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Abstract

Women’s economic empowerment is an essential component of the United Nations Sustainable Development Goals. Not only is
it an end in itself but it has further been promoted for its potential to create positive externalities, including the reduction of
intimate partner violence (IPV). However, the link between economic empowerment and the risk of IPV remains theoretically
ambiguous. Marital dependency theory predicts that women with more financial resources hold higher bargaining power and are in a
better position to leave potentially abusive relationships. Conversely, Resource theory posits that an increase in women’s financial
resources may clash with traditional gender roles, which may prompt their partner to reassert their status through violent means.
In light of this debate, we conducted a meta-analysis of 19 randomized controlled trials assessing the impact of economic
empowerment interventions on IPV. Based on a total sample size of 44,772 participants and robust variance estimation, our meta-
analysis shows that women’s economic empowerment was associated with a significant reduction in the pooled measure of
emotional, sexual, and physical IPV. We further documented tentative evidence suggesting that these effects may be amplified
when additional gender sensitization training is included in such programs. Despite the overall positive effects, some included
studies reported increases in IPV, primarily in the form of partners exerting controlling behavior and dominance over financial
resources. Our results therefore emphasize a need to prioritize women’s safety in the process of designing economic

empowerment programs and to closely monitor the potential risk of conflict and violence within beneficiaries’ households.
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Violence against women is globally pervasive. The World
Health Organization (WHO) estimates that nearly one third
of ever-partnered women worldwide have experienced at least
one act of physical and/or sexual violence by an intimate part-
ner violence (IPV) at some point in their lives. Violence against
women is not only an obstacle to equality, development, and
peace but also entails serious health and economic conse-
quences for women. It is linked to a wide range of negative
physical and mental health outcomes, including chronic pain,
cardiac symptoms, alcohol abuse, depression, suicidal
thoughts, and suicide attempts (Campbell, 2002; Ellsberg
et al., 2015; Garcia-Moreno et al., 2013). In economic terms,
Fearon and Hoeffler (2014) estimated that the global cost of
IPV amounts to US$4.4 trillion or 5.2% of global gross domes-
tic product (GDP).

The United Nations has deemed women’s economic
empowerment “a cornerstone of the Sustainable Development
Goals” (UN Secretary-General, 2016), and economic empow-
erment interventions have gained popularity among the

international donor community. Female economic empower-
ment is defined as “a process whereby women’s and girls’ lives
are transformed from a situation where they have limited power
and access to economic assets to a situation where they expe-
rience economic advancement” (Taylor & Pereznieto, 2014,
p- 1). Economic empowerment thereby consists of four differ-
ent elements. First, it comprises the knowledge, individual cap-
abilities, and self-esteem necessary to enable participation in
economic life (“power within”); second, it involves the ability
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for women to assert economic decision-making power within
their household and community (“power to”); third, economic
empowerment is linked to women’s access to and control over
financial and other resources (“power over”); and finally, it is
expressed in women’s ability to organize collectively and
actively promote their economic rights (“power with”). A large
body of literature points to a range of positive effects of female
economic empowerment, including improvements in chil-
dren’s education and nutrition (Doss, 2006; Menon et al.,
2017; Quisumbing & Maluccio, 2003) and in women’s
health-seeking behavior (Kadir et al., 2003; Schultz, 1990).
Female economic empowerment has also been advocated as
an effective policy tool to combat violence against women.
To this date, however, this assumption remains theoretically
and empirically ambiguous.

This study presents a systematic review and meta-analysis to
synthesize existing evidence from randomized controlled trials
(RCTs) on whether female economic empowerment has the
potential to reduce the risk of IPV in low- and middle-
income countries. To the best of our knowledge, the only pre-
vious systematic review that explores the link between
women’s economic empowerment interventions and IPV in
low- and middle-income countries dates from 2009 (Vyas &
Watts, 2009). A substantial number of additional RCTs have
been carried out since publication of this review, rendering its
findings outdated. A number of more recent reviews exist that
examine the evidence of different types of interventions on
violence against women. However, these do not exclusively
focus on female economic empowerment interventions, exam-
ine wider forms of gender-based violence, are limited in geo-
graphic scope, and some of them include nonrandomized study
designs (Bourey et al., 2015; Buller et al., 2018; Cork et al.,
2018; Ellsberg et al., 2015; Gibbs et al., 2017; Heise, 2011).
Most importantly, none of the above studies included a quanti-
tative synthesis of the evidence. A focused and up-to-date
understanding of the relationship between female economic
empowerment and IPV is crucial for policy making and achiev-
ing the Sustainable Development Goal 5 to “eliminate all forms
of violence against all women and girls.”

Links Between Female Economic
Empowerment and IPV

Economic and sociological theories currently disagree on how
the distribution of household financial resources may affect
women’s risk of becoming exposed to IPV. Marital dependency
theory, on the one hand, postulates that women who are finan-
cially dependent on their partner or spouse are more vulnerable
to violence (Cools & Kotsadam, 2017). Resource theory, on the
other hand, portrays male violence against an intimate partner
as an instrument to regain power and control if economic
resources are imbalanced in favor of the female partner (Ander-
son, 1997; Atkinson et al., 2005; Basile et al., 2013).

Marital dependency theory argues that it is more difficult for
a woman to leave an abusive relationship if she lacks financial
resources of her own and consequently has a lower ability to

negotiate change (Gelles, 1976; Kalmuss & Straus, 1982). Dif-
ferent household models argue that increases in a woman’s
opportunities outside her relationship will raise her bargaining
power and thereby reduce the threat of violence that she is
exposed to (Bhattacharyya et al., 2011; Farmer & Tiefenthaler,
1997; Tauchen et al., 1991). These theoretical predictions are
corroborated by recent empirical evidence. For example, Per-
ova (2010) analyzed data from a cash transfer program in Peru,
revealing that the decrease in IPV was higher among women
whose utility outside of their relationship was affected more
strongly by the increase in resources than their utility within the
relationship. Likewise, Aizer (2010) studied the impact of the
gender wage gap on IPV in the United States, finding that
levels of violence decreased with a narrowing of the gender
wage gap. Relatedly, other empirical work suggests that an
overall improvement in households’ financial well-being is
likely to reduce poverty-related stress, which in turn leads to
a decrease of IPV (Fox et al., 2002).

In contrast, proponents of relative resource theory argue that
status inconsistency or status incompatibility between husband
and wife can in fact result in a higher likelihood of abuse
(Hornung et al., 1981). This may specifically be the case when
women with unemployed partners take up a job (Macmillan &
Gartner, 1999) or if there is an income disparity between the
partners in favor of the woman (McCloskey, 1996). Kaukinen
(2004) analyzes national data from the United States, revealing
that status incompatibility which favored women led to an
increase in emotional abuse (but not in physical violence).
Atkinson et al. (2005) added more nuance to these results,
reporting that the effect of relative resources is directly linked
to a husband’s gender ideology, such that IPV only increases in
response to a growing income share for women in cases where
the husband is known to hold traditional gender views. In a
similar vein, a cross-national study that pooled data across 44
countries and represented over 400,000 women found that [PV
was generally less prevalent in countries with a high proportion
of women in the formal work force. However, in countries with
a low level of female employment, women faced a higher risk
of violence if they were employed in the informal sector (Heise
& Kotsadam, 2015). Cools and Kotsadam (2017) proposed a
“contextual acceptance employment hypothesis,” according to
which women are at a higher risk of suffering violence if they
hold a job in settings in which IPV is deemed acceptable.
Related to this finding, Guarnieri and Rainer (2018) found a
higher risk of IPV among Cameroonian women in former Brit-
ish territories relative to former French areas, which was almost
entirely explained by partners who objected that they held paid
jobs.

Other variants of this theoretical literature argue that IPV is
used as a tool to control how others behave or how resources
are allocated (Anderberg & Rainer, 2011). Several empirical
studies support this claim. For example, Bloch and Rao (2002)
presented data from rural India and found that men use violence
against their wives to extract resources from their wives’ fam-
ilies in the form of dowry. In line with this reasoning, their
findings suggest that the likelihood of abuse increases for wives
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whose families are wealthier. Eswaran and Malhotra (2011)
also used data from India and revealed that women who have
better outside options are at greater risk of violence, as their
husbands may resort to using violence in order to make sure
that the way in which household resources are allocated
becomes more closely aligned with their own preferences. This
dynamic is often referred to as the “male backlash” theory,
according to which men who have lost economic dominance
over their wives may use violence as a means to reassert
authority and power in the relationship (Hautzinger, 2003).
Similarly, Jewkes (2002) posits that “violence is frequently
used to resolve a crisis of male identity, at times caused by
poverty or an inability to control women” (p. 1).

Method
Criteria for Considering Studies for This Review

Studies were considered eligible for this systematic review if
they presented quantitative data; were based on an RCT design;
were implemented in a low- or middle-income country; targeted
women (either exclusively women or women and men), irre-
spective of their age, education, occupational, or marital status;
and reported on a type of female economic empowerment inter-
vention. Eligible economic empowerment interventions were (i)
the promotion of female labor force participation, for example,
through vocational training, job information, internships and
apprenticeships, childcare and elderly care services, and CV
writing workshops; (ii) agricultural interventions, including sup-
ply of improved seeds, fertilizer, irrigation systems, and support
through self-help groups and farmer associations; (iii) entrepre-
neurship programs, including microcredit schemes, women’s
business networks, and investment subsidies; and (iv) financial
inclusion interventions, including the provision of formal bank
accounts, micro-insurance and micro-saving schemes, and
mobile banking. Studies were also required to have included a
report on an outcome related to emotional, physical, or sexual
forms of IPV, including partners’ controlling behaviors. No
restrictions were applied to the follow-up timeline and duration
of'the intervention in question. Finally, given the topicality of the
research question and a previous review published in 2009, we
only included studies published from 1990 onward.

Search Strategy

We searched Web of Science, EconLit, PsycINFO, and seven
registries and databases specialized in RCTs, impact evaluation,
and systematic reviews, including 3ie Database for Systematic
Reviews, the 3ie Impact Evaluation Repository, the Abdul Latif
Jameel Poverty Action Lab, American Economic Association
(AEA) Social Sciences Registry, Campbell Collaboration
Library, and Evidence for Policy and Practice Information
(EPPI)-Centre Library. The applied search string is provided
in Supplement 1. Moreover, we hand-searched reference lists
of included studies for further relevant studies. Finally, we iden-
tified protocols of ongoing trials and checked for their comple-
tion prior to publication of this systematic review.

Search Results

A total of 9,062 records were identified after de-duplication.
Based on titles and abstract screening, the vast majority of
papers (9,004) were discarded because they did not meet the
inclusion criteria. Fifty-nine full texts were assessed. Of these,
19 were not based on an RCT design, six tested a noneligible
outcome, five featured a noneligible intervention, three were
protocols and did not report any results, in four studies, results
had been previously published in another included paper, and
one study was a quarterly report for which we included the
corresponding final report. Based on this procedure, we ended
up with a final list of 20 included studies (see Figure 1).

Data Extraction and Risk of Bias Appraisal

LE.C. extracted data from the relevant studies into a prepiloted
form, including information on (i) study participants (e.g., gen-
der, age, socioeconomic status), (ii) content and duration of the
economic empowerment intervention, (iii) violence outcomes
assessed, and (iv) research design (including trial setup, sample
size, and study duration). In addition, I.E.C. and J.1.S. assessed
the risk of bias using a revised version of the Cochrane risk of
bias tool for randomized trials (Higgins et al., 2011; Sterne
et al., 2019). The tool provides a framework to judge whether
there are issues across five domains that could introduce bias to
the results, including integrity threats with regard to randomi-
zation procedures and blinding of participants and assessors,
and a potential imbalance between study arms at baseline or at
end line due to attrition. We additionally extended the tool to
assess the risk of bias in the measurement of IPV, given that
face-to-face interviews may bear a higher risk of social desir-
ability bias relative to audio computer—assisted self-
interviewing (ACASI) and list experiments. We also assessed
whether the intervention was likely to spill over to participants
in the control group and whether comparisons were isolated
from other interventions. In order to reach a judgment, we
looked at information provided in the journal article and in the
trial registry records, statistical analysis plan, and the trial pro-
tocol where available. All risk of bias assessments were based
on double ratings.

Meta-Analysis

In order to aggregate findings across studies, we calculated
standardized effect sizes for all outcomes of interest. Specifi-
cally, we calculated Hedges’ g effect sizes, defined as the
standardized mean difference in the outcome of interest
between treatment and control group, divided by the pooled
standard deviation. We chose Hedges’ g over Cohen’s d to
adjust for potential bias due to small sample size or unequal
size of treatment arms in the primary included study.

In a next step, we applied robust variance estimation (RVE)
techniques to quantitatively synthesize effect size estimates
across studies. RVE allows to correct standard errors for
within-study correlation if there are multiple effect size
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Figure 1. Flow chart.

estimates per outcome, for instance due to different statistical
models (Hedges et al., 2010; Tipton, 2013). Following Tanner-
Smith et al. (2016), the RVE model for pooling effect sizes was
defined as:

yi = Bo +u; + ey, (1)

where y;; captures the outcome of interest (i.e., emotional,
physical, or sexual IPV) and more specifically the estimated
effect size i = 1...k; in study j = 1...m, and Py is the true
effect size. Further, u; is the study-level random effect,
var(u;) = 7% is the between-study variance component, and

e; represents the residual for the ith effect size in the jth
study.

We first pooled effect sizes for outcome categories sepa-
rately, namely physical, sexual, and emotional/psychological
violence including controlling behaviors, and then combined
all outcomes into one overall IPV measure. For each pooled
effect size, we also estimated the degree of heterogeneity that
could stem from diversity in study participants, intervention
types, study settings, study designs, or definition and measure-
ment of outcomes. For this, we calculated both P and ©°. P
captures the percentage of the variability in Hedges’ g
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estimates that occurs due to study heterogeneity rather than
sampling error, and t* is a point estimate of the between-
study variance of “true” effect sizes (Higgins & Green,
2011). Given the relatively small number of included studies,
we refrained from conducting additional meta-regressions.
These would be based on very small subgroup sizes and thus
be statistically underpowered.

Results
Study Characteristics

Characteristics of included studies are summarized in Table 1.
Included studies were mainly carried out in Sub-Saharan Africa
(Burkina Faso, Burundi, DR Congo, Ethiopia, Ivory Coast,
Kenya, Mali, South Africa, and Zambia), some were conducted
in Latin America (Ecuador, Colombia, and Mexico), South
Asia (Afghanistan, Bangladesh, and India), and South East
Asia (Vietnam; see Figure 2). Interventions were mostly imple-
mented in rural areas. The total sample size across all eligible
studies was 44,772. Of these, 92% were women and 8% were
men. Fourteen studies included women only, and six studies
were targeted at both women and men.

Fourteen of the included studies consisted of stand-alone
economic empowerment intervention that included a range of
intervention types, namely (i) conditional and unconditional
cash transfers, (ii) food transfers and food vouchers, (iii)
employment programs, (iv) livestock microfinance, (v) micro-
finance with business training, (vi) provision of community day
care for children, and (vii) provision of a savings account. The
remaining six studies combined economic empowerment com-
ponents with specific gender awareness training. Of these,
three studies additionally included women’s partners and
spouses in the training program. Two of these studies were
multiarm trials (Green et al., 2015; Ismayilova et al., 2018)
testing a pure economic empowerment intervention versus an
enriched economic empowerment p/us gender intervention ver-
sus a control group, whereas the remaining studies tested the
combined intervention versus a control group. The shortest
intervention had a duration of 6 months, and the longest inter-
vention spanned 6 years and 6 months. Finally, the follow-up
time varied greatly across studies, ranging between 6 and
60 months (see Table 1).

In terms of outcome measures, four types of IPV were cap-
tured, namely physical violence, sexual violence, emotional
(psychological) violence, and controlling behaviors. Physical
violence was by far the most often studied type of violence,
followed by emotional/psychological violence and controlling
behaviors, with sexual violence receiving the least attention
across all studies. Fourteen of the included studies captured
violence experiences based on face-to-face interviews, one
study used an ACASI approach (Kilburn et al., 2018), three
studies employed list experiments (Bulte & Lensink, 2019;
Kotsadam & Villanger, 2020; Peterman et al., 2018), and two
studies did not provide detailed information on the interview
type. In addition, five studies (Heath et al., 2020; Ismayilova

et al., 2018; Kotsadam & Villanger, 2020; Pronyk et al., 2006;
Roy et al., 2018) explicitly stated that they had followed the
WHO protocol on ethical guidelines for conducting research on
women’s experience with IPV.

Risk of Bias Appraisal

Most included studies had a moderate risk for bias according to
the Cochrane risk of bias tool (see Table 2). As is often the case
in psychosocial interventions (Cork et al., 2018), most studies
were not able to ensure participant and personnel blinding. In
addition, the majority of studies did not disclose whether the
allocation sequence was concealed until participants were
enrolled and assigned to the intervention or control group.
Further, we were only able to retrieve the preanalysis plan for
three included studies (Gibbs et al., 2020; Haushofer et al.,
2019; Heath et al., 2020), thus hindering our ability to assess
the risk of bias concerning the selection of the reported results
for the remaining studies. The majority of studies relied on
face-to-face interviews, which could have potentially increased
social desirability bias, resulting in an underreporting of I[PV
experiences. Potential bias with regard to missing data was less
of a concern. Most studies found no correlation between attri-
tion and different baseline characteristics and no indication of
differential attrition rates between treatment and control. Spill-
over risk and potential contamination through other similar
programs were also judged as relatively low in most studies.
For none of the studies was the risk of bias deemed to exceed a
level so high as to warrant exclusion from the subsequent meta-
analysis. However, we could not retrieve sufficient statistical
information to calculate standardized effect sizes for the study
by lyengar and Ferrari (2016).

Finally, it is important to note that for interventions combin-
ing economic empowerment with gender awareness training in
a single treatment arm, we are unable to disentangle whether
the observed treatment effects on IPV are due to the empower-
ment component or due to the gender awareness component
(or a combination of both). We therefore separated these stud-
ies from the pure economic empowerment interventions in our
meta-analysis.

Quantitative Synthesis

We provide separate estimates of pooled RVE effect sizes for
pure economic empowerment interventions and for “enriched”
empowerment interventions that include additional gender-
focused components. Starting with the impact of the former
intervention type, we found overall reductions in all forms of
violence (see Table 3). Specifically, economic empowerment
resulted in a significant decrease in physical violence across all
included studies (gpootea = —-099, p < .05, 95% CI [-.17,
—.03]) and a significant decrease in emotional violence (gpooied
= —.085, p < .05, 95% CI [—.17, —.00]). The effect size for
sexual violence was also negative and similar in magnitude but
remained nonsignificant (gpoorea = —.109, p = .28, 95% CI
[—.35, .13]), possibly due to a smaller number of included
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Table 2. Risk of Bias Summary.
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Gibbs et al. (2020)

Glass et al. (2017)

Green et al. (2015)

Gupta et al. (2013)

Halim et al. (2019)

Haushofer et al. (2019)

Heath, Hidrobo, and Roy (2018)

Hidrobo and Fernald (2013)

Hidrobo, Peterman, and Heise
(2016)

Ismayilova et al. (2018)

Kilburn et al. (2018)

Kotsadam and Villanger (n.d.)

Richardson et al. (2018)

Roy et al. (2018)

Tankard, Paluck, and Prentice
(2019)

Pronyk et al. (2006)

Angelucci (2008)

Bulte and Lensink (2019)

Iyengar and Ferrari (2011)
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Note. IPV = intimate partner violence. Olow risk of bias; Osome concern/insufficient information; .high risk of bias; Ohigh risk of bias for one treatment arm,
low risk of bias for the other, for RCTs where it is not specified whether the authors followed an intention-to-treat or a per-protocol approach, it is not possible

to assess the risk of bias for deviations of intended outcomes.

studies and effect sizes for this outcome category. The corre-
sponding forest plots and grand pooled estimates (denoted by a
diamond symbol in each graph) for the respective outcome
categories can be found in Supplementary Figures S1-S3. In
Column (4), we combined all three outcomes into one overall
measure, revealing a significant decrease in IPV across 16
studies (gpooled = —-089, p < .01, 95% CI [—.15, —.03]). Het-
erogeneity was high with P statistics ranging from 76% to
91%. This may point to substantial variations in program
designs, participant characteristics, follow-up time frames, and
survey formats (e.g., face-to-face interviews vs. other forms).

In a subsequent step, meta-analysis was performed for stud-
ies testing interventions with an additional gender-sensitization
component. As shown in Table 4 and Supplementary Figures
S4-S6, the pooled effect sizes again pointed to reductions in all
three types of IPV. We report a significant reduction in expo-
sure to sexual violence among treatment group participants in
the two respective RCTSs (gpoo1ca = —.114, p < .05, 95% CI
[—.17, —.06]). The magnitude of all effect sizes was larger
compared to effect sizes for the stand-alone economic empow-
erment interventions. This may suggest that the additional gen-
der training helped to further protect the women who
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Table 3. Pooled Effect Sizes for Pure Economic Empowerment Interventions.
Physical IPV Sexual IPV Emotional IPV All IPY

(M 2 @) )
Hedges’ g (SE) —0.099* (0.03) —0.109 (0.09) —0.085* (0.04) —0.090%* (0.03)
95% CI [-0.17, —0.03] [-0.35, 0.13] [-0.17, —0.00] [-0.15, —0.03]
1 (%) 85.79 90.72 76.22 86.63
7 0.016 0.027 0.011 0.013
No of studies 14 5 12 16
No of effect sizes 43 6 36 8l
Note. IPV = intimate partner violence.
*p < .05, *kp < 0. ¥p < 001, #FEkp < 10,
Table 4. Pooled Effect Sizes for Economic Empowerment + Gender Sensitivity Interventions.

Physical IPV Sexual IPV Emotional IPV All IPV

(M @ ©) )
Hedges’ g (SE) —0.169 (0.10) —0.114* (0.00) —0.297 (0.14) —0.180 (0.099)
95% CI [—0.44, 0.10] [-0.17, —0.06] [-0.74, 0.15] [-0.46, 0.10]
I (%) 87.12 56.00 92.85 92.45
7 0.030 0.013 0.102 0.053
No of studies 5 2 4 5
No of effect sizes 17 6 19 35

Note. IPV = intimate partner violence.
*p < .05. ¥p < .01. *¥p < .001.

participated in the program or, in other words, to reinforce the
violence-mitigating effect of the economic empowerment com-
ponent. However, this remains a conjecture since three of four
pooled effect sizes in this case were not statistically significant.
Similar to the above analysis, heterogeneity was quite substan-
tial with /7 values ranging from 56% to 93%. This heterogene-
ity may partly stem from variations in targeting strategies,
whereby some interventions were addressed at both women
and their partners and some were exclusively aimed at women.
While meta-regressions would allow us to assess potential
sources of heterogeneity in more detail, we do not have a
sufficient number of included studies and thus adequate statis-
tical power to proceed with statistical analyses of this type.
The majority of studies reported positive or null effects on
different forms of IPV. However, four studies found evidence
suggesting an increase in IPV in the intervention group. Green
and colleagues (2015) observed a rise in partners’ controlling
behaviors after women’s participation in an entrepreneurship
training in Uganda. Likewise, Hidrobo and Fernald (2013)
documented an increase in controlling behaviors but only for
the subgroup of women who had undergone less than 6 years of
schooling and whose partners’ educational status was either to
or lower than their own. For studies that tested economic
empowerment interventions with additional gender-focused
curricula, Halim and colleagues (2019) reported an increase
in economic violence. The outcome measure consisted of indi-
cators, such as prohibiting the woman from going to work,
from managing her own financial resources, and taking away
her salary, and can thus be understood as a form of controlling
behaviors in the economic realm. Finally, Bulte and Lensink

(2019) found evidence of an increase in physical violence fol-
lowing an entrepreneurship and gender training in Vietnam.

Discussion

IPV is a widespread global phenomenon with far reaching
consequences. We present the first meta-analysis to date to
establish whether economic empowerment interventions tar-
geted at women have the potential to lower their risk of experi-
encing abuse. Overall, the examined evidence suggests that, in
most settings, women’s economic empowerment was associ-
ated with a decrease in IPV. Effect sizes for different forms of
violence ranged from a Hedge’s g of —.11 to —.08 for pure
economic strengthening programs and from —.30 to —.11 for
programs with additional gender sensitization components.
Although the documented effect sizes would be classified as
small (Cohen, 1988), they match the magnitude of pooled treat-
ment effects reported in other meta-analyses of international
development programs (e.g., McEwan, 2015; Saavedra & Gar-
cia, 2012; Steinert et al., 2018). Larger intervention effects
were generally observed for more “generous” cash-transfer and
microfinance interventions (e.g., Haushofer et al., 2019;
Hidrobo et al., 2016; Kilburn et al., 2018; Pronyk et al.,
2006), possibly because they have a greater financial impact
in comparison to more “subtle” economic interventions such as
savings programs, vocational training, or provision of child
care. However, since a meta-analysis was not feasible due to
limited statistical power, we can only speculate about reasons
for heterogeneity in the magnitude of effect sizes.



822

TRAUMA, VIOLENCE, & ABUSE 23(3)

Despite generally being able to report beneficial effects, there
was some evidence suggesting possible harmful effects. These
were primarily documented as taking the form of controlling
behavior, which we conceptualized as an expression of emo-
tional violence. It is possible that women who are particularly
disempowered and vulnerable at baseline are at higher risk of
being exposed to highly controlling behaviors in the period fol-
lowing the intervention. This is corroborated by Hidrobo and
Fernald (2013), who found that women with poor educational
status were more at risk, and may also apply to the study by
Green and colleagues (2015), which focused on marginalized,
displaced women in post-conflict Uganda. As described in
Halim and colleagues (2019), controlling behaviors may man-
ifest in the form of financial control and in appropriating
women’s financial resources. Hence, it is possible that
women’s participation in an economic empowerment program
and their linked earning potential may motivate male partners
to try to extract financial resources for their own benefit. Con-
sequently, this dynamic is likely more pronounced in relation-
ships in which the woman assumes a more subordinate role.
Strikingly, this risk also persisted in programs with specific
gender sensitization components and active involvement of
male partners (Halim et al., 2019). It therefore remains unclear
whether women are more adequately protected if an empow-
erment intervention is exclusively targeted at them or when
their partners are also directly involved in the intervention.
Future research on this question is urgently needed and should
employ multiarm designs to test different targeting strategies
against each other. Another possible explanation for the
increase in men’s controlling behaviors relates to the tendency
to substitute one form of violence with another. This has been
highlighted in previous studies, suggesting that “[t]here is
concern that programs which focus primarily on physical and
sexual violence prevention may inadvertently shift men
toward emotional abuse” (Abramsky et al., 2014, p. 1).
Against this backdrop, these aspects must be carefully consid-
ered in future program designs to ensure that well-intentioned
interventions do not backfire.

Future studies should also place a stronger emphasis on
utilizing indirect measurement approaches such as list experi-
ments and random response techniques to alleviate possible
underreporting of violence experiences. The benefits of such
approaches are illustrated particularly strikingly in the study
by Bulte and Lensink (2019). Here, participants reported a
small reduction in IPV based on direct elicitation but then
disclosed higher post-intervention levels of violence when
asked through the list experiment. While underreporting
would not invalidate the integrity of an experimental design
if it occurred in the treatment and control group equally, it is
possible that treatment group participants are “primed” by the
intervention and tend to overstate possible benefits due to
social desirability bias or a “Hawthorne effect” (Cluver
et al., 2018). It is therefore possible that the true treatment
effect—or in the worst case, iatrogenic treatment effect—is
masked in studies that rely exclusively on direct survey
formats.

Some limitations must be noted. A first potential shortcom-
ing is linked to the inclusion criteria related to study design.
While RCTs are considered the “gold standard” design of
impact evaluations (Webber & Prouse, 2018), one of their
weaknesses, as pointed out by Deaton (2010), is that they offer
a limited explanation as to which channels the established cau-
sal links work through. While other study designs such as qua-
litative data analyses can help illuminate these mechanisms of
change (see Steinert et al., 2018), they were not captured in this
review. Our ability to understand which processes led to a
reduction in IPV risk and which program components remained
ineffective or may even have caused harm is thus limited. Apart
from this, and reflecting another inherent challenge of most
RCTs, we are unable to examine longer term—or even inter-
generational—effects of economic empowerment, given that
most included studies did not have follow-up data reaching
further than 2 years. Third, the search string was written in
English and may have introduced a substantial geographical
bias to the identified list of publications. When hand-
searching the reference list, we also screened and assessed all
German- or Spanish-language publications for eligibility, all of
which turned out to be noneligible. However, there might have
been some valuable studies written in other languages that were
not included but would have met the eligibility criteria. Fourth,
the geographic scope of this review was limited since eligibility
was constrained to studies implemented in low- and middle-
income countries. It therefore remains questionable whether
the findings of this review—along with their policy implica-
tions—should be applied to Western (and high-income) con-
texts. Relatedly, previous studies have pointed to substantial
cross-national and cross-cultural variations in the root causes of
IPV, which may stem from heterogeneity in the intensity of
patriarchal family structures and from differences in sociocul-
tural norms on female subordination (Arthur & Clark, 2009;
Heise et al., 1994; Kacen, 2006; Levinson, 1989; Whaley,
2001). Hence, it is possible that improving women’s access
to economic resources is associated with a diminished risk of
violence in some contexts (as was the case in most studies
included in this review) while it increases the risk of violence
in other contexts. A final limitation is related to the emphasis
on individual-, household-, and community-level interventions.
Changes occurring at the national level, such as changes in
legislation permitting women to own or inherit property, are
not considered in this review—although they, too, may
empower women economically and thus carry implications for
IPV (Heise, 2011).

Our results indicate that most economic empowerment
interventions, on average, led to a decrease in IPV. On the one
hand, our findings thus endorse economic strengthening as a
viable policy tool for reducing gender-based violence. On the
other hand, they highlight the need for future research in order
to better understand under which circumstances and for whom
economic strengthening may have unintended negative conse-
quences. Moreover, further research should study how eco-
nomic empowerment interventions can impact IPV in the
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long run and whether they may have beneficial intergenera-
tional impacts.
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