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Introduction: 
India, World's emerging economic power, is built upon the foundation 
of its strong human capital. Women comprising half of its population 
have a signicant contribution to human capital formation. It thus 
becomes essential for a country such as India to promote the 
empowerment of women for its development. However, the extent to 
which this happens depends critically on the degree of gender 
asymmetry in society that somehow measures different genders on 
different scales. A nal, but one of the most fundamental reasons for 
promoting the empowerment of women is that failing to empower 
women as well as men to utilize their full potential is a violation of their 
basic human rights.
    
It is critical at this point to emphasize the term 'Empowerment' and 
what meaning it holds. While several researchers have tried to capture 
the meaning of the word [Malhotra, Schuler, Boender 2002 for a 
review], the denition most relevant to the approach taken in this paper 
is one provided by Sen and Batliwala (2000): "Empowerment is the 
process by which the powerless gain greater control over the 
circumstances of their lives. It includes both controls over resources 
and ideology... [includes, in addition to extrinsic control] a growing 
intrinsic capability - greater self-condence, and an inner 
transformation of one's consciousness that enables one to overcome 
external barriers..."  This denition conceptualizes the concept of 
empowerment as generally applicable to the powerless irrespective of 
gender, caste, or class. However, Women empowerment, or lack of it is 
unique in the sense that it transcends all types of barriers present in 
society such as class and caste but unlike class or caste powerlessness, 
it permeates within families and households also. [Malhotra et al 
2002].
  
This paper tries to provide an overview of changes in Women 
conditions, and the degree of their empowerment over a period in EAG 
(Empowered Action Group) states. 8 states (Bihar, Jharkhand, 
Chhattisgarh, Madhya Pradesh, Uttar Pradesh, Uttarakhand, 
Rajasthan, Odisha) are categorized into Empowered Action Group and 
are lacking behind in development indicators. Thus, this paper uses 
data from National Family Health Survey NFHS to document Women 
empowerment in these 8 states. NFHS collected information on 
several aspects of the empowerment of ever-married women aged 15-
49. The next section discusses a conceptual framework based on which 
indicators of Women empowerment are developed. The values of 
indicators and their state-wise distributions are discussed in 
subsequent sections. Progress toward Women empowerment is 
measured by monitoring change in the indicators for which 
comparable values are available from the National Family Health 
Survey NFHS 4 (2014-15) and NFHS 5 (2019-21).  [International 
Institute for Population Sciences].

Methodology: 
Challenge related to computation of Women Empowerment- In 

discussions of Women empowerment, emphasis is often placed on 
Women decision-making roles, their economic self-reliance, and their 
legal rights to equal treatment, inheritance, and protection against all 
forms of discrimination [Germaine and Kyte 1995; United Nations 
1995] in addition to the elimination of barriers to their access of 
resources such as education and information. However, this paper 
follows Kishor (2000)'s three-pronged approach to describing Women 
empowerment.

Kishor's approach takes into account not only the indicators of the end 
process (i.e. empowerment) but also indicators of Women access to 
different sources of empowerment and Women location within an 
appropriate setting for empowerment. These three indicators (of 
evidence, sources, setting) together measure the process of 
empowerment as well as barriers that exist to it. Evidence of 
empowerment includes indicators that measure Women participation 
in household decision-making, nancial autonomy, etc. Potential 
sources of empowerment are those that are considered building blocks 
of empowerment: knowledge and accessibility and control of 
resources such as employment for cash are among them. These 
indicators fail to provide the truest evidence of empowerment as there 
is no guarantee that the powerless will use, or will be able to use these 
tools to become empowered. Indicators of the setting or conditions for 
empowerment refer to the circumstances of the respondent's current 
and past environment. These can include, for example, indicators of 
current and past living arrangements and characteristics of people who 
directly inuence the opportunities that respondent avails.

Indicators of Women Empowerment- As NFHS provides a vast 
amount of data, we only select those subsets that best describe different 
dimensions of Women empowerment.

Indicators of evidence of empowerment: This includes those indicators 
that measure Women degree of control over their environment by 
measuring their participation in household decision-making and usage 
of family planning methods.

Indicators of access to potential sources for empowerment: These 
indicators measure Women access to education, basic facilities such as 
a house, sanitation, bank account, mobile phone, etc, and meaningful 
employment. Employment, particularly for cash and in non-traditional 
occupations, potentially empowers women by providing nancial 
independence, alternative sources of social identity, and exposure to 
power structures independent of kin networks [Dixon-Mueller 1993].

Indicators of the setting for empowerment: These indicators reect 
circumstances in the lives of women as well as opportunities available 
to them. The most important among these is the age at rst marriage. 
Early age at rst marriage is likely to hurt empowerment by virtually 
terminating Women access to sources of empowerment such as formal 
education [Mason 1986, 1987]. NFHS-4 and 5 also provide data on 
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Women experience of violence. Violence against women is a 
fundamental violation of Women rights. In addition, an environment in 
which women are under the threat of violence curtails Women ability 
to control, or even access resources [Heise, Ellsberg, and Gottemoeller 
1998].

Results and Discussions: 
In this section, we examine the indicators described above based on the 
ndings of NFHS 4 and NFHS 5.

Table 1: Percentage change in Participation in Household decision 
& Use of family planning methods from NFHS-4 to NFHS-5

As per Table 1, it is observed that all the EAG States have shown an 
increase in decision-making by women in a recently conducted Survey 
compared to NFHS 4. However, the highest increment was observed in 
Bihar which is 13.6% followed by Odisha and Rajasthan i.e. 9.3% and 
6.8%.

Reportedly increase in family planning methods such as the pill, 
condoms, injectables, female/male sterilization methods, etc indicates 
an improvement in the reproductive health of women which is 
somehow related to their decision-making abilities. Among EAG 
states Bihar shows the maximum increase in the usage of family 
planning methods i.e. 131.5%, followed by Jharkhand and Madhya 
Pradesh i.e. 52.7% & 39.4%.

Table 2: Percentage change in Employment & Education from 
NFHS-4 to NFHS-5

Employment provides nancial autonomy which is one of the 
important indicators of Women empowerment. Women who view their 
income as a substantial part of total household income are more likely 
to be self-sufcient than other employed and unemployed women 

[Youssef 1982; Sen 1990; Mahmud and Johnston 1994]. Employment 
provides nancial autonomy which is one of the important indicators 
of Women empowerment. The highest percentage change in women 
employed in the last 12 months and paid in cash is seen in Uttarakhand 
i.e. 39.3%. While Most of the other states are showing a decline in the 
percentage of women employed. This is visible in Table 2.

Education at the most basic level provides opportunities for women to 
climb up to higher positions. At the national level, Women education 
leads to increased productivity, income and economic development, 
improved quality of life, and a particularly healthy and well-nourished 
population [World Bank 2001]. All the States have shown a positive 
trend in educational outcomes as visible in Table 2. Rajasthan has 
shown the highest percentage change (11.1%) for women who ever 
attended school followed by Bihar (7.3%) and Uttar Pradesh (6.9%). 
While concerning change in the percentage of women with 10 or more 
years of schooling, Chhattisgarh saw the highest increase i.e. 39.2% 
over the two Survey periods. Rajasthan with 33.7% and Bihar with a 
26.3% increase come in second and third position in the same category.

Table 3: Percentage change in Access to basic facilities from 
NFHS-4 to NFHS-5

Health, especially menstrual hygiene for women forms an essential 
component while access to banking facilities and the use of mobile 
phones nowadays become necessities of life. Most of the states show a 
signicant percentage change in usage of bank accounts and menstrual 
hygiene with Bihar having the maximum increase in both categories. 
In mobile phone use, the maximum increase has been observed in 
Jharkhand (39.2%) among these states.

Table 4: Percentage change in Gender-based violence & Marriage 
before age 18 from NFHS-4 to NFHS-5
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States Participation in 
Household 
decision(%)

Percent 
change

Use of family 
planning 
methods(%)

Percent 
change

NFHS 
5 NFHS 4 NFHS 5

NFH
S 4

Bihar 86.5 75.2 13.06358 55.8 24.1
131.53
53

Chhattisgarh 92.7 90.5 2.373247 67.8 57.7 17.504
33

Jharkhand 91 86.6 4.835165 61.7 40.4 52.722
77

Madhya 
Pradesh

86 82.8 3.72093 71.7 51.4 39.494
16

Odisha 90.2 81.8 9.312639 74.1 57.3 29.319
37

Rajasthan 87.7 81.7 6.841505 72.3 59.7 21.105
53

Uttar Pradesh 87.6 81.7 6.73516 62.4 45.5 37.142
86

Uttarakhand 91 89.8 1.318681 70.8 53.4 32.584
27

States Employmen
t

Percent 
change

Education
Ever attended 
school

Percent
age 
change

10 or more 
years of 
schooling

Percen
tage 
chang
e

NFHS 
5

NFH
S 4

NFHS 
5

NFHS 
4

NFHS 
5

NFH
S 4

Bihar 12.6 12.5 0.8 61.1 56.9
7.3813
71 28.8 22.8

26.315
79

Chhattis
garh

39.1 36.8 6.25 69.3 67.6 2.5147
93

36.9 26.5 39.245
28

Jharkhan
d

18 24.8 -27.419
4

64.5 61.1 5.5646
48

33.2 28.7 15.679
44

Madhya 
Pradesh

26.8 29.9 -10.367
9

67.5 64 5.4687
5

29.3 23.2 26.293
1

Odisha 25.7 22.5 14.222
22

71.5 67.8 5.4572
27

33 26.7 23.595
51

Rajastha
n

17.4 18.6 -6.4516
1

63.5 57.2 11.013
99

33.4 25.1 33.067
73

Uttar 
Pradesh

15.5 16.6 -6.6265
1

67.4 63 6.9841
27

39.3 32.9 19.452
89

Uttarakh
and

21.6 15.5 39.354
84

75.2 72.7 3.4387
9

50.4 44.6 13.004
48

States Access to basic facilities
Use of bank 
account

Percent
age 
change

Mobile phone 
usage

Percent
age 
change

Menstrual 
hygiene

Percen
tage 
changeNFHS 

5
NFHS 
4

NFHS 
5

NFH
S 4

NFH
S 5

NFHS 
4

Bihar 76.7 26.4
190.53
03 51.4 40.9

25.6723
7 58.8 31

89.677
42

Chhatti
sgarh

80.3 51.3 56.530
21

40.7 31 31.2903
2

68.8 47.1 46.072
19

Jharkha
nd

79.6 45.1 76.496
67

49 35.2 39.2045
5

74.9 49.6 51.008
06

Madhya 
Pradesh

74.7 37.3 100.26
81

38.5 28.7 34.1463
4

60.5 37.6 60.904
26

Odisha 86.5 56.2 53.914
59

50.1 39.2 27.8061
2

81.5 47.2 72.669
49

Rajasth
an

79.6 58.2 36.769
76

50.2 41.4 21.2560
4

84.1 55.2 52.355
07

Uttar 
Pradesh

75.4 54.6 38.095
24

46.5 37.1 25.3369
3

72.6 47.1 54.140
13

Uttarak
hand

80.2 58.5 37.094
02

60.9 55.4 9.92779
8

91.2 69.9 30.472
1

State
s

Gender-based violence
Spousal 
violence

Perce
ntage 
chang
e

Physical 
violence 
during 
pregnancy

Percen
tage 
change

Young 
women (18-
29) sexual 
violence

Perce
ntage 
chang
e

Marriage 
before the 
age of 18

Perce
ntage 
chang
e

NFH
S 5

NFH
S 4

NFH
S 5

NFHS 
4

NFHS 
5

NFHS 
4

NFH
S 5

NFH
S 4

Bihar 40 43.7
-8.466
82 2.8 4.8

-41.66
67 8.3 14.2

-41.54
93 40.8 42.5 -4

Chha
ttisga
rh 20.2 36.8

-45.10
87 0.9 4.9

-81.63
27 0.8 1.7

-52.94
12 12.1 21.3

-43.1
925

Jhark
hand 31.5 34

-7.352
94 3.1 2.8

10.714
29 1.3 2.1

-38.09
52 32.2 37.9

-15.0
396

Madh
ya 
Prade
sh

28.1 33 -14.84
85

2.3 3.3 -30.30
3

1 1.9 -47.36
84

23.1 32.4 -28.7
037

Odis
ha

30.6 35.2 -13.06
82

3.5 3.2 9.375 0.8 1.8 -55.55
56

20.5 21.3 -3.75
587

Rajas
than

24.3 25.2 -3.571
43

2.1 1.4 50 0.9 0.8 12.5 25.4 35.4 -28.2
486

Uttar 
Prade
sh

34.8 36.7 -5.177
11

3.7 4.3 -13.95
35

0.7 1.1 -36.36
36

15.8 21.1 -25.1
185

Uttar
akha
nd

15.1 12.7 18.89
764

2.1 1.4 50 0.3 0.1 200 9.8 13.8 -28.9
855
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Exposure and future threat of violence without causing any visible 
injury often lead to low self-esteem, underutilized potential, and even 
suicidal tendencies [Ellsberg 2000]. Most of the states are showing a 
percentage decline in gender-based violence i.e. spousal, physical, and 
young women (18-29) who experienced sexual violence by age 18. 
However, Uttarakhand witnessed an increase in spousal violence 
cases. On the other hand, some states such as Jharkhand, Odisha, 
Rajasthan, and Uttarakhand saw an increase in physical violence 
during pregnancy. Rajasthan along with Uttarakhand observed an 
increase in cases in the category of young women who experienced 
sexual violence.

All the EAG states are showing a percentage decline in women (aged 
20-24) who married before the age of 18 years. Chhattisgarh (43.1%), 
Uttarakhand (28.9%), and Madhya Pradesh (28.7%) observed 
maximum decline which is a positive trend.

Conclusion:  
Most of the indicators used in the above study such as decision-
making, employment, educational outcomes, gender-based violence, 
marriage before 18, etc have shown improvements over the previous 
Survey (NFHS 4). Along with this use of mobile phones, bank 
accounts, and upkeep of menstrual hygiene have observed a signicant 
jump that indicates improved status of women in an inherently 
patriarchal society. While there have been improvements, a wide gap 
in Women empowerment still exists. This needs to be addressed with 
the right policy measures, their effective implementation, and at last 
attitudinal change in society.
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