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Summary description  

 

Historically, women have been placed as "the keepers" of traditional culture in Sri Lanka. 

However, they are also increasingly essential to meeting (inter) national goals of sustainable 

development and to on-going processes of modernisation. Previous studies into gender 

development and equality have found that working women experience socio-economic 

empowerment while engaged in the Sri Lankan manufacturing industry. Although the benefits 

for females engaged in such spheres of formal employment have been extensively collated, 

gaps remain with regard to exploring the lives of these working women after leaving this type 

of work. Therefore, the objective of our current research has been to capture the post-

employment experiences of over 2000 of Sri Lanka’s female, former factory workers; and 

ascertain whether they successfully retained and (or) built upon these foundations of financial 

and social capital after returning home to their villages and communities across the country. 

 

Recommendations:  

 

The UN Women has unequivocally noted that women’s empowerment is a pre-condition for 

achieving SDG 5. The organisation has argued consistently that advancing women’s political 

participation, leadership and economic empowerment are critical ,’recipes’ for women’s 

empowerment (UN Women, 2016). We seek to reiterate this view and argue that empowering 

women should start with providing opportunities for skill acquisition and paid employment. Our 

research shows that educational attainment and openings for paid work can be a game changer 

for women. For example, the study found that Sri Lanka women who had worked in the 

manufacturing sector viewed themselves as being economically stronger, with a better social 

standing. The research affirmatively found significant associations between women’s education 
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level and access to social security benefits, business ownership rates, land ownership, family 

acceptance and community-level decision-making power. Governments and international 

development organisations involved in female empowerment agendas are therefore 

encouraged to make girls’ education a key policy priority, particularly within contexts where it is 

conspicuously lacking. 

 

However, a clear barrier to full engagement and therefore empowerment appears to be the 

lack of ability of many women to balance work and non-work contexts. Our data showed a 

dichotomous relationship between female economic engagement and social participation; 

whereby many women were unable to remain involved in traditional cultural activities or 

community work while simultaneously working in paid employment, having domestic 

responsibilities as well. Also problematic is the apparent dearth in interest, awareness or 

understanding of several ,formal’ socio-political processes, such as – rural women allocating 

fewer funds to banks; the substantial proportion of women who experienced issues accessing 

their pension funds (gratuities); and the minority of women who reported greater political 

engagement, post- employment. Therefore, it could be inferred that the implementation of 

more ,female-friendly’ services across Sri Lanka would be most beneficial for women’s personal 

empowerment; facilitating them to keep personal (familial) economic wealth secure, remain 

financially independent after leaving work and build social capital, community capacity and 

improve representation in local (national) political areas, thus ensuring inclusion and enhanced 

autonomy of choice in civic matters. 

 

The need to ‘empower women’, as a concept, has a flipside that need addressing. Although , 

women’s empowerment has become an almost universally accepted goal, it should not be 

forgotten that gender is experienced contextually and that the situations of women in different 

parts of the world are not the same (see Sullivan & Nicoline, 2016). Questions have been raised 

about who defines women’s empowerment and whether the concept has cultural imperialist 

undercurrents. Notwithstanding the need for an international framework, it is important that 

development brokers guard against ‘one-size-fits-all’ approaches in their efforts to better the 

lives of ‘disempowered women’. 
 

Part of the process of empowering, disempowered women’, in our view, should involve 

allowing the women in question to define what ,empowerment’ means for themselves; rather 

than following culturally inappropriate international targets and indices. As the world readies 

itself to implement the SDGs, we recommend that international development organisations 

carry out context-specific and particularised analysis of the conditions of women and the 

meaning of empowerment for the women whose lives they seek to improve (see Sullivan & 

Nicoline, 2016). Moreover, such research should ideally be conducted by, with and (or, at least) 

involve local women directly. This might occur in the development of research designs and the 

collection of data, as well as in interpretation and ultimately, dissemination of results; thus 

allowing cultural understanding of the geographic location and specific socio-political context to 

help frame findings. It might even allow women an opportunity to propose and share 

recommendations for the benefit of other local women, their peers or family members and the 

country – working from the ground up. 



Meanwhile, we also note that SDG 5 appears to have been incorrectly framed. While the goal 

categorically seeks    ‘gender    equality’,   its    adjunct    statement to ‘empower all women and 

girls’ seems conceptually discriminatory. Gender issues relate to males, females and 

transgender people. However, not a single target of the global goal refers to the other genders. 

In fact, the manner in which SDG 5 has been framed suggests that gender issues are only about 

women and girls, thereby inferring that  men  and  boys  or  people  representing 

‘other’ genders, either do not matter or have no issues, despite there being evidence to the 

contrary. 

 

We   find   the   potentially   inadvertent   tendency  to ‘womanise’ the concept of gender and 

empowerment in the SDG 5 and the development literature concerning and caution against it. 

In this instance, it would have been appropriate for the UN and the framers of this global goal 

to have specifically targeted women, rather than attempting  to  achieve  the  same  ends  

under  a ‘gender mainstreaming’ ideation. It is in this regard that we recommend that 

governments and international development organisations adopt women-specific programming 

as opposed to gender mainstreaming, particularly in contexts where patriarchy is prevalent (see 

Adusei-Asante, Hancock & Soares Oliveira, 2015). 

 

In conclusion, while acknowledging the importance of the SDGs as providing a uniform 

international development blueprint to guide policy planning and direction, we find the goals 

overly ambitious and unachievable within the 15-year timeframe. Logically, if 15 years was not 

sufficient to achieve 8 MDGs and 18 targets, another 15 years will not suffice to meet 17 goals 

and 169 targets. In our view, the expansive nature of the SDGs will make targeted 

implementation of the goals challenging for developing countries, many of whom could not 

achieve the MDGs. It is our recommendation therefore that governments and international 

development organisations identify areas of relative opportunity and strength and assist 

developing countries in setting and achieving specific goals. In doing so, it is important that 

mixed-methods research, such as the findings presented in this brief, is engaged to provide 

empirical grounds for policy planning, development, implementation, monitoring and 

evaluation, thereby and ensuring that data are contextually relevant to individuals potentially 

transferable to select member nations. 

 

 


