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Abstract

Gender inequality reflects historically embedded governance arrangements that
shape access to resources, rights, and representation. Advancing women’s empow-
erment therefore depends on systemic change. Despite global commitments, women,
particularly in rural and resource-dependent contexts, remain underrepresented in
governance processes. Existing development approaches often struggle to sustain
empowerment outcomes because participation, rights enforcement, and institutional
change remain insufficiently connected. This study examines how Community-Driven
Development (CDD) and legal empowerment reinforce one another in supporting
more sustained women’s empowerment across interdependent individual, social, in-
stitutional, policy/legal, and environmental domains.

Drawing on a qualitative literature review and comparative case synthesis, the analy-
sis shows that empowerment remains fragile when participation, rights, and govern-
ance are disconnected. CDD and legal empowerment address distinct but comple-
mentary governance constraints: CDD expands participation, collective organization,
local ownership, and women’s visibility within governance spaces, while legal empow-
erment reinforces rights awareness, institutional navigation, accountability pathways,
and claims-making capacity. The paper conceptualizes women's empowerment as a
process shaped by collective engagement, rights realization, institutional influence,
and environmental governance. It further argues that environmental governance con-
stitutes a critical arena through which access to resources, authority, and develop-
ment priorities are negotiated.

The study argues that development initiatives are strategically placed to connect par-
ticipatory development and legal empowerment pathways in ways that support more
systemic empowerment outcomes. Situated within broader eco-social contract de-
bates, the findings show that participation without institutional influence, and rights
without enforceability, rarely produce equitable, sustainable, and systemic empower-
ment outcomes.

Keywords: Community-Driven Development (CDD); Legal empowerment; Gender
equality and Women’s Empowerment; Environmental governance; Eco-social con-
tract.
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1. Introduction

Despite decades of international commitments, gender equality remains structurally un-
even across economic, legal, political, and environmental governance systems. Women
continue to face persistent inequalities in access to land, productive resources, legal
entitlements, representation, and decision-making power (FAO, 2023; UN Women,
2023; World Bank, 2022). Globally, women still possess, on average, only three-quarters
of the legal rights afforded to men, while representation within governance institutions
and decision-making spaces remains limited (World Bank, 2022; UNEP, 2020). These
inequalities extend beyond social justice concerns, influencing productivity, environmen-
tal stewardship, governance legitimacy, and development trajectories.

The persistence of these patterns has intensified critiques of dominant development par-
adigms. Although many initiatives have expanded women’s access to services, skills,
finance, and local decision-making spaces, these gains have often remained uneven,
project-dependent, and institutionally fragile, leaving underlying power asymmetries
largely intact (Kabeer, 2012; Duflo, 2012; Mansuri & Rao, 2013; FAO, 2023).

These concerns are increasingly reflected across feminist development scholarship,
rights-based approaches, and emerging eco-social contract debates, all of which argue
that gender equality cannot be treated as a peripheral concern within development policy
(Elson, 1995; Federici, 2004; Folbre, 1994; Salleh, 2017; UNRISD, 2022). From this per-
spective, empowerment is understood not as a zero-sum redistribution of power, but as
a process of reshaping inclusive governance arrangements in ways that generate
broader social and environmental benefits.

At the same time, governments and development actors remain bound by international
human rights frameworks and the Sustainable Development Goals (SDGs), which posi-
tion gender equality, accountable governance, and environmental sustainability as cor-
related priorities (United Nations General Assembly, 1979; United Nations, 2017; UN
DESA, 2023). Yet women’s empowerment outcomes often remain fragmented, project-
driven, and short-term. In practice, empowerment is also frequently reduced to easily
measurable indicators - such as numerical inclusion, skills training, service delivery, or
economic participation - while deeper structural inequalities and enforceable rights re-
ceive comparatively limited attention (Kabeer, 1999; Elson, 1995; Duflo, 2012).

Participatory development approaches may expand inclusion without fundamentally
transforming underlying power relations (Cooke & Kothari, 2001; Hickey & Mohan, 2004;
Mansuri & Rao, 2013), while legal reforms frequently remain weakly enforced or inac-
cessible due to institutional, procedural, and socio-political barriers (IDLO, 2020; Good-
win & Maru, 2017). As a result, participation and rights are frequently pursued as sepa-
rate development agendas, despite their dependence on one another for generating du-
rable institutional change.

These challenges are equally embedded within environmental governance systems,
where unequal access to climate finance, decision-making authority, and natural re-
source management systems continues to constrain women’s equitable influence over
adaptation priorities, mitigation strategies, and broader eco-social transitions. In 2022,
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only 3 per cent of climate-related development assistance identified gender equality as
a principal objective, while just 2.3 per cent of global climate finance was estimated to
principally support gender equality outcomes (UN Women, 2024; Patel et al., 2023).
Women also remain significantly underrepresented within environmental governance in-
stitutions. Comparative evidence from environmental protection ministries across multi-
ple countries indicates that women frequently occupy fewer than 20 per cent of decision-
making positions, with some countries reporting representation below 10 per cent
(UNDP/GEPA, 2021). These trends indicate that gender equality remains insufficiently
embedded within climate governance and development finance systems.

Community-Driven Development (CDD) emerged as a participatory alternative to top-
down development models, emphasizing local ownership, collective agency, and ac-
countability (Mansuri & Rao, 2013; Bardasi et al., 2017). Although not originally con-
ceived to address gender inequality explicitly, CDD initiatives have increasingly incorpo-
rated women’s empowerment objectives. Legal empowerment surfaced in response to
technocratic rule-of-law paradigms, shifting attention towards people-centered justice,
legal capability, and the capacity of marginalized groups to claim rights and hold institu-
tions accountable (Golub, 2003; Maru, 2010; Joshi, 2017).

Although both approaches have contributed to empowerment outcomes, each exhibits
important limitations when pursued in isolation. CDD approaches often increase partici-
pation but struggle to produce durable shifts in equitable governance and decision-mak-
ing structures, while legal empowerment initiatives may strengthen rights awareness
without generating sustained collective capacity or systemic change. Consequently, em-
powerment gains frequently remain fragile and insufficiently institutionalized (Kabeer,
2012; Duflo, 2012; World Bank, 2017).

Participatory inclusion without enforceable rights and broader institutional change risks
remaining largely procedural, while rights without collective organization and accessible
governance spaces often remain difficult to exercise in practice. Yet despite their appar-
ent complementarity, limited attention has been paid to how these approaches interact
and reinforce one another within empowerment processes.

This study examines how CDD and legal empowerment approaches interact in support-
ing more systemic forms of women’s empowerment. Drawing on a five-layer analytical
framework, it explores the recurring patterns through which these approaches intersect
across individual, relational, institutional, legal, and environmental dimensions.

2. Literature review and conceptual framework

This section critically engages four strands of scholarship - social inclusion and rights-
based approaches, women’s empowerment, participatory development, and legal em-
powerment - to demonstrate how existing research remains analytically fragmented.
While each strand offers important insights, their separation limits understanding of how
empowerment unfolds across interrelated systems. The discussion begins by tracing the
evolution of development thinking from social inclusion toward participatory and rights-
based approaches before examining how women’s empowerment has been conceptu-
alized within development and environmental governance initiatives. It then reviews CDD

2
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and legal empowerment as two prominent but largely separate strands of practice. The
section concludes by identifying key gaps in the literature and outlining the integrated
analytical framework that guides the study. Together, these strands provide the concep-
tual foundation for examining how CDD and legal empowerment interact across multiple
dimensions of empowerment.

2.1 From social inclusion to Rights-Based Approaches

Development thinking has evolved from narrower approaches focused on social inclu-
sion and access toward broader concerns with empowerment, agency, and rights. Earlier
approaches emphasized access to markets and economic opportunities but were criti-
cized for overlooking the structural conditions that reproduce inequality, including une-
qual power relations, discriminatory institutions, and restrictive social norms (Wodon et
al., 2020). More recent perspectives frame inclusion in terms of equity and meaningful
influence within governance and decision-making processes (Gidley et al., 2010; Maina
Ndung’u, 2019).

Rights-based approaches (RBAs) further expanded development thinking by conceptu-
alizing individuals and communities as rights-holders and active citizens while empha-
sizing state accountability in respecting, protecting, and fulfilling their rights (UN, 2014;
Sabates-Wheeler et al., 2020). Participatory development theory similarly emphasized
collective agency, local ownership, and the co-creation of development initiatives, chal-
lenging top-down intervention models and advocating greater community influence over
decisions affecting their lives (Chambers, 1994; Freire, 1972; Cornwall, 2004; Sabates-
Wheeler et al., 2020).

A substantial body of scholarship, however, argues that participatory approaches may
become procedural or tokenistic while leaving existing power hierarchies largely intact
(Cooke & Kothari, 2001; Hickey & Mohan, 2004; Cornwall, 2004). Further, engagement
in decision-making spaces does not automatically translate into influence, particularly
where the institutional and relational conditions that sustain marginalization remain un-
addressed (Wodon et al., 2020; Drew et al., 2011). Participation, in other words, may
create presence without power.

Related critiques have emerged within rights-based approaches. Although RBAs seek
to advance equality and accountability, development interventions frequently prioritize
practical needs - such as services, income, or assets - while paying less attention to the
institutional arrangements that reproduce exclusion. Many programmes therefore con-
tinue to incorporate women into existing systems rather than transforming the structures
through which priorities, resources, and authority are allocated (Molyneux, 1985; Kabeer,
1999; Duflo, 2012; Baidoo, 2020). Consequently, the adoption of rights-based language
does not necessarily translate into systemic change.

Moreover, weak law enforcement, fragmented governance frameworks, and persistent
social norms often limit the translation of rights-based approaches into effective empow-
erment outcomes (IDLO, 2020; ljalasi, 2023). As a result, formal commitments to inclu-
sion risk remaining symbolic when they are not supported by institutions capable of en-
abling rights to be exercised in practice, independently from shifting political priorities.
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Participation and rights are also closely linked to questions of governance influence over
how development priorities, environmental resources, and public financing are allocated
(Cornwall, 2004; Agarwal, 2010; UNRISD, 2022). These debates shift attention towards
the conditions under which women can equally shape socio-environmental outcomes.
Empowerment therefore depends not only on inclusion within existing systems, but also
on the ability to influence the institutions through which rights, resources, and develop-
ment priorities are negotiated.

2.2 Women’s empowerment in development

Women’s empowerment is commonly understood as the process through which women
gain the capacity to make life choices in contexts where such capacity has historically
been constrained (Kabeer, 1999). It encompasses agency, access to resources, and
decision-making power, while also reflecting the broader social, institutional, and political
conditions influencing these dimensions (Agarwal, 1994; Duflo, 2012; Kabeer, 2012).
Empowerment in CDD programs commonly unfolds across economic, social, political,
and legal domains. Advances in one sphere do not automatically translate into gains in
others (Kabeer, 2012; Bardasi et al., 2017). For example, increased income may not
strengthen bargaining power within households or expand women’s role in public deci-
sion-making, just as participation in community initiatives may leave broader social and
institutional hierarchies unchanged. These dynamics make empowerment relational, un-
even, and difficult to evaluate. Development interventions consequently tend to prioritize
measurable indicators - such as inclusion quotas, income generation, and service access
- while deeper transformations in agency, governance influence, and gender norms re-
main less visible and more difficult to capture (World Bank, 2017; FAO, 2023). This cre-
ates a gap in which measurable outputs are often treated as proxies for empowerment,
despite limited evidence that they produce sustained structural change.

Women’s empowerment is also rooted in historical struggles over rights, representation,
gender roles, and access to resources within political, economic, and legal systems
structured by patriarchal relations. Progress in women'’s rights has therefore emerged
also through collective mobilization, institutional reform, feminist movements, and inter-
national legal frameworks such as CEDAW and the gender equality commitments em-
bedded within the Sustainable Development Goals (Kabeer, 1999, 2012; Cornwall, 2010;
UN, 2015). Social movement scholarship likewise emphasizes the role of collective ac-
tion and social networks in advancing broader legal and political change. Analyses of the
Civil Rights Movement illustrate how individual acts become transformative when con-
nected to collective organization and sustained institutional pressure (Duhigg, 2013).
From this perspective, empowerment depends on the capacity to engage with and shape
policy processes (Kabeer, 1999, 2012; Cornwall, 2010).

Feminist political ecology and ecofeminist scholarship further argue that empowerment
cannot be separated from the governance of land, natural resources, and ecological sys-
tems. These approaches argue that gendered inequalities are closely linked to unequal
access to environmental resources, decision-making spaces, and systems of ecological
knowledge (Rocheleau et al., 1996; Agarwal, 1992; Nightingale, 2006; 2011). In rural
contexts, access to land, forests, water, and environmental governance structures
shapes women'’s livelihoods, bargaining power, and participation in community life. More
recent debates further emphasize that environmental governance increasingly operates

4
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through state, donor, and development finance systems that shape whose priorities, vul-
nerabilities, and forms of knowledge are reflected within climate and sustainability re-
sponses. Women’s underrepresentation within these governance arenas therefore af-
fects not only access to resources, but also influence over environmental priorities, ad-
aptation processes, and development financing systems (UN Women, 2022; UNDP,
2023; UNRISD, 2022).

These debates also reflect broader shifts within gender and development scholarship.
While early Women in Development (WID) approaches focused primarily on improving
women’s access to economic opportunities (Elson, 1995; Kabeer, 1999), later, feminist
and ecofeminist perspectives increasingly emphasized the structural conditions that
shape gender inequality (Federici, 2004; Agarwal, 1994; Salleh, 2017). This shift moved
attention from women’s inclusion within existing systems towards questions of power,
representation, and institutional change.

Moreover, evidence from social protection and livelihood interventions suggests that nar-
ratives of individual agency can obscure the structural conditions shaping opportunities
and constraints. In such cases, responsibility for empowerment risks being shifted onto
individuals rather than directed towards the institutions and governance arrangements
that influence equitable access to resources and choice (Misha et al., 2019; Kabeer,
2012).

From this perspective, empowerment is shaped not only by individual capabilities, but
also by the broader social, institutional, legal, and environmental contexts within which
women exercise agency. This multidimensional understanding informs the analytical
framework adopted in this study.

2.3 Community Driven Development (CDD)

Community-Driven Development (CDD) is a widely used participatory development ap-
proach that promotes local ownership by transferring decision-making authority and re-
sources to communities (Mansuri & Rao, 2013; Bardasi et al., 2017). CDD approaches
seek to involve communities directly in identifying priorities, allocating resources, and
implementing local development initiatives. In practice, CDD programmes often operate
through participatory planning structures, community committees, local development
funds, and collective decision-making processes.

Within gender and development practice, CDD has increasingly been used to support
women’s economic empowerment, engagement in local governance, service delivery,
and community decision-making. Evidence suggests that these approaches can improve
women’s access to local institutions, strengthen representation, and create opportuni-
ties, particularly in rural and marginalized contexts (World Bank, 2021; Wong & Guggen-
heim, 2018). Some studies also associate CDD interventions with improvements in
women’s confidence and social capital (Bardasi et al., 2017; IFAD, 2020).

However, participation alone does not automatically produce empowerment in other do-
mains. A substantial body of scholarship has shown that participatory mechanisms may
reproduce existing power hierarchies or risk remaining procedural (Cooke & Kothari,
2001; Hickey & Mohan, 2004; Cornwall, 2004). Women may formally occupy positions

5
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on committees while remaining unable to shape decisions in practice (Agarwal, 2001;
Mansuri & Rao, 2013).

2.4 Legal empowerment

Legal empowerment emerged as a people-centered alternative to top-down rule-of-law

approaches, focusing on how individuals and communities can understand, use, and
shape the law (Golub, 2003; Maru, 2010; Joshi, 2017; Goodwin & Maru, 2017). Key tools
include legal literacy, community-based paralegals, collective advocacy platforms, par-
ticipatory policy dialogue, and access-to-justice mechanisms. Together, these instru-
ments aim to strengthen the ability of marginalized groups to navigate institutions, chal-
lenge exclusion, and influence legal and governance processes (Banik, 2009; Joshi,
2017).

Legal empowerment approaches have been associated with increased legal awareness,
greater confidence in engaging institutions, and a stronger capacity to pursue claims
collectively. Interventions that combine legal literacy with paralegal support, collective
advocacy, participatory policy dialogue, and citizen mobilization appear more effective in
translating rights into practical action and, in some cases, policy shifts (Goodwin & Maru,
2017). Community paralegals, for example, often act as intermediaries who help women
navigate administrative and customary systems, mediate disputes, access documenta-
tion, and engage public authorities for policy dialogue. Their contribution was most visible
where intermediary support reduced procedural barriers or where customary norms con-
strained women’s ability to exercise rights, enabling engagement in processes that would
otherwise remain inaccessible.

However, the literature shows that legal empowerment outcomes are highly context de-
pendent. Formal legal entittements alone rarely guarantee meaningful empowerment
where institutions are weak, enforcement mechanisms inaccessible, or discriminatory
norms remain entrenched (Hallward-Driemeier & Hasan, 2013; IDLO, 2020). Women
frequently face overlapping legal, social, financial, and representational barriers. As
Banik (2009) argues, poverty and exclusion persist not only because rights are absent,
but because marginalized groups often lack the means to exercise them effectively.

These critiques have led scholars to emphasize the interdependence between legal, po-
litical, and institutional empowerment (Maru, 2010; Joshi, 2017). In this respect, legal
empowerment appeared less dependent on formal rights alone.

2.5 Research gaps — integrating CDD and legal empowerment approaches in devel-
opment initiatives

The development literature increasingly recognizes the contributions of both CDD and
legal empowerment to advancing women’s agency and inclusion (Agarwal, 2010; Man-
suri & Rao, 2013; World Bank, 2017; Wong & Guggenheim, 2018; Goodwin & Maru,
2017). However, these approaches have largely evolved as separate strands within de-
velopment scholarship and practice. CDD has primarily focused on participatory govern-
ance and local agency (Bardasi et al., 2017; Mansuri & Rao, 2013), while legal empow-
erment has emphasized rights awareness and access to justice (Maru, 2010; Banik,
2009; Knight et al., 2012).
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Consequently, limited attention has been given to how these approaches operate to-
gether in shaping social, institutional, legal, and environmental governance processes.
Existing studies often assess outcomes in isolation - such as participation, income, or
rights - rather than examining how different factors reinforce or constrain one another
over time. This fragmentation is also reflected in implementation practice, where both
CDD and legal empowerment interventions are frequently designed as short-term, pro-
ject-based initiatives rather than embedded within broader institutional arrangements.
Institutional and systemic change constitute important dimensions of empowerment, yet
most interventions continue to assess outcomes primarily through individual- or house-
hold-level indicators. As a result, broader shifts in governance arrangements, institutional
responsiveness, and power relations remain comparatively underexplored, while em-
powerment gains often prove difficult to sustain beyond programme cycles (Kabeer,
2012; Mansuri & Rao, 2013; Duflo, 2012).

This gap is particularly pronounced in rural contexts, where empowerment is closely
linked to access to natural resources. The study addresses this gap by examining how
CDD and legal empowerment may operate as complementary mechanisms across mul-
tiple dimensions of empowerment.

3. Conceptual framework

The study adopts a systems-thinking perspective to examine how CDD and legal em-
powerment interact in shaping women’s empowerment. Drawing on socio-ecological ap-
proaches in gender and development research, empowerment is understood as a dy-
namic process shaped through interactions between individual agency, social relations,
institutional structures, and broader legal, political, and environmental systems (Kabeer,
1999; Agarwal, 2010; Heise, 1998; Krug et al., 2002). Building on this perspective, the
study conceptualizes women’s empowerment across five analytical layers:

- The individual layer focuses on agency, including knowledge, skills, legal aware-
ness, confidence, and the capacity to engage in economic, political, and civic life.

- The relational layer captures social relationships, gender norms, social networks,
and processes of belonging that shape women’s engagement and collective identity.

- The institutional layer concerns participation, representation, and influence within
local governance and decision-making structures. It encompasses collective action, local
organizations, participatory processes, and the institutional arrangements through which
development priorities and resources are negotiated.

- The policy and legal layer encompasses legal entitlements, policy frameworks,
access to justice mechanisms, and broader governance systems that shape rights, ac-
countability, representation, and access to public resources. This layer reflects the wider
institutional and societal arrangements within which empowerment processes unfold.
Together, the institutional and policy/legal layers constitute the governance and systems
dimensions of empowerment.
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- The environmental layer recognizes that land, forests, water, biodiversity, and
environmental governance constitute important foundations of gender equality and
agency in rural and resource-dependent contexts. Empowerment is therefore closely
linked to access to, representation within, and governance of natural resources.

These layers should not be understood as discrete categories. Rather, they represent
nested and mutually reinforcing dimensions through which empowerment processes un-
fold across individual, social, institutional, and environmental systems. Figure 1 illus-
trates the relationships between these layers and provides the analytical framework used
to examine empowerment across the cases reviewed in this study.
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4. Methodology

The analysis examines: (i) how Community-Driven Development (CDD) contributes to
women’s empowerment; (i) how legal empowerment influences women’s empower-
ment; and (iii) how these approaches operate across multiple empowerment domains.
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The analysis is organized through five analytical layers: individual, relational, institu-
tional, policy/legal, and environmental layers.

4.1 Research strategy, inclusion criteria and study selection

The study adopts a qualitative systematized literature review approach (Grant & Booth,
2009), combined with thematic analysis (Braun & Clarke, 2006) and comparative case
synthesis. The review focuses on identifying recurring patterns and mechanisms linking
CDD and legal empowerment to women’s empowerment across multiple dimensions in
rural and natural resource governance contexts.

Literature was identified through structured searches in academic databases (including
Web of Science and Google Scholar) and institutional repositories (including the World
Bank, IFAD, FAO, UN Women, and IDLO). Search terms combined “community-driven
development,” “legal empowerment,” “women’s empowerment,” “participatory develop-
ment,” and “natural resource governance.”

CDD-related studies were included only where they: (i) examined CDD interventions in
rural development/natural resource governance settings; (ii) included explicit gender
equality and women’s empowerment components, indicators, targets, or outcomes; (iii)
reported empirical findings relevant to women’s empowerment; and (iv) provided empir-
ical findings through evaluations, synthesis reports, comparative reviews, or documented
case studies.

Legal empowerment evidence, by contrast, is more heterogeneous; therefore, broader
purposive selection criteria were applied. Included studies examined women’s ability to
know, use, and shape the law through legal literacy, paralegals, collective advocacy and
action, claims-making, accountability mechanisms, and engagement with legal, policy,
and governance processes. Sources included empirical programme evaluations, synthe-
sis reports, comparative reviews, and documented case studies.

4.2 Dataset and analytical approach

The broader review engaged an interdisciplinary literature base. Approximately 30 aca-
demic and institutional sources were reviewed in depth, including 14 programme evalu-
ations and comparative case studies selected for detailed comparative synthesis. The
sample included large-scale evaluations of CDD programmes, multi-country legal em-
powerment studies, and targeted case studies examining women’s representation,
rights, governance, and natural resource management across diverse regional contexts.
Geographical sampling was not predetermined. The evidence spans Africa, Asia, Latin
America, and Europe, enabling contextual variation to be captured within the available
literature.

Selected sources were analyzed using thematic analysis guided by the study’s five-layer
framework. Evidence was systematically coded in Dedoose to identify recurring patterns
and mechanisms related to agency, participation, collective action, institutional influence,
rights enforcement, and resource governance. Comparative synthesis was then used to
examine how CDD and legal empowerment operated across these dimensions and un-
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der what conditions empowerment outcomes were more likely to be sustained. The anal-
ysis therefore identifies recurring mechanisms and associations rather than testing
causal effects. This analytical orientation is consistent with broader legal empowerment
scholarship emphasizing that institutional change, governance, representation, and em-
powerment processes are often context-dependent, relational, and difficult to isolate
through linear causal models alone (Goodwin & Maru, 2017).

4.3 Limitations of the study

This study has several limitations. First, it relies exclusively on secondary data, limiting
the ability to assess context-specific dynamics and causal relationships directly. Second,
the literature on CDD, legal empowerment, and women’s empowerment remains con-
ceptually and methodologically diverse, making cross-case comparison challenging.
Third, the predominance of donor-funded programme evaluations, particularly within
CDD literature, may introduce positive reporting bias and limit generalizability. Finally,
the study identifies recurring patterns and associations rather than causal relationships
between interventions and empowerment outcomes.

5. Findings

This section presents the findings of the literature review and comparative case synthesis
using the five-layer analytical framework. Three recurring patterns emerged across the
reviewed evidence. First, the most consistently documented outcomes were observed at
the individual and relational levels, particularly in relation to women’s access to skills,
livelihood opportunities, legal awareness, self-confidence, and collective engagement.
Second, these outcomes were more likely to endure when connected to institutional
structures, enforceable rights, and governance processes. Third, legal empowerment
was most effective when rights awareness was complemented by intermediary support,
collective mobilization, and accessible enforcement mechanisms.

Sustained empowerment rarely emerged through a single pathway. Rather, it was most
evident where capabilities, collective action, representation, rights, and institutional sup-
port reinforced one another over time.

5.1 Individual layer: skills, economic access, legal literacy, confidence, opportunities

Across the reviewed programmes, individual-level gains were the most consistently doc-
umented and most easily measurable outcomes. These gains included improved skills,
access to income opportunities, savings and credit, legal awareness, confidence, and
the capacity to participate in community processes. CDD programmes commonly pur-
sued these outcomes through training, savings groups, livelihood support, and facilitated
engagement, while legal empowerment initiatives relied more directly on legal literacy,
paralegal assistance, and rights education.

An IFAD Independent Office of Evaluation synthesis of 243 CDD-related projects found
comparatively stronger performance in relation to women’s empowerment and sustain-
ability outcomes among projects using CDD approaches, particularly where sufficient
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time and resources supported meaningful local engagement (IFAD, 2020). However, the
evaluation also emphasized that outcomes remained uneven and often depended on the
extent to which participatory structures became institutionally embedded or linked to
longer-term governance processes. Their contribution was strongest where skills devel-
opment, economic inclusion, and repeated engagement in community processes ex-
panded women’s practical capacity to participate in public and governance spaces. Par-
ticipatory approaches were more consistently associated with expanding women'’s local
engagement and visibility than with shifts in governance authority or decision-making
power. These findings reflect broader critiques within participatory development scholar-
ship suggesting that inclusion alone does not necessarily transform underlying power
relations or decision-making authority (Cooke & Kothari, 2001; Mansuri & Rao, 2013).

Similar patterns have been documented in South Asia. Studies of rural self-help group
programmes in India suggest that empowerment outcomes emerged less through in-
come generation alone than through repeated engagement in collective financial and
social structures that expanded women’s engagement beyond the household (Prennushi
& Gupta, 2014; Kandpal et al., 2013). Savings groups and cooperative networks created
regular spaces for interaction, decision-making, and mutual accountability, which
strengthened women’s confidence in public participation. At the same time, evidence of
broader political influence remained mixed. Experiences from the Self-Employed
Women’s Association (SEWA) further suggest that collective organization increased
women’s bargaining capacity, reduced social isolation, and created more legitimate path-
ways for engaging markets, institutions, and public decision-making processes (Desai &
Joshi, 2013).

A World Bank review of twenty long-standing rural CDD programmes found that women’s
involvement in community meetings, local planning processes, and service-related ac-
tivities contributed to greater visibility within public decision-making spaces and more
frequent engagement with local governance actors (Bardasi et al., 2017). However, evi-
dence of longer-term empowerment remained limited, particularly regarding women’s
decision-making authority and sustained institutional influence. The limited integration of
gender analysis into programme design and evaluation further constrained the capacity
of these interventions to address structural barriers. This highlights the importance of
gender-responsive design and sustained facilitation if participatory gains are to translate
into systemic empowerment outcomes.

Legal empowerment initiatives reinforced individual-level change by strengthening
women’s awareness of rights and their ability to navigate legal institutions, yet these
interventions became more effective when combined with participatory engagement and
institutional access. In Mozambique, programmes combining legal literacy, community-
based paralegal support, mediation assistance, and participatory policy dialogue signifi-
cantly improved women’s ability to pursue land claims: approximately 87 percent of fe-
male claimants participating in such programmes secured land tenure rights, compared
with 28 percent in areas without similar support (Goodwin & Maru, 2017). Community
paralegals bridged institutional and collective functions: they reduced information asym-
metries, explained administrative procedures, supported dispute resolution, and con-
nected communities with local authorities and higher-level legal institutions, while also
facilitating collective organization and participatory engagement around land governance
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processes. Similarly, in Lebanon, Oxfam-supported legal awareness programmes in-
creased women’s understanding of inheritance and family law through awareness-rais-
ing sessions, participatory discussion spaces, peer engagement, and access to free le-
gal consultations (Lombardini, 2015). The programmes also engaged community lead-
ers, lawyers, and judicial actors in efforts to improve women’s access to legal services
and institutional responsiveness. These combined mechanisms were important in
strengthening women'’s ability to navigate family and inheritance disputes.

Across cases, individual-level interventions were most effective when they reduced con-
crete barriers to action. Financial tools expanded women’s economic autonomy and de-
cision-making capacity, training strengthened skills and confidence, legal literacy re-
duced information asymmetries, and paralegal support lowered the costs and risks of
pursuing claims. Individual gains were necessary but rarely sufficient on their own to
translate into sustained bargaining power. Consistent with Kabeer’'s framework and
Duflo’s critique of income and inclusion-centered approaches, the transition from individ-
ual capability to sustained influence depended on collective organization, supportive so-
cial relations, participatory policy dialogue, and accessible governance structures.

5.2 Relational layer: peer networks, collective voice and participation

Relational spaces matter because they convert individual capability into collective
agency and reduce the social risks of participation. Across cases, relational empower-
ment emerged where women participated in peer networks, cooperatives, associations,
and other collective structures that reduced social isolation and enabled collective voice.
These spaces translated individual capabilities into collective action, representation, and
engagement with institutions through trust-building, information exchange, and mutual
support.

Group-based engagement frequently provided an entry point into wider governance pro-
cesses. The World Bank review of rural CDD programmes found increased women’s
engagement in village meetings and planning structures, although gains remained une-
ven across social and political empowerment dimensions (Bardasi et al., 2017). Inclu-
sion became more meaningful when linked to collective organization and repeated insti-
tutional engagement.

The Kalahi-CIDSS programme in the Philippines illustrates this mechanism clearly.
Women involved in community planning and implementation were increasingly recog-
nized for competence in resource management, facilitation, and community problem-
solving rather than confined to traditional gender roles (World Bank, 2013). These rela-
tional processes helped normalize women’s visibility and legitimacy within local govern-
ance spaces.

Similar dynamics are evident in Nigeria’s Community-Based Agricultural and Rural De-
velopment Program, where Community Development Associations enabled women to
engage collectively with local authorities despite traditional restrictions on women'’s pub-
lic voice (IFAD IOE, 2016). In rural India, women’s strong presence in dairy cooperatives
strengthened collective bargaining power and recognition in community affairs, although
rights alone remained insufficient without participatory governance structures supporting
women’s voice in practice (Dohmwirth & Hanisch, 2017).
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Legal empowerment initiatives reinforced these relational dynamics through collective
learning and shared advocacy. In Lebanon, legal literacy programmes contributed to the
formation of grassroots peer groups where women exchanged information about legal
rights and supported one another in navigating legal systems (Lombardini, 2015).

Women were often more willing to challenge exclusion or engage institutions when acting
through trusted peer networks rather than individually. However, relational gains were
less likely to translate into broader political influence where community hierarchies re-
mained strong or where groups lacked institutional recognition and links to governance
processes. Evidence from Bangladesh’s REFLECT programme illustrates this limitation:
although women’s engagement in collective discussions increased, gains did not con-
sistently translate into wider political influence due to persistent local power hierarchies
(Akkas, 2014).

Relational change functioned less as an endpoint than as a mechanism enabling individ-
ual gains to become collective capacity. These groups helped translate skills, confi-
dence, and legal awareness into social capital, public voice, and coordinated action. Re-
lational gains were stronger where collective organization created pathways into govern-
ance structures and representation.

5.3 Institutional layer: participation in governance, representation and decision-mak-
ing power

Across the reviewed cases, institutional empowerment was more visible where women
moved beyond inclusion into recognized roles within governance structures, such as
committees, planning bodies, leadership positions, or budgeting processes. Institutional
outcomes depended on whether women gained repeated decision-making opportunities,
formal authority, and continuity of representation.

CDD initiatives often created or strengthened local governance arenas, enabling women
to access decision-making spaces previously dominated by men (Mansuri & Rao, 2013;
Wong & Guggenheim, 2018). Women were more likely to shape local priorities when
governance arrangements were inclusive, they were represented in sufficient numbers,
and their roles carried authority over planning processes and community resources, sup-
porting Agarwal’s argument that effective inclusion depends on both representation and
bargaining power (Agarwal, 2009; Manfre & Rubin, 2012).

The Kalahi-CIDSS programme in the Philippines provides a prominent example of insti-
tutional strengthening and shows how legal and institutional embedding can strengthen
the durability of participatory approaches. Local community members, including women,
participated as facilitators, treasurers, committee members, and project leaders within
local planning and review structures. Repeated involvement in governance roles contrib-
uted to leadership experience, legitimacy, and public recognition across multiple project
cycles (World Bank, 2013; Garcia, 2021). The programme approach was integrated into
the formal national system, ensuring continuity and reducing reliance on temporary pro-
ject mechanisms (Garcia, 2021).
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Similar dynamics appeared in Nigeria and Indonesia, where participatory community
structures created locally legitimate spaces that enabled women to engage despite strin-
gent traditional authority systems. In Nigeria, women-led community structures sup-
ported by COWAN enabled women to organize collectively and engage local authorities
around community priorities, suggesting that locally embedded governance arrange-
ments may strengthen equal representation where formal institutional access remains
limited (Olaniran & Perumal, 2021). Similarly, evaluations of Indonesia’s Kecamatan De-
velopment Program indicate that participatory village institutions expanded opportunities
for local inclusion and deliberation, although entrenched elite control and existing power
hierarchies continued to constrain more systemic shifts in governance relations (World
Bank OED, 2005).

At the same time, cross-case evidence consistently highlights the fragility of donor-cre-
ated participatory institutions. Where committees and governance mechanisms de-
pended primarily on project funding or temporary programme mandates, women’s voice
and participation often weakened after project closure (Mansuri & Rao, 2013; Wong &
Guggenheim, 2018). IFAD synthesis evidence similarly found that stronger and more
durable outcomes were associated with integration into local government systems, fi-
nancing structures, and continued institutional support (IFAD, 2020).

Three factors were consistently associated with stronger institutional outcomes: re-
peated engagement in governance roles, integration into local governance systems, and
authority over planning decisions, budgets, or community resources. Where these con-
ditions were absent, participation often remained consultative, symbolic, or dependent
on external actors.

Institutional embedding distinguished temporary participation from more durable forms
of empowerment. Where participatory mechanisms become embedded within local gov-
ernance systems, gains in women’s engagement are more likely to endure beyond pro-
ject cycles.

5.4 Policy/Legal layer: legal entitlements, rights frameworks, enforcement mecha-
nisms to claim rights

At the policy and legal level, women’s empowerment depended not only on the existence
of formal rights, but also on their accessibility and enforceability in practice. Comparative
legal empowerment research highlights three interconnected dimensions: the ability to
know the law, use the law, and shape the law through participation in governance pro-
cesses (Golub, 2003; Maru, 2010). Initiatives were most effective where rights aware-
ness was combined with intermediary support and responsive institutions capable of act-
ing on claims. Formal rights remained limited where women faced information asymme-
tries, procedural barriers, financial costs, discriminatory norms, and weak institutional
enforcement mechanisms (Maru &Gauri, 2018).

Community-based paralegals and legal intermediaries helped address these constraints
by reducing information gaps, guiding procedural processes, mediating disputes, and
linking communities to administrative and judicial institutions. Their effectiveness ap-
peared partly linked to their embeddedness within local contexts. According to Goodwin
and Maru (2017) community paralegals often functioned as accessible intermediaries
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capable of bridging formal legal systems and governance realities because they were
familiar with local power dynamics and able to support flexible problem-solving ap-
proaches within community settings.

Legal empowerment programmes across multiple countries, including Mozambique, In-
donesia, Sierra Leone, Tanzania, and the Philippines, support this broader pattern. In
Mozambique, programmes combining legal literacy with community-based paralegal
support increased women’s success in securing land claims and accessing institutional
spaces (Goodwin & Maru, 2017). This supports Banik’s argument that formal rights re-
main limited where individuals lack the practical means to exercise them. More broadly,
these findings align with legal empowerment scholarship arguing that rights-based initi-
atives may be more effective when community mobilization is combined with institutional
responsiveness, sometimes described as a “twin-track” approach that strengthens both
citizens’ capacity to claim rights and institutions’ capacity to respond (Waldorf, 2019)

Related findings emerge from the IDLO-supported Community Land Titling Initiative in
Uganda, Liberia, and Mozambique. Knight et al. (2012) found that participatory land doc-
umentation and community rule-setting strengthened clarity over land, inheritance, and
use rights while improving recognition of women’s claims within customary systems.
Communities directly involved in documentation processes also appeared to strengthen
local ownership, suggesting that participatory legal processes may contribute not only to
tenure security but also to institutional learning and local legitimacy.

The findings further show that legal empowerment can support women’s agency beyond
land governance, particularly where legal awareness is linked to collective support and
intermediary mechanisms. In Tanzania, legal aid and legal education initiatives were as-
sociated with increased awareness of legal protections and greater willingness among
women to engage formal reporting and support mechanisms related to gender-based
violence (Nyange, 2017). In Lebanon, legal awareness and advocacy initiatives contrib-
uted to stronger engagement with discriminatory family and domestic violence legislation
while supporting broader civil society mobilization around women’s rights (Lombardini,
2015). Similarly, social accountability and legal empowerment initiatives involving Rom-
ani women in Eastern Europe linked community monitoring, legal advocacy, and en-
gagement with health institutions to strengthen accountability around service provision
and institutional obligations (Szilvasi & Saitovic-Jovanovic, 2023). Across these cases,
outcomes were strongest where collective organization, intermediary support, and insti-
tutional access operated together.

Evidence from Sierra Leone provides a useful example of how legal empowerment may
extend toward shaping legal and policy processes. Community paralegals and grass-
roots land rights movements supported communities in challenging large-scale land ac-
quisitions while simultaneously strengthening collective organization, legal literacy, par-
ticipatory consultation, and engagement with national land governance processes
(Namati, 2021; Namati, 2022). Drawing on grassroots experiences with land disputes
and environmental harm, communities participated in consultations linked to the devel-
opment of the Customary Land Rights Act and related land governance reforms, contrib-
uting to broader debates on corporate accountability, women’s participation, and com-
munity consent within natural resource governance systems. These reforms strength-
ened community consent over industrial projects, recognized women’s equal customary
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land rights, and introduced minimum representation requirements for women in land gov-
ernance bodies. The case illustrates how legal empowerment can move from “know” and
“‘use” the law toward influencing the rules, institutions, and governance arrangements
that shape land, investment, environmental governance, and development priorities.

In Argentina, disability-rights platforms involving women with disabilities enabled partici-
pants to provide feedback on services and contribute to institutional discussions on in-
clusion and accessibility (Burnett, 2021). Rather than leading to formal legal reform,
these mechanisms allowed marginalized groups to influence institutional responses and
service design. Comparative evidence from Indonesia and the Philippines similarly sug-
gests that community paralegals often assumed broader governance functions, including
monitoring implementation, supporting accountability processes, and facilitating engage-
ment with local authorities (Maru & Gauri, 2018).

The reviewed data points that legal recognition, in the absence of supporting institutional
and social mechanisms, was rarely sufficient to advance empowerment. Formal guaran-
tees of equality frequently proved inadequate where discriminatory norms, customary
practices, administrative barriers, or limited institutional capacity restricted their imple-
mentation and enforcement. In such contexts, increased legal awareness could raise
expectations without necessarily improving access to remedies (Goodwin & Maru, 2017).
Hyland et al. (2021) similarly found that gender-equal laws are associated with improved
outcomes on average, but do not automatically translate into substantive empowerment,
particularly in relation to representation and decision-making. It helps explain why legal
claims were more likely to gain traction when supported by collective advocacy, partici-
patory policy dialogue, social legitimacy, and sustained institutional engagement (Good-
win & Maru, 2017; Knight et al., 2012).

Overall, the evidence indicates that legal empowerment contributes to women’s empow-
erment by helping translate rights into enforceable outcomes. Across cases, outcomes
were strongest where legal awareness, intermediary support, collective organization,
and institutional responsiveness operated together. The findings support Golub’s con-
ception of legal empowerment as a bottom-up process while also reflecting Maru’s
framework: awareness gains were common, the use of law depended on support struc-
tures and institutional access, while influencing legal and governance processes re-
mained more dependent on sustained participation and institutional openness.

5.5 Environmental layer: resource access, environmental justice and empowerment

Resource governance contexts shape how empowerment is experienced, constrained,
or enabled. Across much of the reviewed evidence, women’s experiences of participa-
tion, rights, livelihoods, and institutional influence were closely intertwined with the man-
agement of natural resources. In such contexts, empowerment reflects both access to
and influence over how environmental resources and local development priorities are
governed.

FAQO’s Status of Women in Agri-Food Systems (2023), which synthesizes global da-
tasets, household surveys, and country studies across Africa, Asia, and Latin America,
reports that women continue to face structural disadvantages in access to productive
and environmental resources. The report further suggests that narrowing these gender
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gaps is associated with gains in agricultural productivity, household food security, resili-
ence, and poverty reduction (FAO, 2023). Access to productive and environmental re-
sources can expand income opportunities, reduce dependence within unequal social re-
lations, and strengthen bargaining power. In this sense, environmental resources in rural
contexts function as material foundations of agency.

Agarwal (2009, 2010) shows that the relationship between women’s participation and
improved forest management operated through several institutional mechanisms. Where
women exercised meaningful voice in forest committees, they were better able to shape
rule enforcement, monitoring practices, resource-use decisions, and accountability. The
engagement also increased attention to everyday resource needs and equitable local
ecological knowledge, which supported compliance and better collective management
practices. Importantly, Agarwal argues that these effects became more likely when
women reached a “critical mass” within decision-making bodies, allowing them to act
collectively and contribute to deliberations. However, later research notes that these
mechanisms are often constrained by unequal power dynamics, social norms, time bur-
dens, and limited authority within institutions (Manfre & Rubin, 2012).

Cases on legal empowerment also demonstrate that environmental rights often depend
on access to justice and institutional responsiveness. In Kenya, community paralegals
supported communities affected by illegal sand mining by helping residents to under-
stand environmental regulations, organize collectively, and engage local authorities. In
the Philippines, paralegal networks assisted communities in monitoring pollution and
raising complaints regarding mining impacts on water systems (Maru & Gauri, 2018).
These cases show that women and marginalized communities can safeguard common
resources and advance claims for rights and accountability through the opportunities
provided by environmental governance arrangements.

The case of Papua, Indonesia further illustrates how women-led livelihood initiatives may
strengthen both economic agency and environmental governance participation. Pro-
tected market spaces and women-led trading initiatives involving Indigenous Papuan
women contributed not only to household income generation, but also to collective or-
ganization, bargaining capacity, and greater visibility within local economic and resource
governance systems (Ransta, 2018). These initiatives supported indigenous women to
organize cooperatively, negotiate market access, and maintain traditional ecological
knowledge related to land and forest resources. The case further suggests that women’s
economic participation can strengthen broader governance influence where livelihoods,
environmental resources, and community authority remain closely interrelated. At the
same time, continuing constraints linked to land dispossession, inadequate infrastruc-
ture, and unequal market competition demonstrate that empowerment gains remain vul-
nerable where broader institutional protection and systems are weak.

Evidence from environmental justice movements and community resource initiatives
suggests that collective environmental action can create entry points for women’s public
participation, although the extent of women’s influence varied across cases. In Kenya,
the Green Belt Movement linked reforestation with women’s group-based mobilization,
environmental education, and advocacy around land, accountability, and public re-
sources, indicating how environmental stewardship could become a platform for broader
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civic engagement and shifts in gender roles (Maathai, 2004; UN Women, 2018). Simi-
larly, research from rural Indonesia found that community-managed micro-hydro initia-
tives provided women with improved access to electricity, information, and training while
reducing domestic labor burdens and creating opportunities for participation in commu-
nity energy management activities (Hermawati et al., 2023). These activities reduced
practical constraints to participation while increasing women’s visibility within locally or-
ganized development and resource management processes.

Recent synthesis research on tropical forests and community-led conservation shows
that gender-inclusive resource governance arrangements were more likely to support
equitable benefit-sharing, regulatory compliance, and collective resource stewardship
(Rogelja et al., 2024). These studies further highlight that women’s contributions to en-
vironmental governance frequently remained constrained where ecological knowledge,
land rights, and participation in decision-making processes lacked formal recognition or
continued institutional support. Across cases, targeted investments in technical capacity,
coordinated organization, and secure resource access appeared important for strength-
ening gender-responsive governance systems.

The analysis confirms that women’s empowerment in resource-dependent settings was
strongest where participation in environmental governance was connected to resource
access, representation, collective organization, and legal and institutional recognition.
This supports feminist political ecology scholarship, which argues that gender inequality
is not separate from unequal access to ecological resources and decision-making insti-
tutions, particularly where livelihoods, resource access, and decision-making authority
are closely intertwined (Rocheleau et al., 1996; Nightingale, 2006; 2011; Agarwal, 1992).

5.6 Interpreting recurring mechanisms across the findings

Participation becomes consequential through repeated and recognized roles. Across the
reviewed evidence, women were more likely to contribute to governance outcomes
where their engagement was sustained, visible, and linked to meaningful responsibilities.
Continued involvement in committees, planning structures, budgeting processes, and
resource management appeared to strengthen public legitimacy, practical experience,
and confidence. The significance of repeated participation lies less in committee mem-
bership itself than in the normalization of women's authority within governance processes
that gradually expanded their scope for action. This reinforces distinctions between for-
mal participation and substantive influence within participatory development scholarship.

Collective organization converts individual capacity into public voice. Collective struc-
tures reduced social isolation, redistributed social risks associated with public participa-
tion, and created locally legitimate platforms for negotiation and representation. This re-
inforces feminist and participatory scholarship emphasizing that empowerment is rela-
tional and socially negotiated.

Rights matter when actionable. Across the reviewed legal empowerment cases, legal
empowerment appeared more effective where legal literacy was combined with interme-
diary support, community-based paralegals, collective organization, and accessible in-
stitutions capable of responding to claims. Rights became meaningful not through their
formal existence alone, but through their practical enforceability. In this respect, legal
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empowerment operated not only as a legal process, but also as a governance process
linking rights with institutional accessibility and enabling collective structures. In some
cases, these combined mechanisms created opportunities for marginalized groups to
participate in and shape broader policy and legal processes, including in relation to land
governance, accountability, and environmental decision-making.

Institutional embedding and continuity sustain empowerment gains. Advances in
women’s representation and collective influence were more difficult to sustain where they
remained dependent on temporary initiatives or disconnected from formal governance
arrangements. This pattern shows that gender equality is a governance function and that
empowerment therefore depends not only on creating opportunities for participation but
also on the continuity of the institutional arrangements through which participation can
be exercised and translated into influence. Thus, women’s empowerment provides an
important indicator of whether governance systems are capable of addressing structural
inequalities.

From this perspective, gender equality is understood not as a discrete policy goal, but
as part of a broader societal commitment governing how power, resources, knowledge,
and responsibilities are distributed. Historical patterns of exclusion have been produced
and maintained through institutions; consequently, dismantling them requires more than
periodic interventions or shifts in political attention. It requires inclusive governance ar-
rangements capable of carrying equality commitments across electoral cycles, funding
priorities, and leadership changes. Seen in this light, women’s empowerment becomes
closely linked to the credibility of an emerging eco-social contract: the extent to which
states, local institutions, and development institutions can uphold principles of inclusion,
accountability, and environmental stewardship as enduring public obligations rather than
negotiable policy preferences.

Environmental governance materially conditions empowerment. The findings confirm
that women’s empowerment in rural and resource-dependent settings was closely linked
to environmental governance and access to productive resources. Land, forests, water,
and ecological systems shaped not only livelihoods, but also bargaining power, partici-
pation opportunities, and governance influence. Women'’s participation in environmental
governance appeared more systemic where access to resources, representation, and
institutional recognition reinforced one another. The findings suggest that environmental
governance constitutes an important locus where economic, institutional, and political
dimensions of empowerment intersect. From this perspective, women’s empowerment
is influenced not only by state institutions but also by the governance structures through
which development initiatives are designed and implemented. Women'’s underrepresen-
tation therefore spans two co-evolving spheres of decision-making: national and local
institutions that mediate rights and representation, and development and climate finance
architectures that influence investment priorities, funding flows, and gender-responsive
approaches. These findings speak to feminist political ecology scholarship by highlight-
ing how gender inequality is embedded in environmental governance arrangements, un-
equal access to ecological resources, and patterns of representation that shape whose
priorities, vulnerabilities, and forms of knowledge are recognized.

CDD and legal empowerment are complementary. CDD and legal empowerment rein-
forced one another by linking participatory inclusion with institutional accountability and
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enforceable rights. While CDD expanded collective organization, local ownership, and
women’s visibility within governance processes, legal empowerment strengthened
women’s ability to exercise rights and engage institutions. Their complementarity
emerged from addressing different constraints within empowerment processes simulta-
neously. Across the reviewed evidence, participatory approaches often struggled to gen-
erate durable influence in the absence of institutional responsiveness and enforceable
mechanisms, while legal rights remained difficult to exercise where women lacked col-
lective organization, governance access, or legitimate participatory spaces. Together,
these approaches created conditions under which participation, collective advocacy, and
rights-based mechanisms could exert greater influence over governance priorities, insti-
tutional responses, and, in some contexts, legal and policy reform. Development initia-
tives may therefore provide an important arena through which these complementary
pathways can be combined in practice.

At the same time, these findings do not suggest that combining CDD and legal empow-
erment automatically produces solutions across all contexts. Rather, women’s empow-
erment is more likely to endure where participatory, legal, institutional, and collective
mechanisms reinforce one another over time. Such an approach resonates with emerg-
ing eco-social contract thinking, which seeks to align social justice, institutional account-
ability, gender equality, and environmental sustainability within shared frameworks of
inclusive governance and development.

6. Conclusions and recommendations

Global commitments to gender equality continue to face implementation gaps not only
because participation, rights, or inclusion are absent in principle, but because these di-
mensions are frequently pursued separately and without sustained institutional support.

This paper examined recurring patterns through which Community-Driven Development
(CDD) and legal empowerment approaches may interact across multiple dimensions of
women’s empowerment. The findings indicate that empowerment remained limited
where participation, rights, and environmental governance were insufficiently linked to
women’s meaningful influence over the governance processes through which resources,
authority, and development priorities are shaped and allocated.

CDD and legal empowerment appeared to address complementary and interconnected
dimensions of women’s empowerment. CDD frequently strengthened collective agency,
local engagement, public participation, and women'’s visibility within governance spaces.
Yet these gains did not necessarily translate into sustained influence within decision-
making processes. Legal empowerment approaches, by contrast, contributed to rights
awareness, institutional navigation, claims-making capacity, and accountability pro-
cesses. Stronger complementarities appeared where legal empowerment extended be-
yond individual claims-making toward collective participation in governance and policy
processes linked to broader institutional and resource governance dynamics.

The findings also reinforce multidimensional understandings of women’s empowerment
by illustrating how changes across individual, relational, institutional, legal, and environ-
mental domains remained closely interdependent. Institutional integration and continuity
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emerged as important differentiating factors between temporary participation gains and
more sustained empowerment outcomes. Across the reviewed evidence, the two ap-
proaches appeared more likely to support durable influence where they became inte-
grated within governance arrangements, connected to decision-making authority, and
sustained beyond short-term project cycles. The findings also imply that many develop-
ment initiatives remained too short-term in duration and insufficiently integrated in design
to support and evaluate longer-term shifts in governance influence and institutional
power relations. The reviewed evidence further points to the importance of more gender-
responsive and multidimensional approaches capable of connecting participation, rights
realization, institutional responsiveness, and governance processes over time.

The study further demonstrates that environmental governance is not peripheral to
women’s empowerment in rural and resource-dependent contexts, but materially con-
nected to bargaining power, representation, livelihoods, and influence over development
trajectories. Access to land, forests, water, and ecological decision-making structures
shaped not only economic opportunities, but also women’s capacity to engage govern-
ance processes affecting resource allocation and community priorities.

The paper advances a systems-oriented framework for understanding how CDD and
legal empowerment may complement one another across multiple dimensions of
women’s empowerment. It does not argue that CDD and legal empowerment are univer-
sally successful. Rather, it suggests that they tackle different governance constraints and
are more effective when combined through institutional arrangements that connect par-
ticipation, rights, accountability, and environmental governance.

Ultimately, the paper suggests that development initiatives are strategically positioned to
connect participatory and legal empowerment pathways in ways that support inclusive
natural resource governance and broader sustainable development.

6.1 Recommendations
The findings point to several interlinked priorities for development policy and practice.

First, integrate CDD and legal empowerment approaches. Approaches linking institution-
ally embedded collective organization, rights realization, accountability mechanisms, and
participatory policy engagement were more likely to support women’s sustained influ-
ence beyond short-term inclusion.

Second, strengthen women’s equitable influence within environmental governance sys-
tems. In rural and resource-dependent settings, access to land, forests, water, and eco-
logical decision-making remained closely linked to bargaining power and representation,
shaping how development priorities, sustainability transitions, and environmental re-
sources are governed. Greater institutional attention is also needed to ensure that cli-
mate and environmental financing mechanisms more systematically support gender-re-
sponsive and inclusive governance approaches for sustainability transitions.

Third, prioritize longer-term and institutionally embedded empowerment programming.
Short-term interventions frequently struggled to sustain empowerment gains beyond pro-
ject cycles. The reviewed evidence suggests that continuity, institutional integration, and
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sustained governance engagement are likely to be important conditions for more sys-
temic shifts in inclusive representation and influence.

Fourth, adopt more multidimensional approaches to measuring empowerment. Existing
monitoring frameworks often emphasize measurable outputs while overlooking rela-
tional, institutional, and governance dynamics shaping empowerment processes in prac-
tice. More integrated analytical approaches may therefore support a better understand-
ing of how empowerment evolves across different contexts and time.

Future research could further examine how participatory and legal empowerment mech-
anisms interact across longer institutional timeframes, particularly in relation to govern-
ance influence and environmental decision-making beyond externally supported inter-
ventions. Greater analytical attention is also needed to develop approaches capable of
capturing multidimensional empowerment across individual, relational, institutional, le-
gal, and environmental domains.
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