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Executive Summary
By giving vulnerable groups skills and confidence, 

legal empowerment initiatives empower people to 
actively participate in and work with project staff in sec-
tor development projects, meaning that development 
projects have better prospects of delivering on project 
objectives. This is why legal empowerment is such a 
powerful tool for ADB development specialists.

Because legal empowerment is such a useful tool 
for the development community, it is important to 
explain its concepts and strategies. Therefore, this 
report seeks to explain

(i)	 what is legal empowerment,

(ii)	 how legal empowerment is relevant to the  
development community, and

(iii)	 how the development community can incor-
porate legal empowerment initiatives into their 
development programs.

Overview of ADB’s Technical 
Assistance for Legal Empowerment

Chapter 2 explores ADB’s rationale for funding-
TAF to engage in legal empowerment strategies in 
three developing Asian countries: Bangladesh, In-
donesia, and Pakistan. In particular, ADB wanted to  
(i) identify what legal empowerment strategies give 
women and disadvantaged groups the greatest access  
to basic social services, productive resources, and 
growth opportunities; and (ii) assess the most efficient 
way of incorporating legal empowerment initiatives 
into mainstream development projects. Using the 
benefit of earlier research, ADB and TAF incorporated 
two new and innovative features into the project: 
(i) the integration of legal empowerment in existing  
socioeconomic development projects; and (ii) before and 
after surveys in areas subjected to legal empowerment  

Legal empowerment is a powerful tool that the Asian 
Development Bank (ADB) can use in working to  
reduce poverty. Under its long-term strategic framework 
2008–2020 (Strategy 2020), ADB will follow strategic 
agendas in helping its member countries reduce poverty 
and improve their people’s quality of life, including fos-
tering inclusive growth. Inclusive growth seeks to reduce 
poverty by building people’s capacity to improve their 
lives. It supports coherent social integration and seeks 
to promote gender equality and empower women. It is 
a fundamental component of ADB’s mission to reduce 
poverty and achieve the Millennium Development Goals. 
Legal empowerment employs a range of initiatives to 
build people’s knowledge, skills, and confidence. It 
specifically works toward building equality and empow-
ering people and therefore complements ADB’s mission 
of reducing poverty.

In developing nations, women and disadvantaged 
groups are frequently the most oppressed and poorly 
educated. ADB has implemented many development 
sector programs designed to improve the lives of wom-
en and the disadvantaged. However, it can be difficult 
to ensure that project benefits actually reach women 
and the disadvantaged. They can be too disempowered 
to claim their entitlements or may lack the education 
and understanding that they have entitlements under 
a project. This presents a significant challenge for ADB 
development specialists.

Legal empowerment initiatives aim to give women 
and disadvantaged groups confidence, information, 
training, and assistance. It is intended that women 
and disadvantaged groups will apply these skills in 
protecting their legal rights and claiming benefits 
under development programs. The initiatives can also 
be used to empower public officials. Throughout the 
course of this legal empowerment project, the proj-
ect team found that it was also useful to give public 
officials information and practical guidance so that 
they could actively participate in running development 
programs. 
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initiatives and those without initiatives to assess wheth-
er the initiatives had resulted in any change. Chapter 2 
provides an overview of how the project team selected 
suitable development projects into which they could 
weave legal empowerment initiatives and considers 
the lessons learned under the project.

Defining and Measuring the Impact 
of Legal Empowerment

Before designing the legal empowerment activities, the 
project team needed to define “legal empowerment” 
for the purposes of the project. The project team ad-
opted a new definition for legal empowerment that is 
different to previous definitions: “the ability of women 
and disadvantaged groups to use legal and administra-
tive processes and structures to access resources, ser-
vices, and opportunities.” In adopting this definition, 
the project team sought to place greater emphasis on 
the importance of providing project beneficiaries with 
practical skills and confidence to empower themselves 
in the future. This technique differed to previous notions  
of legal empowerment, which tended to focus on pro-
viding information on legal rights or legal assistance. 
By giving women and disadvantaged groups specific 
knowledge and skills, it is hoped that they will become 
more confident about voicing their expectations and 
demand responsible action from public officials and 
agencies. When large groups of people push for policy 
change at the grassroots level, they have better pros-
pects of influencing governance and decision making 
and improving their lives. 

Once the definition of legal empowerment was 
settled, the project team determined the project  
objectives and designed activities. The project team 
also considered how they could best monitor and 
evaluate their progress with achieving the intended 
outcomes. The solution was to develop a questionnaire 
that could directly survey the project’s beneficiaries 
and therefore monitor and evaluate the success of the 
project’s activities. The survey represents a significant 
step forward in legal empowerment activities. It is an 
important tool for assessing whether the legal empow-
erment activities are working and how they might be 
improved. Chapter 3 provides an analysis of how the 
project team developed the survey instrument and the 
challenges they faced in ensuring that the survey data 

collected was an accurate reflection of the project’s 
progress. The survey instrument is also included in the 
report at Appendix 4.

Pilot Projects

The project is ADB’s second formal focus on legal 
empowerment and its broader implications for de-
velopment programs. To that extent, legal empower-
ment is still in a growth phase, making it important 
to demonstrate the potential positive outcomes of 
legal empowerment. To ensure the project’s success, 
the project team focused on identifying development 
projects that would successfully lend themselves to 
integrating legal empowerment activities. Chapter 4 
of the report discusses how the project team identi-
fied suitable projects. It also provides an analysis of 
the (i) objectives of the pilot projects, (ii) local partner 
organizations involved in the pilot projects, (iii) legal 
empowerment activities undertaken under the pilot 
projects, and (iv) achievements and challenges of the 
different pilot projects.

Conclusions and Recommendations
Chapter 5 highlights the major findings of the project 
with respect to ensuring the success of legal empower-
ment activities. These are:

(i)	 Project specialists must concentrate on investing 
in pilot project activities and developing special-
ized monitoring and evaluation methodologies 
to assess the impact of legal empowerment 
programs. This should give development spe-
cialists the empirical evidence they need to 
convince sector project managers and resource 
managers of the value of legal empowerment 
to their projects.

(ii)	 It is essential to develop strong and coopera-
tive working relationships between the design-
ers and implementers of legal empowerment  
activities and their ADB and government coun-
terparts. As the different parties may have differ-
ent backgrounds, it is fundamental to develop 
a common terminology that describes legal 
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empowerment concepts and records experience 
in practical terms that are readily understood 
by all involved. 

(iii)	 Legal empowerment work relies upon developing 
complex and mutually reinforcing working rela-
tionships between varying parties. This is essential 
for encouraging public officials and agencies to 
assume a sense of ownership in the work.

(iv)	 Great care and consideration must be taken in 
selecting the project location. In some cases, an 
ideal pilot project location is one in which the 
ADB host project has been working for a rea-
sonable period and reached certain milestones 
in the sequence of implementation, while in 
other cases a legal empowerment activity may 

be included from the outset of an ADB host 
project.

(v)	 It is important to appreciate that legal empower-
ment is a long-term process and that the best 
results are achieved over time.

As the pilot projects were undertaken over a short 
time period, it is difficult to assess whether the project 
led to long-term behavioral modification. Nevertheless, 
the project generated sufficient data to affirm that 
legal empowerment measures can advance gover-
nance reform and poverty reduction and support the 
achievement of development project goals. ADB and 
other international agencies are encouraged to invest 
in projects that will advance the integration of legal 
empowerment in development projects.


