an uphill struggle” [31].

Conclusion
Most of the studies carried out so far regarding the women 

empowerment in Ethiopia show a positive trend. Women access to 
health care, socioeconomic development and independent decision 
making. However, the general framework of women empower-
ment is so far not critical analyzed in detail. Some report suggested 
that women empowerment can also affect the social, cultural bal-
ance exists in the country. However, overall, the positive effect of 
women empowerment is overwhelming the negative effect in the 
country. Thus, conducting periodic gender audit to review the im-
plementation of plans developed to realize women empowerment/
gender equality and taking appropriate actions are mandatory. Or-
ganizing and ensuring the participation of politicians in general 
and leaders of Gender offices in particular are recommended to be 
instrumental in the processes of women empowerment.
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