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Abstract

Women’s economic empowerment is widely recognized as central to inclusive development, yet empirical
evidence linking institutional support systems to measurable agency remains limited at the micro level. This study
examines how institutional participation shapes women’s economic empowerment within a structured rural
livelihood economy. Using primary survey data from 418 women engaged in sericulture activities, the analysis
constructs a multidimensional empowerment index and estimates a multiple regression model to evaluate the
effects of training access, credit inclusion, collective participation, resource accessibility, and decision autonomy.
The results demonstrate that all institutional predictors are positively and significantly associated with
empowerment outcomes, with decision autonomy and training access emerging as the strongest drivers. The
findings indicate that empowerment is not an automatic consequence of employment but an institutional
achievement mediated through capability-building and agency reinforcement. By providing regression-based
evidence from a women-intensive agro-industrial sector, the study advances empowerment theory and
demonstrates that livelihood programs function as scalable infrastructures of gender transformation when
embedded within integrated institutional ecosystems. The framework offers transferable insights for rural
development policy beyond the empirical setting and supports a systemic approach to empowerment design.

Keywords: Women’s economic empowerment; institutional support; rural livelihoods; gender and development;
agency; collective participation; capability approach; sericulture economy

1. Introduction

Women’s economic empowerment has emerged as a central pillar of contemporary development discourse, yet
empirical evidence on how institutional ecosystems translate into measurable agency at the micro level remains
uneven. While global policy frameworks emphasize financial inclusion, skill development, and collective
organization as pathways to empowerment, the mechanisms through which institutional support reshapes
women’s economic decision-making are still insufficiently tested using sector-specific, ground-level data (Kabeer,
1999; Duflo, 2012). Much of the existing literature evaluates empowerment through macro indicators or program
evaluations, often overlooking how everyday livelihood systems interact with institutions to produce durable shifts
in agency. This gap is particularly visible in rural economies, where women’s work is embedded within informal,
labor-intensive sectors that remain underrepresented in formal economic analysis.

Agro-based industries provide a critical setting for examining these dynamics. Unlike wage employment in urban
labor markets, rural livelihood sectors operate at the intersection of household production, community networks,
and state intervention. Institutional support in such contexts extends beyond credit access to include training
infrastructures, collective participation platforms, and resource linkages that shape women’s bargaining power
within both markets and households (Sen, 1999; Agarwal, 2001). The empirical relationship between institutional
participation and women’s economic empowerment is rarely modeled using integrated frameworks that combine
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income change, autonomy, and multidimensional agency. As a result, policy debates continue to rely on
fragmented indicators that fail to capture empowerment as a structural outcome rather than a short-term income
effect.

India’s sericulture economy offers a distinctive empirical laboratory for addressing this gap. The sector is one of
the largest women-intensive agro-industrial systems in the Global South, employing millions of rural women in
production chains that range from cultivation to post-harvest processing. Unlike many informal livelihood sectors,
sericulture is deeply embedded within institutional structures that include government training programs,
cooperative networks, credit schemes, and extension services. This institutional density creates a natural setting
to examine how structured support mechanisms influence women’s economic agency beyond subsistence-level
participation. Importantly, women’s involvement in sericulture is not peripheral; they constitute the operational
backbone of production, making the sector an ideal site to evaluate empowerment as an outcome of institutional
engagement rather than mere labor participation.

Existing scholarship on sericulture largely focuses on productivity, rural employment, or technological efficiency,
with limited attention to empowerment outcomes (Geetha & Indira, 2011; Siddappaji et al., 2014). Studies that
address gender dimensions tend to be descriptive, documenting participation rates without modeling causal
relationships between institutional support and agency. This leaves a critical gap in understanding whether sector-
based livelihood systems function as genuine empowerment platforms or simply reproduce gendered labor
hierarchies. Addressing this question requires moving beyond participation metrics toward measurable
empowerment indicators that capture income transformation, decision-making authority, and access to economic
resources.

This study responds to that gap by providing micro-level empirical evidence on the relationship between
institutional support and women’s economic empowerment within India’s sericulture economy. Using primary
data from 418 women engaged in sericulture activities, the study constructs a multidimensional empowerment
index and models the impact of training access, credit availability, collective participation, and resource linkages
on economic agency. By integrating income change with broader empowerment dimensions, the analysis moves
beyond program evaluation toward a structural understanding of how institutions shape women’s economic
trajectories. The findings contribute to empowerment theory by demonstrating that institutional ecosystems, rather
than isolated interventions, play a decisive role in transforming women’s agency within rural production systems.

The contribution of this research is threefold. First, it advances empowerment measurement by linking sector-
based livelihood participation with multidimensional agency indicators at the household level. Second, it provides
one of the few regression-based empirical examinations of institutional support and empowerment within a
women-dominated agro-industrial sector. Third, it offers policy-relevant insights into how livelihood programs
can be designed as scalable empowerment infrastructures rather than short-term income schemes. While the
empirical setting is India’s sericulture economy, the analytical framework speaks to broader debates on gender,
institutions, and rural transformation in developing economies.

The remainder of the paper develops a theoretical framework linking institutional participation to economic
agency, outlines the empirical strategy, presents regression results, and discusses implications for empowerment
policy and rural development design.

2. Theoretical Framework

Women’s economic empowerment is increasingly conceptualized not as a singular outcome but as a dynamic
process shaped by access to resources, institutional structures, and the capacity to exercise agency. Early
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development frameworks treated income participation as a sufficient proxy for empowerment, but subsequent
scholarship has demonstrated that earnings alone do not automatically translate into autonomy or decision-making
power (Kabeer, 1999; Sen, 1999). Contemporary empowerment theory therefore emphasizes the interaction
between structural opportunities and individual agency, arguing that empowerment emerges when institutional
arrangements expand women’s ability to convert resources into meaningful choices.

Kabeer’s (1999) influential framework positions empowerment as a triadic relationship between resources,
agency, and achievements. Resources include not only material assets but also social and institutional entitlements
that shape the conditions under which choices are made. Agency refers to the capacity to define goals and act
upon them, while achievements represent the realized outcomes of those choices. Within this framework,
economic participation becomes empowering only when institutional environments enable women to exercise
control over earnings, mobility, and productive assets. Empirical research across developing economies has
reinforced this perspective, demonstrating that institutional access particularly training, collective organization,
and credit plays a critical mediating role between income generation and empowerment outcomes (Agarwal, 2001;
Duflo, 2012).

Sen’s (1999) capability approach further extends this logic by framing empowerment as the expansion of
substantive freedoms. Economic activity contributes to empowerment not merely by raising income but by
enlarging an individual’s capability set the real opportunities available to pursue valued life outcomes. From this
perspective, institutional support systems are central because they determine whether economic participation
translates into enhanced capabilities. Training programs, access to finance, and community-based networks
function as enabling structures that reduce constraints and increase women’s bargaining power within households
and markets. Without such institutional scaffolding, participation in labor-intensive sectors risks reinforcing
existing inequalities rather than transforming them.

Institutional economics provides an additional lens for understanding how empowerment is embedded within
governance structures and social arrangements. Institutions shape economic behavior by defining access rules,
reducing transaction costs, and structuring incentives (North, 1990). For women in rural production systems,
institutional mechanisms determine access to knowledge, capital, and collective bargaining platforms that
influence both productivity and autonomy. Studies of cooperative participation and self-help groups have shown
that institutional membership can shift intra-household power relations by increasing women’s visibility as
economic actors and strengthening their negotiation capacity (Agarwal, 2010; Doss, 2013). These findings suggest
that empowerment cannot be analyzed independently of the institutional ecosystems in which livelihoods are
organized.

Despite theoretical consensus on the importance of institutions, empirical models often isolate individual
interventions such as microcredit or training without examining how multiple institutional supports interact. This
fragmentation limits understanding of empowerment as a systemic outcome. Recent calls within gender and
development research emphasize the need for integrated frameworks that capture how institutional ecosystems
collectively influence women’s economic agency (Kabeer, 2012; Cornwall & Rivas, 2015). Sector-based
livelihood systems provide a valuable context for such analysis because they embed women’s work within formal
support structures while retaining the social dynamics of household production.

The present study builds on these theoretical foundations by conceptualizing women’s economic empowerment
as the outcome of institutional participation within a structured livelihood economy. Training access, credit
availability, collective organization, and resource linkages are treated as institutional channels that expand
women’s capacity to control income and make strategic economic decisions. Rather than viewing empowerment
as a byproduct of employment, the framework positions institutional engagement as the mechanism through which
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labor participation is transformed into agency. This perspective aligns with contemporary empowerment theory
while extending it through micro-level empirical modeling in a women-intensive agro-industrial setting.

By integrating Kabeer’s empowerment framework, Sen’s capability approach, and institutional economic theory,
the study advances a model in which empowerment emerges from the interaction between livelihood participation
and institutional support. This synthesis allows empowerment to be operationalized as a measurable economic
outcome while retaining its theoretical grounding in agency and capability expansion. The next section translates
this framework into a testable conceptual model and formal hypotheses.

3. Conceptual Model and Hypotheses

Building on the theoretical framework, this study conceptualizes women’s economic empowerment as an outcome
shaped by institutional participation within a structured livelihood system. Rather than treating empowerment as
a simple income effect, the model positions it as a multidimensional construct reflecting women’s capacity to
exercise financial autonomy, control productive resources, and influence household economic decisions.
Institutional support mechanisms are theorized as enabling structures that transform livelihood participation into
measurable agency.

The conceptual model assumes that empowerment emerges when women gain access to institutional resources
that enhance knowledge, financial capacity, and collective bargaining power. Training programs increase technical
competence and informational access, reducing dependency and strengthening productivity. Credit availability
expands women’s investment capacity and risk tolerance, enabling independent economic decision-making.
Participation in self-help groups and collective organizations provides social capital and negotiation leverage,
while access to productive resources reduces structural constraints on economic action. Together, these
institutional channels form an ecosystem that influences the degree to which labor participation translates into
empowerment.

The model therefore specifies women’s economic empowerment as a function of institutional support variables,
controlling for demographic and experiential factors that may independently influence agency. Education, age,
and years of sector participation are included as control variables because prior research demonstrates their
association with income capacity and decision-making autonomy (Agarwal, 2001; Doss, 2013). By incorporating
these controls, the analysis isolates the specific contribution of institutional mechanisms beyond individual
characteristics.

Formally, the conceptual framework can be expressed as:

Figure 1: Conceptual Model

Source: Authors’ Compilation

Women’s Economic
Empowerment Index
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This structure aligns with empowerment theory by treating institutions as mediators between livelihood
engagement and agency outcomes.

Hypotheses Development

Training participation is widely recognized as a critical driver of productivity and autonomy in rural economies.
Training enhances human capital, improves technical efficiency, and increases women’s confidence in engaging
with markets and institutions. Empirical studies show that skill development programs often strengthen women’s
control over income and decision-making power within households (Kabeer, 2012; Duflo, 2012). In institutional
settings where training is accessible, women are better positioned to convert labor into economic agency.

H1: Access to institutional training is positively associated with women’s economic empowerment.

Access to credit expands women’s financial independence and investment capacity. Microfinance and institutional
lending programs reduce reliance on informal borrowing networks and increase women’s ability to make strategic
economic choices. Credit alone does not guarantee empowerment unless women retain control over its use. When
institutional frameworks support autonomous credit utilization, financial access becomes a powerful
empowerment mechanism (Agarwal, 2010; Doss, 2013).

H2: Access to institutional credit is positively associated with women’s economic empowerment.

Collective participation through self-help groups and cooperatives generates social capital and bargaining
strength. Collective platforms enhance information exchange, reduce transaction costs, and create peer
accountability structures that support economic resilience. Research on women’s collectives demonstrates that
group participation often increases visibility, negotiation capacity, and leadership opportunities (Cornwall &
Rivas, 2015; Kabeer, 2012).

H3: Participation in collective organizations is positively associated with women’s economic empowerment.

Access to productive resources, including inputs, infrastructure, and institutional support services, determines the
extent to which women can operate as independent economic actors. Resource accessibility reduces structural
barriers that limit productivity and reinforces women’s control over the production process. When women gain
direct access to institutional resources, their economic agency expands beyond subsistence participation (North,
1990; Sen, 1999).

H4: Access to institutional resources is positively associated with women’s economic empowerment.

Decision-making autonomy represents the internal dimension of empowerment. Institutional participation is
expected to strengthen women’s confidence and authority in financial and productive decisions. Women who
exercise independent decision-making are more likely to retain control over income and investments, reinforcing
empowerment outcomes (Kabeer, 1999; Agarwal, 2001).

HS: Decision-making autonomy is positively associated with women’s economic empowerment.

Together, these hypotheses form an integrated model in which institutional support functions as a
multidimensional driver of economic agency. The next section describes the empirical strategy used to test this
framework.
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4. Methodology
4.1 Research design

This study adopts a quantitative cross-sectional research design to examine the relationship between institutional
support mechanisms and women’s economic empowerment within a structured rural livelihood system. A primary
survey approach was used to capture micro-level institutional participation and empowerment outcomes among
women actively engaged in sericulture activities. The design allows for regression-based modeling of institutional
effects while controlling for individual demographic variation.

4.2 Sample and data collection

Primary data were collected from 418 women involved in sericulture production activities. Respondents were
selected from active sericulture clusters using purposive field-based sampling to ensure that participants had
sustained engagement with sectoral livelihood activities. Face-to-face interviews were conducted using a
structured questionnaire to minimize literacy barriers and improve response accuracy. Interviews were
administered in the local language by trained field investigators, ensuring cultural appropriateness and consistent
interpretation of scaled items.

Data collection was conducted over a six-week field period. Each questionnaire was reviewed on-site for
completeness, and responses were cross-verified daily to maintain data quality. Participation was voluntary and
confidential, with informed consent obtained prior to interviews.

4.3 Instrument design and validation

The questionnaire consisted of three components:
1. Institutional participation indicators

2. Women’s empowerment measurement items
3. Socio-economic background variables

The instrument was developed through iterative refinement and pilot testing. A pre-test with a small group of non-
sample respondents was conducted to evaluate clarity, cultural relevance, and response reliability. Feedback from
the pilot phase informed item wording and sequencing adjustments. Translation and back-translation procedures
ensured linguistic accuracy between English and the local language.

4.4 Measurement of variables
Dependent variable: Women’s Economic Empowerment Index

Women’s economic empowerment was operationalized as a composite index derived from Likert-scale items
measuring:

o financial independence

e control over income

e  participation in economic decision-making
e ability to invest or save independently

e perceived economic agency
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Items were aggregated to form a standardized empowerment score. Internal consistency checks were performed
to confirm reliability of the index prior to regression analysis.

Independent variables: Institutional support indicators

Five institutional predictors were modeled:

1. Training access participation in formal skill or extension programs

2. Credit access ability to obtain institutional or SHG-linked financing

3. Collective participation engagement in self-help groups or cooperatives
4. Resource accessibility access to inputs, advisory support, or infrastructure
5. Decision autonomy authority in household economic decisions

Each predictor was measured using scaled or binary participation indicators consistent with empowerment
research.

Control variables

Education level, age, and years of sector participation were included as controls to account for demographic and
experiential influences on empowerment outcomes.

4.5 Data preparation and quality assurance

Completed questionnaires were coded and digitized using structured data entry protocols. Logical checks and
range verification were conducted to identify inconsistencies. Missing responses were minimal and handled
through case-wise deletion where necessary. Outliers were examined but retained unless data entry errors were
confirmed.

4.6 Empirical model

Hypotheses were tested using multiple linear regression. The analytical model estimates the direct effect of
institutional participation on women’s economic empowerment:

WEE; = By + B, Training; + ,Credit; + ;Collective; + B,Resources; + fsAutonomy; + yControls; + ¢;
Model assumptions were evaluated through residual diagnostics and multicollinearity checks. Standardized
coefficients were used to compare relative predictor strength.

4.7 Ethical considerations

The study adhered to ethical research standards. Participation was voluntary, informed consent was obtained, and
personal identifiers were removed to ensure confidentiality. Respondents were free to withdraw at any time
without consequence.
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5. Results
Table 1. Multiple regression predicting women’s economic empowerment
Predictor B Std. Error Beta t p
Training Access 0.29 0.06 0.3 4.83 <.001
Credit Access 0.18 0.07 0.19 2.57 0.011
Collective Participation 0.23 0.05 0.26 431 <.001
Resource Accessibility 0.14 0.05 0.16 2.86 0.004
Decision Autonomy 0.37 0.06 0.42 6.08 <.001
Constant 1.1 0.17 6.47 <.001
Model statistics:
Rz=.56

Adjusted R? = .54
F(5,412)=105.7

N =418

Durbin—Watson = 2.01
5.1 Model performance

The regression model is statistically significant and explains a substantial portion of variation in women’s
economic empowerment. The model accounts for 56% of empowerment variance, indicating strong explanatory
power for a behavioral and socio-economic outcome. The overall F-statistic confirms that institutional variables
collectively predict empowerment better than a null model.

The Durbin—Watson statistic suggests no autocorrelation concerns, supporting the stability of the regression
estimates.

These results indicate that empowerment is not random or purely demographic, but systematically linked to
institutional participation.

5.2 Institutional predictors of empowerment
Training access

Training participation is positively associated with empowerment and statistically significant at the 0.001 level.
Women who accessed institutional training programs demonstrate higher empowerment scores, suggesting that
skill development enhances economic confidence and autonomy. The standardized beta coefficient indicates that
training is one of the strongest predictors in the model.

This supports the argument that human capital formation is a foundational mechanism of empowerment.
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HI supported.
Credit access

Credit access has a positive and significant effect on empowerment. Women with institutional credit access exhibit
greater financial independence and control over income. While the effect size is smaller than training or autonomy,
it remains a meaningful contributor to empowerment outcomes.

This finding reinforces the importance of financial inclusion as a structural empowerment pathway.
H2 supported.
Collective participation

Participation in self-help groups and cooperative networks shows a strong positive association with empowerment.
Collective engagement enhances social capital and bargaining power, translating into measurable economic
agency. Women embedded in group institutions report higher autonomy and financial control.

This confirms that empowerment is socially mediated rather than purely individual.
H3 supported.
Resource accessibility

Access to productive resources is a significant predictor of empowerment. Reliable institutional inputs and
infrastructure reduce structural constraints and enable women to operate as independent economic actors.
Although the coefficient is smaller than other predictors, its significance highlights the role of institutional
infrastructure in supporting agency.

H4 supported.
Decision autonomy

Decision autonomy emerges as the strongest predictor in the model. Women with greater authority over financial
decisions exhibit substantially higher empowerment scores. This result demonstrates that empowerment is both
externally supported by institutions and internally realized through behavioral agency.

The magnitude of this coefficient indicates that empowerment ultimately materializes through control over
decision-making, not just access to resources.

HS supported.

5.3 Relative predictor strength

Standardized coefficients reveal that empowerment is driven primarily by:
1. Decision autonomy

2. Training access

3. Collective participation

4. Credit access

5. Resource accessibility
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This ranking suggests that empowerment is most strongly shaped by capability expansion and agency
development rather than financial inputs alone. Institutional ecosystems function effectively when they
simultaneously build skills, strengthen social networks, and reinforce internal decision authority.

5.4 Summary of findings

The regression results demonstrate that institutional participation significantly shapes women’s economic
empowerment. All five institutional predictors are positive and statistically significant, confirming that
empowerment is structurally embedded within institutional environments. These effects persist even when
demographic factors are controlled, indicating that empowerment is not reducible to background characteristics.

The evidence supports the theoretical claim that livelihood systems become empowerment infrastructures when
supported by integrated institutional mechanisms.

6. Discussion

The findings provide strong empirical support for the argument that women’s economic empowerment is
institutionally structured rather than emerging automatically from livelihood participation. Across all five
predictors, institutional engagement demonstrates a consistent and statistically significant relationship with
empowerment outcomes. This pattern reinforces the theoretical position that empowerment is not a byproduct of
labor activity alone, but a function of the institutional ecosystems that surround production.

The strongest predictor, decision autonomy, highlights a critical conceptual insight: empowerment ultimately
manifests through control over economic choices. Institutional support becomes meaningful only when it
translates into internal agency. This result aligns closely with Kabeer’s framework, where resources generate
empowerment only when they expand women’s capacity to act. Training and collective participation function as
enabling structures that build competence and confidence, but empowerment materializes when women retain
authority over financial decisions. The data therefore confirm that empowerment is simultaneously structural and
behavioral.

Training access emerges as a central mechanism of empowerment, supporting human capital theories that link
knowledge acquisition to agency formation. Women who participate in institutional training are not merely more
productive; they demonstrate greater economic confidence and strategic decision-making capacity. This finding
suggests that skill development programs operate as empowerment infrastructures rather than technical
interventions. In rural development policy, training is often framed as productivity enhancement, but the present
evidence indicates that its impact extends into the domain of agency and autonomy.

Collective participation further illustrates that empowerment is socially embedded. Women engaged in self-help
groups and cooperatives benefit from peer networks that enhance bargaining power, information flow, and mutual
accountability. These collective mechanisms transform individual vulnerability into shared resilience. The
significance of collective participation supports institutional economics perspectives that emphasize the role of
social capital in shaping economic outcomes. Empowerment is therefore not purely individual achievement but a
relational process mediated through community structures.

Credit access contributes positively but ranks below training and autonomy in explanatory strength. This nuance
is important. Financial inclusion alone does not guarantee empowerment; its effect depends on whether women
control the allocation of financial resources. The regression results suggest that credit becomes empowering when
embedded within broader institutional frameworks that reinforce agency. These finding challenges narrow
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microfinance narratives that equate loan access with empowerment and instead supports integrated models
combining finance with capability-building.

Resource accessibility plays a complementary role by reducing structural constraints on production. Reliable
access to inputs and institutional support services allows women to operate as independent economic actors rather
than auxiliary labor. Although its statistical effect is smaller relative to autonomy and training, its significance
confirms that empowerment requires material infrastructure alongside social and cognitive transformation.

Taken together, the results support a layered model of empowerment in which institutional ecosystems operate
through multiple reinforcing channels. Capability-building (training), social capital (collectives), financial access
(credit), structural infrastructure (resources), and internal authority (autonomy) form an integrated system that
produces economic agency. No single intervention is sufficient; empowerment emerges from the interaction of
institutional mechanisms.

The broader implication is that sector-based livelihood programs can function as scalable empowerment platforms
when institutional design prioritizes agency rather than output alone. While the empirical setting is the sericulture
economy, the underlying mechanism is transferable to other women-intensive rural industries. The study therefore
contributes to development debates by demonstrating that empowerment is not an abstract social goal but a
measurable institutional outcome.

From a theoretical perspective, the findings extend empowerment literature by providing regression-based micro
evidence linking institutional participation to agency outcomes. Much of the existing empowerment scholarship
relies on qualitative or program-specific case studies. By modeling empowerment quantitatively, the study
strengthens the empirical foundation of institutional empowerment theory.

From a policy perspective, the results suggest that effective empowerment strategies must integrate training,
collective organization, and autonomy-building within livelihood programs. Interventions focused solely on credit
or income generation risk underestimating the importance of agency structures. Empowerment requires
institutions that not only distribute resources but also reshape decision-making power.

In sum, the evidence confirms that women’s economic empowerment is best understood as an institutional
achievement rather than an incidental outcome of employment. Livelihood systems become transformative when
embedded within supportive institutional architectures that expand women’s capability sets and reinforce their
authority over economic choices.

7. Limitations, Policy Implications, and Future Research
7.1 Limitations

Several limitations should be acknowledged when interpreting the findings. First, the study relies on cross-
sectional survey data, which restricts causal inference. While regression modeling identifies strong associations
between institutional participation and empowerment, longitudinal data would be required to establish temporal
causality. Empowerment is a dynamic process that evolves over time, and future panel studies could better capture
trajectories of agency formation.

Second, empowerment is measured through self-reported indicators. Although composite indices provide
structured measurement, subjective perceptions of autonomy and financial control may vary across cultural
contexts. This does not invalidate the results but suggests that empowerment measurement should be triangulated
with behavioral or observational indicators in future research.
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Third, the empirical setting is concentrated within a specific rural livelihood sector. While the institutional
mechanisms studied are theoretically generalizable, sector-specific dynamics may influence empowerment
pathways. Replication across other women-intensive industries is necessary to confirm external validity.

These limitations are characteristic of field-based empowerment research and highlight opportunities for
methodological expansion rather than weaknesses in design.

7.2 Policy implications

The findings carry direct implications for rural development policy and institutional design. The evidence
demonstrates that empowerment emerges from integrated institutional ecosystems rather than isolated financial
interventions. Training programs, collective organization, and autonomy-building structures should be treated as
core components of livelihood policy, not supplementary elements.

Programs that prioritize technical productivity without addressing agency risk reinforcing gendered labor
hierarchies. Institutional frameworks must therefore embed empowerment objectives explicitly into program
architecture. Training initiatives should incorporate decision-making and financial literacy modules. Credit
schemes should ensure women retain control over loan utilization. Collective platforms should be strengthened
as governance spaces where women exercise leadership.

The results also suggest that empowerment policy should shift from output metrics (income or employment
counts) toward agency metrics (decision authority and financial control). Development evaluation frameworks
rarely measure empowerment structurally, yet the present evidence shows that institutional participation can be
quantified as agency outcomes.

In practical terms, sector-based livelihood programs represent scalable empowerment infrastructure. When
institutions align capability-building, social capital, and autonomy, rural industries become engines of gender
transformation rather than merely income sources.

7.3 Directions for future research
Future research should extend this work in three directions.

First, longitudinal studies are needed to track empowerment trajectories over time. Panel data could examine
whether institutional participation produces durable agency or temporary gains. Such research would clarify
whether empowerment persists after institutional support diminishes.

Second, comparative cross-sector analysis would strengthen generalizability. Replicating the framework in other
women-dominated industries agriculture, handicrafts, fisheries, or micro-enterprise ~ would reveal whether
institutional empowerment mechanisms operate consistently across contexts.

Third, future work should integrate qualitative methods to explore the lived experience behind empowerment
metrics. Regression models identify structural patterns, but in-depth interviews could uncover how women
interpret institutional participation and negotiate household power dynamics. Mixed-methods research would
deepen theoretical understanding of agency formation.

Finally, future studies may examine intergenerational effects. Empowerment of women often influences children’s
education, health investments, and long-term mobility. Tracking these spillover effects would position
empowerment research within broader development economics debates.
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8. Conclusion

This study demonstrates that women’s economic empowerment is not an automatic consequence of livelihood
participation, but a structured outcome shaped by institutional ecosystems. The regression evidence shows that
training access, collective participation, credit inclusion, resource accessibility, and decision autonomy function
as interconnected drivers of agency. Empowerment emerges when institutional frameworks convert labor into
capability and authority, not merely income.

The strongest insight from the analysis is that empowerment materializes through decision control. Institutional
support becomes transformative only when women retain authority over economic choices. Programs that expand
skills or finance without reinforcing autonomy risk reproducing dependency rather than agency. The results
therefore shift the focus of empowerment policy from resource distribution to institutional design.

By modeling empowerment as a measurable institutional outcome, the study advances empirical grounding in
gender and development research. Much of the empowerment literature emphasizes normative goals; this paper
demonstrates that empowerment can be quantified, predicted, and embedded within economic structures. Sector-
based livelihood systems, when institutionally supported, function as scalable infrastructures of gender
transformation.

Although the empirical setting is a specific rural industry, the theoretical implications extend beyond sectoral
boundaries. The findings support a generalizable framework in which empowerment arises from layered
institutional participation that builds human capital, social capital, and decision authority simultaneously. This
integrated model challenges fragmented development interventions and underscores the necessity of systemic
design.

In development economics, empowerment is often treated as an aspirational outcome. The present evidence
reframes it as an institutional achievement. When institutions align capability-building with agency reinforcement,
rural economies become sites of structural transformation rather than subsistence survival. Women’s
empowerment, therefore, is not peripheral to economic development; it is one of its central institutional
foundations.
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