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In recent decades the international development field has begun a con-
certed effort to advocate for women’s human rights and empowerment
in an effort to address UN Millennium Development Goal 3: “to pro-
mote gender equality and empower women.” However, it remains
unclear what is meant by empowerment and what impact a lack of
empowerment might have on women’s physical and psychological
health and well-being.* Across the social sciences it is widely agreed that
empowerment processes encompass structural inequities and access to
material resources, a sense of personal control, and the enhancement of
well-being (Cattaneo and Chapman 20r0; Zimmerman 199 §). Within
psychology, empowerment has been defined as a sense of personal con-
trol and freedom whereby individuals gain agency and mastery over
issues of concern to them, enhanced by having access to and control
over resources (Rappaport 1987; Zimmerman 1990, 1995). Moreover,
although an abundant literature suggests that empowerment is a proc-
ess whereby multiple components influence each other and may lead to
positive outcomes, empirical research does not often identify the com-
ponents or the links among them (Cattaneo and Chapman 2c10; Kabeer
1999; Zimmerman 1995}.

In order to examine the role of empowerment in women’s health out-
comes (i.e., psychological well-being, receipt of violence), this chapter
uses an inclusive definition of empowerment that is rooted in psychology
but draws on cross-disciplinary perspectives. Early conceptualizations
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and investigations of empowerment within psychology focused Prima '

rily on individual psychological processes such as perceptions of per
sonal control, thereby giving limited attention to context and
structures (Perkins 1995; Riger 199 3}. However, empowerment theo

explicitly links subjective well-being with larger social and political con '.

texts and integrates a critical understanding of the sociopolitical envi

ronment with individual outcomes (Perkins and Zimmerman 1995.'
3

Zimmerman 1995s). Similarly, in the international development litery.
ture, although empowerment has largely come to refer to the freedom of
f:hoice and action to shape one’s life, it is recognized for many margina].
1ged groups that freedom can be severely curtailed by structural mequj-
ties {see Mosedale 2005; Narayan 200 5, for reviews). Thus, a synthesig
of individual and contextual factors is required for the true expansion of
qppgrtunities. This chapter presents a case study of a women’s organiza-
tion in Nicaragua that facilitates women’s empowerment in part through
the ownership of land. The evaluation of this case demonstrates a com.

prehensive approach to the processes of women’s empowerment by

measuring and analyzing the multiple components involved—structural
3

relational, and individual—and the impact they have on women’s psy- -

chological and physical health.

THE CONTEXT: STRUCTURAL ADJUSTMENTS AND
WOMEN’S LANDOWNERSHIP IN NICARAGUA

The global economic policies of the 198cs and 1990s introduced or exac- -

erbated several structural factors that contributed to rising levels of gen-
der inequity throughout the “developing” world? (Grabe 20102; Naples
and Desai 2002). Globalization and the structural adjustments that char-
acterized these decades (e.g., withdrawal of subsidized services in the
social sector, such as health care) continue to have unique and negative
outcomes for women (e.g., feminization of labor and/or poverty; Naples
and Desai 2002; Moghadam 200 5). A growing body of evidence suggests
that institutionalized inequities in the distribution of resources contribute
to power imbalances and gender-based norms that can create environ-
ments that legitimize and perpetuate women’s subordination and nega-
tively impact their health (e.g., Connell 1987; Glick and Fiske, 1999).
Alth‘ough Nicaragua had long been an impoverished country, the shift in
pregdential power in 1990 brought with it a significant restructuring of
social services, resulting in severe cutbacks to public sector commitments
to human development goals, including health services.

socia)
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The Xochilt-Acalt Women’s Center in Nicaragua emerged out of this
context. The founding members of the center recognized the dire need for
health care services for women—particularly women in rural areas. The
center started in 1991 as a mobile reproductive and sexual health care
clinic serving women in rural communities. Although this type of out-
reach was important, once the basic health infrastructure was developed,
the center evolved over time to comprehensively address the multitude of
consequences uniquely confronting women with a lack of institutional
power (e.g., food insecurity, high levels of domestic violence; Montene-
gro, 2004). Thus, in order to address the full range of women’s health
concerns, new programs were developed in the areas of agricultural pro-
duction, education, and civic participation that were aimed at connecting
women’s empowerment with psychelogical, physical, and sexual health
outcomes. Although each program had focused objectives, they had in
common gender reflection training that explicitly raised awareness of the
role of cultural ideclogy—that is, social rules, norms, and values that
govern gender roles—in human rights violations against women.

The study presented in this chapter reflects an evaluation of one of
the center’s programs, Programa Productivo. Programa Productivo is an
agrarian production program that Xochilt-Acalt developed in 1994 out
of a strategic interest in challenging gender norms, thereby providing
women with independent economic resources and security. Because
landownership throughout Latin America (and most of the world)
reflects dominant roles and is a sign of power and control (Deere and
Leon zoo1; Pena et al. 2008), the program’ main initiative was to
legally facilitate women’s ownership of and titling to land as a means to
improve women’s status, access to resources, and health and empower-
ment measures. Women participating in the program received education
surrounding their rights as landowners, legal assistance in land atling,
and technical training in the area of agricultural production.

Unéil the last three decades, women’s ownership of land in Latin
America was restricted because of legal and customary rules that pro-
hibited women from being landowners. Of the Latin American coun-
tries that implemented gender-progressive agrarian reform policies in
the 1980s, Nicaragua stands out above the rest (Deere 1985}, For exam-
ple, the Agrarian Reform Laws of the 1980s and 1990s that recognized
equal rights for both sexes were acknowledged as some of the most
forward-looking reforms in Latin America. Moreover, in 1995 a major
legislative leap was taken that led to compulsory joint titling for mar-
ried couples and for those living in stable relationships (FAO 20053).
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Nevertheless, data from the rural titling office indicate that between
1979 and 1989, women accounted for only 8-10 percent of beneﬁciar_.

ies under the agrarian reform. These low numbers reflect that land vy

still being allocated primarily to male “heads of households,” whereag

titled women were likely widowed or unmarried women living alope:
(FAO 2005). Thus, despite legislation that positioned Nicaragua ag Cut::
ting edge in mainstreaming gender in agricultural policy, the relative],
low percentage of women landowners reflects the reality that socia);

constructions of gender, combined with caltural practices of restricting

women’s ownership of land,’ have historically prohibited women from

realizing their legal rights.

It recent years, a small body of literature has emerged €Xamining
health and empowerment outcomes of women’s landownership, Tn the -

first published study in this area, authors found that in Kerala, India

, . ) .
women's receipt of long-term physical violence was mversely related to.

pwging Iar?d, a house, or both (Panda and Agarwal 2005). Since that
initial publication, investigators have expanded on this research and derm-

onstrated links between landownership and women’s negotiating power -
within the marital relationship, financial decision making, and decreaged .-

receipt of physical and sexual violence in West Bengal, Nepal, and Nica-
ragua, respectively (Grabe 2o010b; [CRW 2006; Pandey 2010). Collec-

tively, these studies put forth a framework for investigating landowner-
ship as a resource related ultimately to improvements in women’s health, -

In sum, although property rights may be emerging as one route to -
addressing women’s health and empowerment, deeply entrenched social

barriers still prohibit women from taking advantage of opportunities to

effectively exercise their tights to own land (Narayan 200 5). Because of -

. . . .
this, women’s organizations have an important role to play in creating

the conditions for change in this area (Kabeer 1999). Similarly, there is ]

great need for social scientists in the area of globalization and women’s
empowerment to evaluate processes involving landownership by defin-

Ing, measuring, and analyzing the various components of empowerinent -

involved. The following mvestigation of Programa Productivo was a col-
lalborative project that brought together science and grassroots commu-
nity advocacy. The expertise of the researcher (Shelly Grabe) ensured
theoretically grounded, sound methodology from the lens of social psy-
chology. The expertise of the community collaborator (Carlos Arenas)
ensured cultural sensitivity and community relevance to the designed
program. The aims of this project support the goals of feminist liberation
psychology by focusing on the science of psychology as an instrument
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for informing social action {Lykes and Moane, 2009}, An analysis with
the level of complexity presented in the following sections is BECEssary ta
lend scientific merit to the understanding of empowerment and increase
the acceptability for empowerment approaches among policy makers,
especially in regard to impacts on women’s health.

METHODS

In order to evaluate the links between landownership and women’s
empowerment and health, household surveys were administered to two
different groups of women in the state of Leén, Nicaragua. The first
group were members of Xochilt-Acalt and were selected by simple ran-
dom sampling from a list of 38c women involved in Programa Produc-
tivo (N = 124). The second group of women were randomly selected
from neighboring communities in the same municipality that were not
actively involved in Xochilt-Acalt (N = 114). The total sample size was
238 women. The control group structure allowed for direct comparison
of women who were involved in a gender-based social organization
aimed at empowerment and women who were not. The study followed
field procedures recommended by the World Health Organization
(WHO) for conducting violence research in “developing” countries,
including hiring and training a local research team to administer the
surveys (Ellsberg and Feise 2005). Data were collected in private inter-
views conducted in Spanish.

Questionnaires included in the survey assessed sociodemographic
information, such as age, number of children, and educational history,
as well as information about partners, including partner alcohol use.
The survey also assessed how regularly. women participated in activities
with Xochilt-Acalt and whether they owned land. Gender ideology was
assessed with a modified version of the Attitudes Towards Women Scale
(Spence, Helmreich, and Stapp r973). Empowerment was assessed with
standardized scales indexing power and control within relationships
(Sexual Relationship Power Scale: Pulerwitz, Gortmaker, and DeJong
2000; Control: Ellsberg and Heise 2005), financial and household deci-
sion making (ICRW 2006), and individual autonomy and mastery
(Ryff’s Scales of Psychological Well-Being: Ryff 1989). Psychological
and physical health outcomes were indexed with standardized scales of
self-esteem (Rosenberg Self-Esteem Scale: Bafios and Guillén 2000),
depression (Center for Epidemiologic Studies—Depression Scale: Grzy-
wacz et al. 2006), and physical, psychological, and sexual violence in
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the past twelve months (Conflict Tactics Scale: Straus et al. 1 996). Al

questions were translated into Spanish and verified and back-trang

versity of Wisconsin-Madison.

RESULTS

The average ages of the respondents were in the early to mid forties, anq
the majority of women had three or more children. Approximately '
three-quarters of the sample were in relationships that were between sjx

to ten years in duration. Most of the respondents reported being liter-

ate, although approximately a quarter of the sample never received for.
mal schooling,

Table 13.1 shows group differences in the proposed process and out- .
come varjables. As can be seen from the table, there are statistically =

significant differences seen with all the measured variables, with women
who were members of Xochilt-Acale reporting more progressive gender-
role ideology conceptions, a greater say in household and financial deci-
sion making, more relationship power, less partner control, higher ley-
els of autonomy and mastery, higher levels of self-esteem, lower levels
of depression, and less physical and sexual violence in the past twelve
months than the control group. Over 40% of women in each group
reported experiencing psychological violence in their lifetime, and over
23% reported experiencing physical violence, with estimates of sexual
violence being nearly as high. Importantly, women from both groups
reported comparable levels of lifetime violence, suggesting that wormen
who participated in Xochilt-Acalt were not a different subset of women
who self-selected based on having a priori progressive relationships.
Path models were used to test the proposed processes surrouﬁding
women’s empowerment and health, namely that participating with
Xochilt-Acalt and landownership would lead to greater empowerment
and psychological and physical health {Figure 13.1; see Grabe 2010,
20171 for specific details surrounding model building and path analy-
ses). In the first path model, both organization participation and land-
pwnership were related to more progressive conceptions in gender-role
ideology, which was, in turn, related to higher levels of household but
not financial decision-making power, greater relationship power, and
h?ss partner control. Neither of the decision-making measures was asso-
clated with either indicator of a woman’s individual empowerment. In

: lated.
to ensure meanings would be conveyed properly in the local context

before the survey was piloted. Ethics approval was granted by the Up;..
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TABLE T3.1T MEAN DIFFERENCES AMONG XOCHILT-ACALT STUDY VARIABLES

Xochilt-Acalt Control
members (N=114)
(N = 124) (M, SD) (M, SD) p d
Gender ideology 1.54 {.166) 1.62 (.216) .00 1.16
Heousehold decision making 2,67 (.673) 2.48 (.662) .02 029
Financial decision making 1.94 {.514) 1.81 (.569} .03 0.24
Relationship power 1.81 {.235) 1.67 (.293) .00 0.54
Partner contro} 1.50 (2.45) 2.22(2.84) 04 -0.27
Autonomy 1.84 (.150) 1.78 (.165) 00 (.38
Mastery 1.71 (137} 1.67 (.140) .02 .29
Self-esteem 1.93 (.104) 1.86 (.168) .00 52
Depression 1.69 (.502) 1.83 {620} .05 -0.25
12M Physical violence 067 (.500) 167 (651} .01 04z
12M Psychalogical violence 372 (.896) 342 (.910) s 0.03
12M Sexual viclence 067 (.309) 143 (.536) 00 -0.20
LT Physical violence 595 (1.122) 707 {1.444) .76 -0.09
LT Psychological viclence 939 (1.240) 911{1.275) 49 0.04
LT Sexual violence 438 (.763) .349(.784) 35 .12

NOTES: Mean differences are indicated along with the = effect size. Effect sizes are calculated as the
difference berween two means divided by the standardized deviation (d = [M,_M,/s]). Effect sizes are
computed to assess the magnitude of the difference berween groups. According to Cohen {1988) an
effect size of 0.2 might be considered “small” (although still a notable difference}, whereas values
around 0.5 are “medium” effects, and values of 0.8 or higher considered “large™ effects. A positive d
for gender-role ideology and relationship power indicates that Xochilt-Acalt members scored higher
on the study variable. A negative 4 for partner contrel indicates that women from Xochile-Acalt’s
partners controlled their mobility less.

12M = past rwelve months. LT = lifetime.

contrast, relationship power was related to higher levels of autonomy
and mastery, and partner control was related to lower levels of women’s
mastery. Autonomy and mastery were each associated with higher self-
esteem and lower depression. Mastety was associated with less psycho-
logical violence. The hypothesized model provided a reasonably good
fit to the dara (i.e., ? = 175.82, df = 61, ¥*/df = 2.88, NFI = .81, CFI =
.86, RMSEA = .09, AIC = 53.82), but because neither of the decision-
making variables served as either significant predictors or outcomes in
the hypothesized process, they were dropped from the model and a
trimmed model was rerun. Fit statistics from this model indicate a slight
improvement {¥* = 110.34, df = 39, ¥*/df = 2.83, NFI = .87, CFI = .91,
RMSEA = .09, AIC = 32.34) over the former.

Next, in order to help explain the mechanisms by which organizational
participation and landownership are related to individual empowerment
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FIGURE 13.T. The hypothesized model. Qrganizational participation and landownership -
were hypothesized to predict gender role ideology, which in turn was hypothesized ro P
mﬂu?nce decision making, relationship power, and control, which were expected to
predict women’s individual empowerment, and, finally, psychological health.

and psychological health, product of coefficients tests were used to test
for indirect effects (Sobel 1990). A test of the indirect relation of struc-
tural empowerment on relational empowerment suggests that participa-
tion in the organization was indirectly related to relationship power (£ =
2.06, p = .039) but not partner control. Landownership was also indi-
rectly related to relationship power (t = 3.00, p = .002} and partner
control {£ = -1.96, p = .050), because it was related to more progressive
conceptions of gender-role ideology. Thus, it seems that although par-
ticipating in the organization and owning land both predict positive
outcomes for the participants, actual ownership of land is'a more robust
predictor of altered gender relations. Nevertheless, since the organiza-
tiOI‘ll Is imperative to facilitating women’s ownership over land, partici-
pation in the organization was a critical factor in Improving women’s
emMpowerment outcomes.

Given that the model included multiple components of empower-
ment, the relations between the empowerment indicators were examined
{(see Grabe 20711, for more detail). The aim was to evaluate the most
commonly used measure of individual empowerment in the development
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PIGURE 13.2. The relationship berween siructural power, interpersonal power, and
violence. Note: Values are standardized beta weights **p < .o1.

literature (i.e., decision making) relative to the additional indicators
included in this study. The results suggest that neither measure of deci-
sion making was strongly correlated with women’s autonomy or mastery
nor with women’s relationship power or partner control, despite the fact
that decision making is often used as a proxy of either agency or relative
power within the relationship. In addition, the decision-making scales
were not related to any of the psychological health measures. In contrast,
relationship power and control, autonomy, and mastery were consist-
ently related to each other and to the health measures.

A second path model was constructed to focus more specifically on
the role of power and control in the cycle of domestic violence. As
shown in Figure 13.2, women’s relationship power predicted fewer epi-
sodes of physical and sexual violence, and partner control predicted
greater receipt of psychological and sexual violence.

DISCUSSION

Findings from the Xochilt Acalt’s Programa Productivo contribute to a
growing body of literature that defines and conceptualizes women’s
empowerment. The evaluation of Xochilt- Acalt’s work also supporis a
theoretical model that suggests that social structures may be associated
with health factors that are often linked to subordination and oppression.
The results of the study, which show that contexts where power may be
unevenly distributed (i.e., women owning land in a situation whereby
female landownership defied social roles) may define patterns of personal
empowerment, provide support for the suggestion that multiple compo-
nents of empowerment relate to each other and are critical to understand-
ing the processes surrounding women’s empowerment and health.
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The study also demonstrates that taking a social psychol
approach to the investigation of women’s health and empowermen;
bridge the theoretical arguments surrounding gender equity wit ca
practical implementation of development interventions. The ﬁnd‘t -
also expose mechanisms sutrounding women’s subordination ang lngs.
chological and physical health and provide empirical support thatisy;
vet to be demonstrated elsewhere. Moreover, this case study sy o
that comprehensive attempts to improve women’s health Worlgge.StS
should involve policies ensuring that appropriate infrastructures exi‘;lfz

support women’s abilities to exercise their rights. Although the discourge.
of human rights is not widely used among psychologists {Kitzinger 4nqg

Wilkinson 2004), the findings from this evaluation suggest that womer,

iandownership i and of itself, as well as how it relates to other fundy.-

mental rights (i.e., violence), may be a requirement of social justice

In addition, the results Support a number of gniding principles and

strategies for interventions that can advance the international EmMpow-

ermenf.ggenda and contribute to the aims of social justice articulated in.
the Beijing Platform for Action {rggs). First, the findings suggest that

development practitioners should not confuse practical interventions

(i..e.‘, those based solely on allocating short-term resources) with strape.
gic mFerventions (i.e., those with the potential to transform the condj. .
t10nsj in which women live). Given the pivotal role of Xochilt-Acalt in -
administering landownership via Programa Productivo, the findings

suggest that it may be most useful to think about resources (ie., land)
as “enabling factors” thar catalyze the empowerment proces.s .:rather
than as ends in themselves (Malhotra and Schuler 206 5). Progra;ns may
he most effective when policy makers, and those developing interven-
tJOH'S, work in collaboration with women’s organizations to combine
equity in the distribution of resources with a sense of personal power
and control to optimally impact health and well-being. In other words
the design of empowerment programs should be based on the potentiala
for women to act on the structures of power that constrain their lives
and not on buzzwords thar are in favor of a globalized economy. -

LESSONS LEARNED

. The importance of understanding the process of empowerment is not
§1mply a.cademic. This case study demonstrates that organizational
Intervention may provide an important and effective means to achieving
change. In this case, participating with Xochilt-Acalt was related not

Ogiceﬂ' -

Land Tenure and Women in Nicaragua | 301

only to landownership but also to more progressive gender ideology.
Again, although the direction of this relationship cannot be discerned
from the model, this link lends support to Freire’s {(1970) theory of
consciousness-raising through group forums as a means to bring about
empowerment. Moreover, the results suggest that women’s organiza-
tional participation was part of the pathway to improving psychologi-
cal health and reducing violence, although it was not as strong a predic-
tor as owning fand. Nevertheless, understanding the benefits associated
with participating in the organization suggests that changing laws alone
is not enough to bring about significant social change. Organizational
intervention can greatly assist in facilitating women’s access to land and
their related psychological and physical health.

The findings also suggest that while it may be possible that resources
serve as catalysts for empowerment, empowering women requires a con-
textualized understanding of power in different dimensions. For exam-
ple, the results highlight a relation between structural factors and gender
ideology. Although the direction of these effects cannot be discerned
from this data, the findings support the notion that resources may pro-
vide the material conditions through which inequalities are produced,
but cultural ideology plays a critical way in how they are sustained
(Glick and Fiske 1999). In particular, women with more progressive gen-
der ideology reported having greater relationship power and were able
to withstand partner attempts at control. It is possible that women who
are more aware of their sociopolitical environments and who hold beliefs
about their rights to exercise their rights are able to exert greater influ-
ence in their marital relationships. Perhaps not surprisingly then, higher
levels of relationship empowerment were related to women’s greater
individual empowerment as reflected in measures of autonomy and
internal feelings of competence, which, in turn, were related to higher
levels of psychological health. Although the empowerment process dem-
onstrated is likely iterative, not linear, the findings suggest that manifes-
tations of power between men and women may not be static but may be
malleable under certain conditions. The results also suggest that the
most widely relied-upon measure of empowerment in the development
literature to date, financial and household decision making, is not a
robust or reliable component in the empowerment process.

Finally, the study demonstrates a synergistic relationship between
activist-based social organizations and a researcher. Women within the
organization were responsible for developing their own strategies for
action and the researcher, in the words of Ignacio Martin-Bar6 {(1994),
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used the discipline of science in the service of social justice by fo cusin i
the oppressive reality of social structures. This study demonstrateg g:h_o
successful collaborations between commumity-based organizationg t
social science researchers may be critical in the struggle for socia] just?:

CONCLUSION

The changes that occurred as a result of the efforts at Xochilt-Acalt
particularly important in the context of the persistently high rateg o
T«ioience experienced by women globally. However, international calls S :
improve the well-being of women have led to numerous laws to empow :
women and improve their health and status. Nevertheless, the barrierg o
accessing these laws suggest that laws alone are often only one aspect of
social change required to effectuate substantial changes (Amnesty Inte |
national 2005). As such, the success of Xochilt-Acalt, and the potential
for generalizing the findings to the issue of property rights as a means to
women’s empowerment and health, is particularly timely. Not only does
the evaluation of Programa Productivo illustrate the mechanisms by
which altered structural changes (i.e., fostering women’s ownership 0);
land) can bring about significant improvements in women’s psychologi:
cal and physical health, but it provides support for social advocacy and.
programs aimed at improving women’s well-being. Such avenues may be
integral to transcending the normative batriers that subordinate women,

to enabling greater access to legal, social, and structural support, and

ultimately to encouraging women’s empowerment.
Although issues of agrarian change and rural development were a
major part of the global economic restructuring imposed on “develop-

o . . i
ing” countries in the 1990s, it has been only in very recent years that-

wormen’s interest in land has emerged as a contested issue (Razavi 2008).
Women’s property rights have taken on greater importance in light of
women’s centrality to agricultural livelihoods, an intensification of
women’s unpaid agricultural labor, increasing levels of poverty, and

food scarcity (Razavi, 2008). The findings from Xochilt-Acalt’s work'

suggest, at a minimum, that programs and policies should aim to alter
the structural barriers that prohibit women from being landowners. For
example, leading organizations that hold empowering women and girls
as one of their primary action areas, such as the Clinton Global Initia-

tive (2010), should include facilitating women’s access to land as partof .
their strategic effort to reduce violence against women and girls. Simi-

farly, because women face the risk of land alienation and entitlement
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‘failure in the presence of imposed privatization from multilateral lend-
‘ing programs (despite having legal rights), organizational interventions
“are necessary to ensure that everyone is capable of realizing their rights.

Changing institutional structures shift the responsibility of combat-

‘ing violence from women to policy makers and program implementers,
‘making it possible that women become beneficiaries of legal reform. For
example, major foundations, such as the Rural Development Institute

{2010}, with its Global Center for Women’s Land Rights that works to
facilitate landownership for women, can use findings from the current

“study to further their delivery of policy recommendations and program-
' matic solutions to securing women’s land rights. Projects and programs
~aimed at development in areas involving ownership and control over
vital resources can better improve women’s rights by altering the com-

plex power structure in which women’s subordination is embedded.
Finally, perhaps more than most, this area is ripe for interdisciplinary
efforts and cooperative collaboration between interventionists, social
activists, and researchers working for women’s human rights and social
justice in an increasingly globalized context. Through collaborative

 efforts, changes to social policy that effectively grant women human

rights and gender-based interventions aimed at transformative relations
could lead to the very notions of social justice that are idealized by the
international community addressing these issues.

Box 13.1. Summary

Geographic area: Nicaragua.

Global importance of the health condition: Violence against
wornen is the most pervasive human rights violation in the world
(UN 2007). Domestic violence, in particular, has become widely
recognized internationally as a serious problem with grave impli-
cations for women’s psychological and physical health (WHO
2004 ).

Intervention or program: In 1991 the Xochilt-Acalt Women's
Center started as a mobile women’s reproductive healtheare clinic
in Leén, Nicaragua. Since that time, the center has burgeoned into
a widespread rural network with programs aimed at agricultural
production, education, economic empowerment, and civic partici-
pation. The current case study evaluates a particular aspect of the
agriculrural production program—Ilandownership—on wormen’s
empowerment and health in the region.
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Impact: Women landowners involved with Xochilt-Acalt reported
more progressive gender ideology, greater say in decision making,
more relationship power and control, higher levels of empower-
ment, greater psychological well-being, and less physical and sexugl
violence than a control group of women who did not own land.

Lessons learned: Although participation with Xochilt-Acalt
played a major role in improving psychological well-being and
reducing violence against women, the study also found that own.
ing land played an independent role in promoting women’s health,

Link between empowerment and bealth: Social interventions
that alter women’s status and shift cultural norms surrounding
the capabilities and worth of women increase €Ipowerment,

contribute to higher levels of psychological well-being, and reduce
women’s receipt of violence.

For a video about Xochilt-Acalt Women’s Center, see hetp

si/fyoutu.be/
Gzxz7jdNhzl,

Box 713.2. Lessons Learned from Rural Nicaragua

In recent decades there has been a focus on women’s health and hu-
man rights by organizations ranging from the United Nations to grass-
roots organizations—all attempting to address UN Millennium Devel-
opment Goal 3: “to promote gender equality and empower women.”
In the context of this increased interest, the success of Kochilt-Acalt’s
efforts to transform women’s realities is particularly noteworthy. A
major aim of Xochilt-Acalt is to reduce violence against women, an
issue frequently addressed with individual-level interventions. How-
ever, Xochilt-Acalt recognizes that an individual focus cannot effec-
tively curb violations that are largely social in practice. Instead, its
efforts center on altering the social structures that put wornen at risk
for violence, in this case ownership of land when owning land is as-
sociated with power and status. By simultaneously addressing issues
of violence and women’s land rights, the interventions at Xochilt-Acalt
reconfigure power relations in a manner that allows women to reach
increased levels of health in ways that are socially and experientially
just, Furthermore, Xochilt-Acalt centers its change on the desires of
women in the focal community rather than on interests of foreign
partners or donors. A combined focus on social structures and local

voices has led to a successful reduction in women’s experiences with
domestic violence.
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NOTES

1. Although an important aim of public health i§ to asld}'ess_dispargte heaith
jssues gravely impacting womern, many bealth topics ga’m;lng 1ncr§as}ing %;i:?,
tion in the international arena are \Tu_)latu_ms of women’s dubman rights. dt hl i
addressing women’s health is of critical 1mp3rt, it shgul ”T recogmzle) | tha
chere are limitations to using “health” versus “human rlghtls‘ angl;age. 1sc:usc~1
sions surrounding health may inadvertently ol’)scure th<=,'1s.ﬁues‘o1 gox:lvsser an
inequality that are at the foundation Of women’s human rlgdts vllo 3130 . :

2. There is no universally recognized de.ﬁnmon of a deve oﬁpe dcotclin r}lr.
Former Secretary-General of the United‘Nat.Lc.)ns Kofi A.nnan ?e ne dah ej\;el -
oped country as “one that allows all of its citizens to enjoy a free an dea noyt
life in a safe environment.” Given that many industrialized lcour;tnesd ;) o
meet these criteria, and that the terms developed,‘ under-deve Qlfe 1:lam 1 tir:el
oping are often used by so-called First Worid-natlons to descn' e tye re?n;}erio K
low economic well-being of another country in a mannet that implies Hll pierior
ity, when used in this chapter these terms will appear in quotation

ir problematic nature. . o
reﬂ:ft];};:gitz receiving gender training surFoimdiﬂg joint tlth?g,h many ;lt].;r:]%
officers treated the joint titles as “family” tlth'S and recorded fathers and s
on the land titles, rather than husbands and wives.
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