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The empowerment of women has been crucial for Bangladesh to achieve 

sustainable development, social justice, poverty reduction and inclusive economic 

growth. In Bangladesh, over the last several decades, there has been a tremendous 

improvement in the availability of women to education, work, microfinance, 

entrepreneurship, political engagement, health care and social services. At the same time, 

women’s agency continues to be severely constrained by significant structural and socio-

cultural barriers, especially in terms of household decision-making, control over 

economic resources, unpaid care work, workplace inequality, gender-based violence, 

political representation and restrictive social norms. The paper critically examines the 

complex nature of women’s empowerment in Bangladesh, taking into account economic, 

educational, social, political and decision-making dimensions. The research is a 

qualitative review and synthesis of secondary material, institutional records and 

academic literature. The investigation revealed important elements linked with women’s 

empowerment such as education, employment, financial inclusion, microfinance, digital 

access, social awareness, legal protection and involvement in public life. But evidence 

also reveals that access to resources does not necessarily translate into real 

empowerment. Patriarchal norms, domestic power dynamics, gender-based violence and 

unequal control over wealth may limit women’s ability to translate resources into real 

agency. The paper provides a complete framework that connects social security, legal 

enforcement, digital inclusion, education, decent job, financial autonomy, political 

engagement and transformation of gender norms. Therefore, for the sustainability of 

women’s empowerment in Bangladesh, it is not enough to enhance women’s access to 

opportunities, but their autonomy, agency, voice and control over resources also need to 

be enhanced. 

 

Introduction 

There is an increasing realization that empowerment of women is a key precondition for inclusive 

development and social change. It is not only about improving women’s material conditions but also 

about increasing their capacity to make important decisions, exercise agency, participate in decision-

making and affect institutions and social structures. Kabeer (1999) describes empowerment as a multi-

dimensional concept comprising resources, agency, and achievements. She argues that empowerment 

through the availability of resources is only achieved when people employ the resources to make 

informed choices about their lives. With this perspective, women empowerment is multi-dimensional 

and cannot be evaluated only in terms of employment, income, education or political representation.  

Bangladesh provides a fertile ground for the study of women’s empowerment considering the substantial 

social and economic transformation Bangladesh has seen in recent decades. Women have been gradually 
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involved in formal and informal jobs mainly in the ready-made garment business, education, health, 

entrepreneurship, agriculture, public administration and a few service sectors. The emergence of 

microfinance companies and development agencies has increased women’s access to credit and financial 

services. Kabeer (2005) argues that women’s paid labor can influence their autonomy and bargaining 

power but paid work does not automatically reduce gender inequalities. Education has played an 

important role in the change of Bangladesh. Higher female school attendance, literacy rates and 

educational attainment have opened up new possibilities for women and girls. Bangladesh has made 

impressive progress in education, with a steep rise in lower-secondary completion rates, according to 

recent gender figures from the World Bank.  

Education can improve women’s knowledge, skills, aspirations, self-esteem and capacity to 

participate in economic and social activities. Another important feature is economic engagement. 

According to the World Bank Gender Data Portal, in 2024, the female labor-force participation rate in 

Bangladesh was around 38.7%, but the predicted ILO estimates for men were 80.6%. This gender gap 

shows that even as the share of women in the economy expands, there is still much inequality. Economic 

empowerment is more than just having a job. It’s having fair jobs, fair compensation, job security, career 

development, access to resources and control over one’s earnings. Bangladesh has also made progress 

in the political participation of women. The representation of women in public affairs has been boosted 

by the constitutional division of reserved seats in parliament and the entry of women into local 

governance. The Bangladesh Gender Equality Brief by UN Women recognizes women’s substantial 

presence and leadership in public institutions, but also notes persisting challenges to effective political 

participation and decision-making. Still, women continue to face disadvantages socially and 

systemically.  

These include gender-based violence, early marriage, unequal distribution of household workload, 

limited mobility, discriminatory societal norms, unequal access to resources and limited decision-

making authority. UN Women’s Bangladesh gender assessment for 2024 cites economic empowerment, 

governance and political engagement, violence against women and social protection as priority areas 

that need further attention. Therefore, the empowerment of women in Bangladesh requires to be viewed 

as a continuous journey rather than a concluded success. ‘The critical question is not merely whether 

women may enter into school, work, credit or political systems, but if this access leads to greater agency, 

autonomy, voice, dignity and control over resources. 

Research Objectives 

The main objective of this study is to critically examine the present dimensions, determinants, 

achievements, and challenges of women’s empowerment in Bangladesh. 

The specific objectives are: 

To study the important factors of women empowerment in Bangladesh.  

To study the relation between women education and women empowerment.  

To Study the Impact of Work and Economic Participation on the Empowerment of Women.  

To assess the benefits and drawbacks of microfinance and financial inclusion. 

 Research Variables 

The study conceptualizes women’s empowerment as a multidimensional dependent variable 

influenced by several economic, social, educational, institutional, and cultural factors. 

Dependent Variable 
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The main dependent variable is Women’s Empowerment (WE). It can be operationalized by: - 

Family decision-making power  

- economic independence  

- Asset and income management 

Movement freedom  

- Political participation 

 - involvement in social activities 

 - Confidence, self-efficacy 

- Easy access to information 

-- Involvement in the procedure of public decision-making 

- Ability to make smart judgments in life 

Independent Variables 

The main independent variables are:  

X1 - The Education of Girls: Literacy, Academic Achievement, Skills and Know-How  

X2 - Economic Engagement: employment, entrepreneurship, vocational possibilities, income, 

access to dignified work.  

X3 - Financial Inclusion: access to bank accounts, credit facilities, savings alternatives, digital 

financial services and financial education .  

X4 - Participation in Microfinance: participation in microcredit and associated development 

programs.  

X5 - Civic Participation: participation in the electoral process, local government, political organizations 

and public policy development.  

X6. Social conventions: perceptions of culture, expectations of gender, home duties and patriarchal 

customs.  

X7 – Legal and Institutional Assistance legal safeguards, government measures, gender sensitive 

policies and institutional implementation.  

X8. Access to mobile devices, internet connectivity, electronic literacy, and virtual economic 

opportunities. 

Conceptual Relationship 

The proposed connection can be written as:  

Agency of women is cultivated through education,  

work, 

financial inclusion,  

political involvement,  

institutional support and internet accessibility which ultimately leads to women’s empowerment.  

However, patriarchal norms, home power relations, aggressiveness, unpaid parenting obligations, 

economic hardship and unequal access to resources can impact the relationship. 

Literature Review 

Conceptualizing Women’s Empowerment 

One of the most significant frameworks for conceptualizing empowerment through resources, 

agency and successes is provided by Kabeer (1999). Resources are material, social and human resources, 

that improve the capacity of individuals to make choices. Agency is the choosing and pursuit of goals . 

Achievements are the outcomes of those choices . The capability approach of Sen (1999) also highlights 
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the substantive freedoms and capabilities of people. Development, in this way, is about increasing 

people’s capacity to live lives they value. Empowerment of women, therefore, involves more than access 

to resources; women must have real opportunity to translate resources into desired outcomes. Malhotra 

et al (2002) propose that empowerment should be measured in economic, socio-cultural, 

familial/interpersonal, legal, political and psychological aspects. This multidimensional knowledge is 

especially pertinent to Bangladesh, where gains in one category may be offset by drawbacks in another. 

Women’s Education and Empowerment 

Education is one of the most essential means for the empowerment of women. It can increase your 

communication skills, your self-confidence, your knowledge, your employability and understanding of 

legal and social rights. Bangladesh has made remarkable progress in the area of female education 

especially in the primary and secondary stage.“World Bank data show that gender gaps in education 

have been substantially reduced worldwide. Significant gains in educational completion and 

involvement have also been made in Bangladesh. Education can also affect the age at which women get 

married, the number of children they have, their desire to work, their concern for health and their role in 

household decision making. But educational attainment does not necessarily translate into economic or 

political empowerment. Social conventions and labor market constraints can inhibit educated women 

from fully converting their educational capital into economic freedom. 

Employment and Economic Empowerment 

Paid employment can provide women with cash, a professional identity, negotiating power, social 

networks and greater autonomy. Kabeer (2005) highlights the potential effects of women’s engagement 

in paid employment on gender relations but the consequences are dependant upon the working 

conditions, home structures and occupational status.  

The ready-made garment industry has created work for a large number of women and has played 

a key role in changing the traditional gender norms in Bangladesh. Siddiqi (2009) explores the link 

between the perceptions of women’s labor and public participation and their involvement in the garment 

sector. But women continue to be overrepresented in informal, low paid, insecure or unpaid jobs. 

According to the gender data from the World Bank, the involvement of women in the labor force in 

Bangladesh is much lower than that of men. Thus the policy task is to enhance not only the number of 

women at work, but to provide durable, fairly compensated and good productive employment. 

Microfinance and Financial Empowerment 

The microfinance sector of Bangladesh is world famous for its pioneering initiatives. Microfinance 

institutions have historically targeted low-income women and have sought to enhance their access to 

financial resources. Pitt et al. (2006) found evidence that women’s engagement in microcredit programs 

was associated with indices of empowerment and household decision making. Their research has been 

influential in the concept that the availability to financial resources can increase women’s agency. 

However, the relationship between microfinance and empowerment is not necessarily a positive one. 

According to Nawaz (2019), microfinance can offer financial resources and economic chances. 

However, for a more holistic level of empowerment, it needs to be coupled with education, financial 

literacy, healthcare, social mobilization and legal help.  

Likewise, Pervin et al. (2023) found that microfinance was not economically and politically 

empowering in all cases, however social empowerment and decision-making participation was found 

among the respondents. This was in relation to women microfinance borrowers in Bangladesh. Recent 

studies has made the microfinance picture more complicated. Gunawardana et al. argue that patriarchal 
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family structures can be used as a mechanism for males to control loans that women have formally taken 

out, creating a disconnect between the institutional discourse of empowerment and the actual authority 

women have over financial resources. Thus financial access should not be a goal in itself for financial 

empowerment. 

Political Empowerment 

Political engagement is a key factor for women’s empowerment, considering that political bodies 

determine access to public resources, legislation, governance and social protections. Bangladesh has 

made considerable progress in the political representation of women. Women have occupied prominent 

political offices, participated in legislative work, municipal government and state administration. 

Women held around to 20% of parliamentary seats following the 2024 election, according to the UN 

Women Bangladesh Gender Equality Brief.  

Representation of women has also increased at the community level. UN Women’s municipal data 

indicate women’s participation in locally elected authorities, but their representation remains unequal. 

However, descriptive representation is not the same as meaningful political empowerment. Women may 

be limited at the party level, financially, through social norms, through political violence, through limited 

access to networks, and through male-dominated institutional structures. 

Social Norms and Patriarchy 

Women’s empowerment is greatly shaped by gender norms. Women may be defined primarily by 

traditional expectations of household responsibilities, with men being associated with leadership, 

financial control, and public decision-making. Thus a woman could have access to school or job, but her 

power over her income, mobility, decisions about marriage, or home resources could be constrained. 

Kabeer (1999) points out that empowerment is the ability to make strategic decisions, hence agency is 

an important issue.The microfinance literature from Bangladesh illustrates this intricacy. Studies have 

found that men’s power over financial resources can co-exist with the formal access of women to these 

resources.  

Thus, sustainable empowerment requires reformation of social norms in addition to economic initiatives. 

Research Problems 

Despite considerable progress, several research and policy problems remain. 

Economic Participation Versus Economic Empowerment 

Women’s participation in employment has increased, but participation does not always mean 

control over income, assets, or employment decisions. Women may work in low-paid or informal 

employment without receiving adequate social protection. 

Education–Employment Gap 

Although women’s educational participation has improved, education does not always translate 

into comparable labour-market opportunities. Occupational segregation, care responsibilities, workplace 

discrimination, and mobility constraints can limit the economic returns of education. 

Financial Access Versus Financial Control 

Microfinance and financial inclusion may provide women with access to credit and savings, but 

control over borrowed or earned resources may remain within male-dominated household structures. 

Unpaid Care Work 

Women continue to perform a disproportionate share of household and care responsibilities. Such 

unpaid work can limit their time for education, employment, entrepreneurship, political participation, 

and personal development. 
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Gender-Based Violence 

Violence against women remains a significant barrier to empowerment because fear, insecurity, 

and violence directly undermine women’s autonomy, mobility, health, and participation. 

Political Representation Versus Political Agency 

Increasing the number of women in political institutions does not necessarily guarantee equal 

influence over political decisions. Institutional culture, party structures, social norms, and resource 

inequalities may affect substantive participation. 

Digital Gender Divide 

Digital technology creates opportunities for education, entrepreneurship, employment, and 

political engagement, but unequal access to devices, internet connectivity, digital skills, and online safety 

can reproduce existing inequalities. 

Research Questions 

The study addresses the following research questions: 

RQ1: What is the role of education in women empowerment in the case of Bangladesh?  

RQ2: To what extent does women’s economic participation promote their autonomy and decision 

making?  

RQ3: How can financial inclusion help to the economic empowerment of women?  

RQ4: Does participation in microfinance necessarily result in substantial empowerment for 

women?  

RQ5: How do patriarchal social norms influence women’s empowerment and agency?  

RQ6: How does substantive decision-making power relate to women’s political participation?  

RQ7: What are the institutional and policy measures required to improve sustained women 

empowerment in Bangladesh?  

RQ8: How might digital inclusion be used to boost women’s economic and social empowerment 

in the future? 

Findings and Discussion 

Based on the reviewed literature and secondary evidence, several major findings emerge. 

Finding 1: Women’s empowerment in Bangladesh is multidimensional 

The research suggests that empowerment cannot be measured by one factor such as income or 

employment. Education, economic autonomy, social engagement, political voice, decision-making 

capacity, legal awareness and psychological confidence are interrelated dimensions.  

Kabeer’s (1999) framework of resources, agency and achievements provides a suitable theoretical basis 

to understand these relationships.  

Finding 2: Education is a major enabling factor 

Women’s education has grown a lot and this has created more awareness, skills, social mobility 

and career chances. The present metrics are clear markers of the development Bangladesh made in the 

area of education. But the payoffs of education hinge on women’s ability to leverage their education into 

decision-making power and acceptable jobs. 

Finding 3: Employment can strengthen agency, but job quality matters 

Women’s economic independence and bargaining power can be strengthened by their participation 

in paid work. Bangladesh’s garment sector and service sectors are examples of how the social and 

economic responsibilities of women can be changed by employment. However, the female labor force 

participation rate is still far lower than that of the male population. Expansion of employment must be 
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accompanied by growth of skills, career paths, care, social protection, equal opportunities and workplace 

safety. 

Finding 4: Microfinance has both empowering and limiting dimensions 

The data does not point to a simple conclusion that microfinance inherently empowers women. 

Some studies have reported increasing decision making and empowerment, while others detect male 

dominance over loans and continuing patriarchal interactions.This points to the fact that financial 

inclusion works best when it is coupled with financial literacy, entrepreneurship training, legal 

awareness, social support and real control over financial resources. 

Finding 5: Political representation has improved, but substantive participation remains 

important 

In Bangladesh, there are institutionalized arrangements for women’s political engagement, such 

as reserved seats in the parliament and representation in local administration. But the key problem should 

change from numerical representation only to the real role of women in policy-making, budgeting, 

legislation, political organizations and local government. 

Finding 6: Patriarchal norms remain a major structural constraint 

The literature indicates that social norms can mediate the effects of education, employment, and 

financial resources. A woman may possess formal access to resources but have limited authority over 

their use.This demonstrates why empowerment should be understood as a transformation of power 

relations rather than simply an increase in resources. 

Finding 7: Government and development institutions have an important role 

The Bangladesh Gender Equality Brief identifies governance, economic empowerment, violence 

against women, political participation, and gender-responsive development among the major dimensions 

of gender equality. 

Government agencies, NGOs, educational institutions, financial institutions, employers, and civil 

society organizations therefore need coordinated strategies rather than isolated programmes. 

Finding 8: Digital inclusion represents an emerging pathway 

Digital technology can create new opportunities for women through online education, digital 

financial services, remote work, entrepreneurship, e-commerce, information access, and networking. 

However, digital empowerment requires affordable connectivity, digital literacy, cybersecurity, and 

protection from online harassment. 

Policy Implications 

The results suggest the emergence of some policy implications.  

First, Bangladesh should continue investing in the education of girls and women, especially in 

higher education, STEM, vocational training and digital skills.  

Second, employment policy should be concerned with the quality of work rather than the number 

of jobs. Women need safe working conditions, equal pay, maternity protection, childcare, social security 

benefits and opportunities for leadership. 

Third, financial inclusion measures must stress women’s authority over financial assets, rather 

than just classifying women as borrowers.  

Fourth, political empowerment should not be limited to numerical representation, but also 

meaningful participation in policy formation and institutional decision-making.  

Fifth, social protection measures that are relevant to gender requirements must be scaled up to 

support women confronted by poverty, unemployment, caregiving responsibilities, climate-induced 
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displacement and economic shocks. Thus, women’s empowerment in Bangladesh can only be realized 

within a holistic framework that encompasses education, decent employment, financial independence, 

political participation, digital access, legal protection, social welfare and the reformation of gender 

norms. The principal aim should be to build a society where women are not the recipients of development 

programs but equal partners in development. Sustainable empowerment will be achieved when women 

have the resources, autonomy, self-confidence, institutional support and societal recognition to make 

meaningful decisions about their lives and participate equally in shaping social, economic, political and 

cultural direction of Bangladesh.  

Sixth, is the need to strengthen the enforcement of legislation and institutional frameworks to 

address gender-based violence, discrimination, harassment and inequitable treatment.  

Seventh, Bangladesh should improve digital gender inclusion by providing women access to affordable 

internet, cellphones, digital financial services, digital education, and online work opportunities.  

Men and boys must be involved along with women in empowerment initiatives. In order for gender 

equality to be sustained, changes need to be made to family responsibilities, work settings, social norms 

and organizational practices. 

Conclusion 

Women’s empowerment in Bangladesh is a vital part of the country’s social and economic 

development. “Progress in education, employment, microfinance, entrepreneurship, political 

participation and social development has opened up opportunities for many women. The experience of 

Bangladesh indicates that women may considerably improve home welfare, economic development, 

community development and national development when institutional and sociocultural barriers are 

lowered. But there’s much to be done. Current research shows that women’s participation in the labor 

force remains far below that of men as unequal access to resources, unpaid care work, gender-based 

violence, patriarchal norms and restrictions on political participation continue to undermine women’s 

real agency.The research suggests one major lesson: access does not equal empowerment. Education is 

fine, but women who get educated need jobs. Women need control over their income but employment 

is important. Financial inclusion is necessary women should have control of financial assets. Political 

representation is important, but women need to have a strong impact on political decision making. 
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