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Abstract

In this thesis, empowerment and its meaning to female students living in Nepal and
international female students living in Denmark will be examined. Even if great
achievements have been made all over the world towards achieving gender equality,
women still face different experiences when it comes to empowerment. In most cases,
existing research has mainly focused on structural aspects of empowerment like education,
employment, and legal matters, but not much attention has been paid to examining how
women perceive and practice empowerment in their own lives in different situations. This

thesis seeks to fill this absence.

The research questions guiding this thesis include: How do female students living in Nepal
and international female students living in Denmark understand and experience
empowerment in their everyday lives? What are the similarities and differences in
empowerment perception and practices of Nepalese and Danish women? What do they see
in relation to empowerment as an issue of independence and making decisions in their

daily activities?

The main theory guiding this research study is that of Naila Kabeer's
resource-agency-achievements approach (1999), whereby empowerment is seen as a
process that cannot be directly measured. Intersectionality, based on the works of
Crenshaw (1989, 1991), Davis (2014), and Yuval-Davis (2015), provides an additional
framework for examining the interaction between gender, nationality, ethnicity, and social

status of the subjects of this study.

This study applies a qualitative research method under the interpretivist and constructivist
philosophy. Interviews were conducted using a semi-structured method among six key
informants, including three women students from Nepal and three international women

students from Denmark, along with secondary data from another seven participants. Five



thematic categories were identified from the thematic analysis, including: defining

empowerment, resources, agency, achievements, and culture and intersectionality.

The findings show that all six core participants see empowerment as a combination of
external opportunities and inner confidence, with both being equally important.
Participants described empowerment as something that develops slowly over time rather
than something people achieve all at once. One important idea that emerged from the study
is negotiated agency, which describes how women work towards their goals while
managing society's requirements and everyday pressures rather than directly resisting
them. This pattern appeared in both Nepal and Denmark, showing that, despite cultural
differences, many women experience empowerment as a gradual process of balancing

personal choices with the social realities around them.

In general, what becomes clear from this data analysis is that all six key respondents share
the view of empowerment as an exchange of both opportunities and abilities —none of
these can exist without the other. The concept of empowerment has been identified as a
process rather than a condition. One interesting theme that develops through this
discussion is that of negotiated agency, defined as the act of working towards individual

goals by operating within the social environment instead of against it.

There are a number of modifications that this study makes to existing literature. Firstly, the
study supports the point made by Kabeer, in the sense that empowerment should not be
viewed purely from external factors, such as access to education, employment or

regulations, but rather through an analysis of the women’s experience.

Secondly, the study contributes to the extremely small body of literature on empowerment
among foreign female students. The idea of negotiated agency is one that features
throughout the study and is a significant contribution to the literature on how women

pursue their own goals within the limitations of what society expects of them.

Finally, the study contributes to conversations on gender equality in Denmark in that the
study points out the limitations of systemic equality when it comes to actual women’s

everyday experiences.

As can be seen, the thesis shows that empowerment depends on the situation. While

empowerment takes on a particular form in Nepal, it takes on a different form in Denmark.



This is because of the differences in available resources, agency, and understanding of
achievement. However, behind all these variations, there lies the common experience of

being human — of a desire to create a life that one owns and can take satisfaction in.
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Chapter 1 — Introduction

1.1 Background of Women's Empowerment

The issue of women's empowerment has received significant attention in the current
debates about gender equality, development, education, and human rights. Across various
societies, women's empowerment is linked to their ability to receive education, get
involved in work, make independent decisions, and live freely and with dignity(Kabeer,
1999; United Nations, 2015) .The international community, represented by various
organizations including the United Nations, has paid increasing attention to the problem of
gender equality as a vital part of sustainable development.(United Nations, 2015; World
Bank, 2022) The outcome can be illustrated by Sustainable Development Goal 5 (SDG 5),
focused on gender equality and empowerment of women and girls around the world

(United Nations, 2015).

While in recent decades substantial progress has been achieved in such areas as women's
access to education, their participation in politics, and their involvement in labor markets
in various regions of the globe, gender inequalities continue to impact the lives of women
in different ways due to various reasons, such as their social, cultural, economic, and
political contexts. Although women may enjoy formal access to various opportunities, they
may experience limitations because of various factors ranging from cultural values and
traditions to family obligations and discrimination. Thus, women's empowerment cannot
be discussed in terms of legislation, policies, and statistics. In addition, it should be viewed
from the perspective of women's experience and their perception of freedom,

independence, and choice (Cornwall & Rivas, 2015).

There are multiple definitions of women's empowerment, but they usually include two key
aspects, namely access to opportunities and possibility to make choices. In her
conceptualization, Kabeer (1999), who provides the theoretical framework for the current
study, considers empowerment as tightly interconnected with resources, agency, and
achievements. In other words, empowerment cannot be considered as a condition that
women either possess or lack. Instead, it is viewed as a process, which is influenced by

social relations, institutions, and individual experience (Kabeer, 1999).



The idea of looking at women's empowerment from the perspective of women themselves
has recently gained increasing attention. (Kabeer, 1999; Cornwall & Rivas, 2015) .This
approach is particularly important in the context of intercultural research since the
concepts of empowerment may differ from society to society and from culture to culture.
The meaning of empowerment for a woman in Nepal cannot completely overlap with the
concept of empowerment for an international female student residing in Denmark. At the
same time, there are certain similarities between the perceptions of these two types of

women.

The current study is based on the idea that education plays an important part in
determining women's confidence, independence, and opportunities.(Kabeer, 1999; Duflo,
2012). In addition, students belong to a transitional age group when various issues related
to personal identity, freedom, belonging, and future career goals are becoming especially
relevant. The purpose of the current study is to understand and experience empowerment
in the everyday lives of female students in Nepal and international female students residing

in Denmark.

1.2 Personal Motivation

The current study is also motivated by our own experience as Nepali women who have
studied and lived in Denmark. Growing up in Nepal, we had an opportunity to observe
how gender roles, family expectations and social structure influence what women believe
they can or cannot do. Education, independence, and choice are encouraged, but women
must also consider various other aspects of their social and familial context. (Kabeer,

1999)

After moving to Denmark and having spent some time in this country, we have faced a
new reality, which is characterized by strong support for individual autonomy, gender
equality, and women's independence in everyday life. Such a sharp contrast raised
questions, which we could not obtain answers to in any statistics and policy papers. We
started wondering how women perceive their empowerment in different countries, whether
the differences between the two contexts are significant or superficial, and whether there

are also some similarities. "This contrast supports what researchers like Kabeer (1999) and



Mohanty (2003) have said: that people experience empowerment in different ways

depending on their culture and social group."

Our personal experiences and observations have become the starting point of the current
study. Instead of comparing the two countries in terms of which one provides more
opportunities for women, we want to explore how women's empowerment is perceived in
these two different contexts. (Cornwall & Rivas, 2015)

"This approach is consistent with feminist research methodology which argues that
researchers' own identities and personal experience can be a reasonable and valuable

starting point for academic exploration (Creswell, 2013)."

1.3 Research Gap

Research on women’s empowerment has grown significantly in areas such as gender
studies, development studies, sociology, and international relations. Much of the existing
research focuses on structural aspects of empowerment, including access to education,
employment, political participation, and legal rights. International organizations and policy
frameworks also increasingly present women’s empowerment as an important measure of

development and social progress (United Nations, 2015; World Bank, 2022).

Despite their contributions to our understanding of structural and institutional inequalities,
however, most researchers claim that the process of empowerment is much more
complicated and uncertain than what quantitative data suggests.(Kabeer, 1999; Cornwall &
Rivas, 2015; Batliwala, 2007) . In this regard, Cornwall and Rivas (2015) emphasize that
empowerment must be interpreted not in terms of development objectives or political
statements, but rather in terms of the lived experiences and realities of women. Similarly,
Kabeer (1999) maintains that empowerment requires the capacity to make significant
decisions within particular social and cultural contexts, which cannot be quantified by any

means.

Despite the increasing amount of research on women’s empowerment, several important
gaps still exist in the literature. First, much of the current research continues to focus

mainly on measurable or institutional dimensions of empowerment rather than on women’s



personal experiences and interpretations. For example through indicators such as education
enrollment rates, labor market participation, and legal rights (United Nations, 2015; World
Bank, 2022) — rather than on women's personal experiences and interpretations." While
statistical data may indicate progress in gender equality, such indicators often fail to
explain how women themselves experience independence. confidence, freedom,
belonging, or decision-making in their daily lives (Kabeer, 1999; Cornwall & Rivas,

2015).

Second, the current intercultural literature base includes a relatively small number of
qualitative studies dedicated to the concept of empowerment and based on women's
narratives about their experiences in various social contexts. While some scholars conduct
research focused on women's empowerment in one specific society (Dahal et al. 2023) , it
is necessary to investigate how women from different backgrounds perceive empowerment
as a phenomenon in their own ways but still have certain shared experiences. This problem
has become particularly relevant in the age of globalization, international migration, and

higher education (United Nations, 2015).

Third, few qualitative intercultural studies discuss empowerment experiences of
international female students who need to adapt to their new environment after migration
and address the challenges of foreignness, belonging, discrimination, or cultural
negotiation. These students can enjoy more freedom and independence while struggling

with other issues related to empowerment.

Finally, only a small number of comparative qualitative studies address the experiences of
female students in Nepal and international female students in Denmark (Deuchar, 2022;
Marginson, 2014; Dahal et al., 2023). Although these countries are quite different in terms
of socio-cultural and institutional frameworks, (Leine et al., 2020; Kantola & Dahl, 2005)
women living there continue negotiating empowerment through family expectations,

education, cultural values, and personal agency (Dahal et al., 2023; Kabeer, 1999).

This review of the literature was conducted through searches in Google Scholar and AAU
Library using terms such as women's empowerment, Nepal, Denmark, and international
students."The current study, thus, will make an important contribution to the existing body

of knowledge by investigating how female students in Nepal and international female



students in Denmark perceive and experience empowerment in their daily lives. Using
qualitative interviews, researchers will gain knowledge into how female students living in
Nepal and international female students residing in Denmark understand and experience
empowerment in their everyday lives influenced by culture, education, migration, social

expectations, and personal agency.

1.4 Problem Formulation

Empowerment of women is a crucial issue in the context of global development and
education. In most countries, women are perceived as empowered when they have access
to education and employment, exercise their legal rights, and participate actively in public
life. However, empowerment cannot be explained solely by the presence or absence of
these institutional frameworks or other measurable indicators. Instead, it is influenced by
women's experiences and perceptions, social relations, cultural expectations, and feelings
of independence and self-confidence.

In countries like Denmark, where gender equality is well-developed, women can still
struggle with problems related to their identity, foreignness, social inclusion, and cultural
adaptation. At the same time, women in Nepal can experience empowerment through the
lens of family expectations, education opportunities, cultural and community expectations,
and gender equality. The above-mentioned examples illustrate the contextual nature of

empowerment and show that it cannot be measured with statistics.

Despite the numerous studies on women's empowerment(Kabeer, 1999; Cornwall & Rivas,
2015; Batliwala, 2007), few scholars focus on the phenomenon of empowerment from the
perspective of female students in Nepal or international female students living in Denmark.
Fewer qualitative studies discuss how women understand and negotiate empowerment in
different cultural contexts. At the same time, the experiences of international female
students are not sufficiently covered in literature on women's empowerment despite the
fact that migration and intercultural experiences can greatly impact empowerment

processes.

In this regard, this study aimed to understand and experience empowerment in the

everyday lives of female students in Nepal and international female students residing in



Denmark.Using the method of qualitative interviews, researchers learn more about how
empowerment is experienced and perceived by women who differ in their backgrounds but
still have a set of common resources, agency, achievements, cultural expectations,

education, and intercultural experiences.

1.5 Research Questions

Based on the problem formulation, this study is designed to analyze how women
understand and experience empowerment within different cultural and social contexts. The
study focuses on the lived experiences of female students in Nepal and international
female students residing in Denmark, with particular attention to how empowerment is
shaped by education, social expectations, cultural background, and everyday experiences.

The study is guided by the following main research question:

Main Research Question

How do female students living in Nepal and international female students residing in
Denmark understand and experience empowerment in their everyday lives?
To support the main research question, the study is further guided by the following

sub-questions:

Sub-Questions

i. How do social and cultural contexts affect female students' understanding of
empowerment?

ii. What similarities and differences can be found between female students living in Nepal
and international female students living in Denmark?

iii. How do female students describe empowerment in relation to independence,

decision-making, and everyday life?

This particular choice was made considering the three sub-questions because each of them
corresponds to one of the interconnected dimensions that help analyze empowerment.

Sub-question one considers the framework of structural and cultural context that impacts



the understanding of empowerment. The second sub-question deals with the aspect of
comparison of both groups, highlighting what similar aspects there are between them and
what is different. Lastly, the third sub-question looks at how each person experiences and

thinks about being independent and making choices.

1.6 Structure of the Thesis

This thesis is organized into six chapters. Chapter 1 introduces the topic, explains the
personal motivation behind the study, identifies the research gap in existing literature, and
outlines the research problem and questions that guide the study.

Chapter 2 provides the literature review, critically engaging with existing research on
women’s empowerment, gender norms in Nepal, international female students in Denmark,
and intersectional perspectives on gender and identity. The chapter also highlights the
specific gap that this study is designed to focus on.

Chapter 3 outlines the theoretical framework of the study. It mainly draws on Kabeer’s
(1999) framework of resources, agency, and achievements, supported by Crenshaw’s
(1989, 1991) concept of intersectionality and Yuval-Davis’s (2015) idea of situated
intersectionality.

Chapter 4 explains the methodology and methods used in the research, including the
qualitative research design, semi-structured interviews, purposive and snowball sampling,
thematic analysis following Braun and Clarke (2006), ethical considerations, positionality,
and study limitations.

Chapter 5 discusses the analysis and findings, organized around five major themes that
emerged from the interviews: defining empowerment, resources and barriers, agency and
choice, achievements and fulfillment, and culture, identity, and intersectionality.

Finally, Chapter 6 brings together the discussion and conclusion of the study. It responds
directly to the research questions, reflects on the theoretical and actual contributions of the
research, acknowledges limitations, suggests areas for future research, and ends with the

final conclusion of the thesis.



Chapter 2 — Literature Review

2.1 Introduction

Women empowerment is perhaps one of the most frequently used concepts in gender and
development research within the last 30 years (Cornwall & Rivas, 2015; Kabeer, 1999;
Batliwala, 2007). This term can be found in educational publications, governmental
documents, development programs and even everyday talk, although its definition and
measurement vary considerably between different scholars, institutions and women
themselves. Depending on cultural background, social conditions, political context, and
even specific personal experience, women may feel empowered in quite different

situations or may not feel empowered at all, even if all structural requirements are met.

The literature selected for this review includes searching for relevant studies from
academic databases like Google Scholar and AAU library. The keywords chosen include
women empowerment, Nepal, Denmark, intersectionality, and international students
among others. Articles and books were selected between the years 1989 to 2023,
particularly those that are peer-reviewed. The role of the literature review in this thesis
includes three objectives. First, it forms the theoretical background of this study. Second, it
links this study to other studies conducted on women from Nepal and Denmark and third,

to identify the specific gap that this research addresses.

As Celis, Kantola, Waylen and Weldon pointed out in their chapter "Research Design in
Gender Studies" in the Oxford Handbook of Gender and Politics, gender studies
themselves can be perceived as a gender-focused because of social, historical and political
contexts from which they emerged and continuously evolved to answer new concrete
findings and challenges (Celis et al., 2013). Thus, in order to understand women
empowerment, it is essential to engage with theoretical frameworks, critically analysing

their biases and limitations.

Empowerment is usually measured through the indicators that refer to certain structural
conditions, such as education, employment rate, legal rights and active participation in

decision-making processes (United Nations, 2015; World Bank, 2022). For instance, UN



Sustainable Development Goal No 5 "Achieving gender equality and empowering all
women and girls by 2030" sets several measurable goals for the empowerment of the
female population through increased education rates, active labor market participation,
political representation, and others. Likewise, annual Women, Business, and the Law
reports issued by the World Bank quantify empowerment based on certain legal standards,

comparing them to male norms in many countries around the world.

These measures are important because they highlight structural inequalities and help
monitor changes over time, thus creating a shared language to support for women
empowerment globally. Without these measures, it would be very difficult to monitor how
far nations have progressed towards equality. Nonetheless, many researchers criticize such
reliance on the use of these measures because it provides an inaccurate and incomplete
view of what constitutes women empowerment. This approach reduces empowerment to
its measurable components, which implies that it can be brought about by external policy
changes without recognizing the experiential aspect of women empowerment (Cornwall &

Rivas, 2015; Kabeer, 1999).

The following literature review covers the main academic disputes related to the research
question of this thesis. The first part introduces the existing theoretical frameworks
concerning women empowerment by examining the works of Kabeer (1999) regarding her
conceptualization of empowerment through resources, agency, and achievements.

Then, the review explores the critical views on empowerment that focus on the issues of
power and politics. Intersectionality and relational empowerment approaches are then
examined with the aid of the works of Crenshaw (1989, 1991), Davis (2014), Yuval-Davis
(2015), and Mohanty (2003). Empowerment through education is also explored, and
finally, the literature about women empowerment is critically reviewed in relation to the
findings of the studies conducted among Nepalese women and international female

students in Denmark.

2.2 Empowerment of women from the theoretical perspective

Among the most popular conceptual frameworks used to understand the phenomenon of

women's empowerment, the model suggested by Kabeer (1999) and published in the



Development and Change journal article "Resources, Agency, Achievements: Reflections
on the Measurement of Women's Empowerment" should be singled out. Although it was
written over 20 years ago, it continues to inspire researchers in the field of gender studies

and development practices.

According to Kabeer, empowerment is understood as the process during which individuals
acquire the capacity to make strategic life choices after lacking it before. This definition is
remarkable for a number of aspects. On the one hand, it is essential to define the idea of
empowerment as a process instead of a result. On the other hand, this definition highlights
the importance of strategic life choices that involve major decisions regarding personal
fate and future, including education, choice of marriage, job opportunities, as well as
management of personal resources and time. Finally, it remains significant that according
to Kabeer's definition, empowerment refers to the ability to change one's life position due

to inequality experienced by individuals.

Resources do not consist only of material assets. In Kabeer's perspective, resources can be
anything from education and social ties to opportunities and cultural environment.
Moreover, according to the author, resources should not just be accessible; there should be
no restrictions, limitations, or conditions attached. Thus, although a woman might
theoretically be able to attend higher education institutions, if it comes with certain
conditions (resistance from the family, high costs, shame, etc.), it will fail to empower her
and thus cannot be considered an adequate resource in the given situation. In this regard,
any given resource can acquire completely different meanings considering the social

environment of the respective society.

The second dimension proposed by Kabeer is an agency. Agency is viewed by the author
quite broadly — it includes not only the decision-making process itself, but also such types
of agency as dispute and avoidance of open confrontation with others, making decisions in
private without informing people about them, and even the way of life chosen by the
person as a result of such small actions performed throughout a lifetime. It is noteworthy
that such an approach to agency makes it much easier to investigate the phenomenon
across cultures since many researchers tend to equate agency with loud and assertive

action and do not consider less conspicuous types of agency valid. However, negotiation in



a family, persistence in achieving personal goals regardless of social expectations, slow

collection of confidence in one's abilities and beliefs all represent independence.

Achievements are considered the third dimension that consists of results of the
interrelation between resources and agency and reflects the reality of becoming and doing
that is possible for women because of the decisions made by them under certain social
conditions. It can manifest itself in the form of educational degrees, economic stability,
and employment; at the same time, achievements should also include measurable elements
like improved self-esteem, increased personal autonomy, and capacity for defining and
implementing goals. The key feature of achievements is their subjectivity: what is
perceived as an achievement depends on personal preferences, the cultural context of the
society where one lives and operates, and other circumstances. For this reason, Kabeer
emphasizes that it is impossible to measure the level of empowerment based on a certain
universal definition of an achievement that does not take into account the individual's point

of view.

It is essential to understand that resources and agency, as well as agency and achievements,
are highly correlated dimensions, which are inseparable from one another. Resources
without agency remain in resources that cannot be effectively used by anyone. In the
meantime, an agency without access to any necessary resources is just an empty concept
that cannot have much influence on anything and leads to any positive results. Similarly, it
is unlikely that certain achievements reflect empowerment, especially when it is evident
that they resulted from some external factors that are not connected with the agency that

women posSEss.

2.3 Critical Perspectives on the Concept of Empowerment:

Power, Depoliticisation, and Structural Change

While Kabeer's conceptual framework still stands strong in its analytical capacity, the
following academic literature has added important critiques that enrich the argument

further, without, however, undermining the validity of the framework. The following



criticism of the theory will be essential for the approach taken in the thesis towards the

issue of empowerment.

Batliwala (2007), who comes from experience of a feminist activist and development
worker, maintains that empowerment was initially a concept rooted in the idea of political
action — namely that empowerment means challenging and altering the power structures
under which people (in this case, women) were marginalized. According to Batliwala,
empowerment has been exploited and degraded by mainstream development theory, and in
today's culture, it is viewed merely as an achievement of empowering individuals (usually
through access to education, skills training, or even microfinance). In such a depoliticized
context, the concept of empowerment loses its transformative character and becomes more

of a developmental aim to be achieved.

Cornwall and Rivas (2015) also present a similar argument about how the concept of
'women's empowerment' has been appropriated by global development agendas and
institutions such as the UN and the World Bank. According to these authors, the concept of
empowerment, as used in international policy statements, now refers to the recognition of
women within economic activities and institutions, without addressing any underlying
issues about the transformation of existing power structures between genders. In this
regard, Cornwall and Rivas' theory contributes to this thesis as it stresses the importance of

including women's voices.

Kantola and Lombardo (2017) present another related view from the field of feminist
political analysis. According to these authors, the study of gender equality cannot be
understood without exploring issues related to power and rule, which are critical aspects to
consider when assessing the possibilities and limitations involved in promoting gender
equality. This aspect is particularly relevant for the purpose of this thesis as Kantola and
Lombardo's approach involves paying attention to what is left out of the mainstream
debate.

In this regard, Duflo (2012) makes an interesting addition to the debate on the basis of an
economic perspective on the relationship between women's empowerment and economic

development.



The study shows that although there exists a real relationship between the two, it is neither
direct nor automatic. While economic growth and development might create opportunities
for women, they do not necessarily result in the elimination of gender discrimination or
changing social norms. Women's empowerment can help achieve development objectives,
but there are various conditions under which this relationship exists. Thus, it is evident that
there exists a complex relationship between empowerment and development that needs to

be investigated analytically.

2.4 Intersectional Approach

One major trend that can be noted within the empowerment studies in recent decades is the
shift towards an intersectional approach to understanding women's issues (Crenshaw,
1989; Davis, 2014). Such an approach emphasizes the need for a complex analysis of
women's situations, as opposed to single-axis frameworks, which consider only

gender-related factors.

The issue of intersectionality was raised and discussed by Crenshaw (1989) in the context
of a critique of feminist and anti-racist laws in the United States. Specifically, Crenshaw
argued that both these laws were flawed because they excluded Black women, failing to
recognize that racism and sexism do not exist independently but overlap, resulting in a
different form of discrimination. Thus, while being a victim of racism or sexism is quite
different from being a victim of sexism and racism, the existing laws fail to acknowledge

such variations.

Later in her writings, Crenshaw (1991) expanded on this to investigate how
intersectionality works in the case of experiences of violence against women of color to
show that either feminist approaches focusing on gender or anti-racist approaches focusing
on race were not sufficient to address the experiences of women whose identities consisted
of different marginalizations. Intersectionality has had a huge impact on studies related to
gender in addition to other fields.

According to Davis (2014), intersectionality works both as a theory and a method. As a
methodology, intersectionality can be defined as a way of doing research that resists

simplifications and embraces complexities. The reason why the present study makes use of



this approach is that the women who will participate in the study are not identified as
females only. They are also students, migrants, daughters, nationals or members of their

own nations and cultures, and they occupy classes in society in relation to education.

A further important contribution comes from Yuval-Davis' (2015) concept of situated
intersectionality, which states that an intersectional analysis must always attend to the
specific socioeconomic location and its context rather than applying it as an abstract
formula without any consideration of the location. Yuval-Davis (2015) differentiates
among several levels on which the interaction of social inequalities and identity/subjective
levels need to be considered simultaneously since social inequalities cannot be understood

in their full complexity when only one level is taken into account.

For this thesis, the importance of considering the specific socioeconomic and geographic
location follows directly from this idea — the social and geographical locations of the
female students in Nepal and international female students in Denmark cannot simply be
replaced with each other, and each one requires an in-depth understanding of the
particularities of social structures, discussions, and individual subjective experience of

these.

In addition to situating intersectionality, this literature also emphasizes that empowerment
is always relational and involves many aspects of social relations (Yuval-Davis, 2015;
Kabeer, 1999). The choice, agency, and empowerment of women occur within particular
social relations within families, romantic relationships, friendships, peer groups, and
communities and even workplaces and educational institutions.

In other words, agency occurs as an interaction with others; it is not purely the ability to
choose but rather a complex negotiation, adjustment, and self-direction of a woman within
social constraints. In turn, it suggests that it is possible to move beyond individualistic
understandings of agency and to consider its structural side, thus relating naturally to

Kabeer's (1999) approach to agency.

The work of Mohanty (2003) is relevant for this thesis, especially when thinking about the
Nepal community. In her famous essay "Under Western Eyes Revisited," she questions the
way Western feminist theory often sees women in the Third World as a single group that is

passive and powerless, and that they are victims of masculinity and humiliation. Instead,



she sees them as complex actors who use creativity and determination to gain what power
they can in specific situations of discrimination. In regard to this thesis, the insights of
Mohanty provide an essential methodological limitation. The forms of agency
implemented by the Nepalese women in this study might not resemble the more
individualized, assertive form of the Western feminist tradition—but that does not mean

they are any less real or effective.

2.5 Empowerment and Education

Education is widely recognised as one of the most important factors in women's
empowerment (Kabeer, 1999; United Nations, 2015; Duflo, 2012). Women's ability to gain
empowerment and achieve agency largely depends on their access to education, since it
provides them with many opportunities and makes women feel more confident. This issue
is discussed in UN's Sustainable Development Goals as part of Goal 4 (education) and
Goal 5 (gender equality). In addition, the World Bank measures the percentage of enrolled
and graduated women in different countries.

At the same time, the researches of the issue provide some differences that should be
mentioned as well. In fact, women may have access to education, but other factors related
to the social context in which people study affect women's empowerment and influence the
way in which education empowers women. According to Kabeer (1999), empowerment is

achieved when people have access to certain resources.

However, the process also depends on the way in which they exercise this access to
education. When speaking about empowerment in the context of female students, it
becomes clear that education opens many doors for women. They can increase their
network, feel more confident and develop their skills and abilities. Nevertheless, female
students face many challenges at the same time, because education is usually accompanied
by the social context in which it takes place (Dahal et al., 2023; Koirala, 2023). Thus,
people have to fulfill family and financial responsibilities while studying and meet cultural
requirements regarding educated women.

The decision to study abroad, especially for international female students, can be
considered to be an act of agency, that is, the choice to leave behind familiar social

settings, adapt to new social and institutional surroundings, and make new lives in new



countries (Deuchar, 2022; Kabeer, 1999). Studying abroad is either an empowering or
disempowering experience based on the way that each individual interacts within their new

social settings.

2.6 Nepalese Women's Empowerment

Research into women's empowerment in Nepal offers key concrete knowledge into how
social context shapes empowerment in a South Asian culture. Nepal offers a case of
considerable social change, where the number of educated women has grown dramatically
in recent decades, while political participation by women has also risen and legal changes
have granted women new rights in areas like property rights and inheritance (Koirala,
2023; Dahal et al., 2023). Yet despite such progress, deeply rooted social structures based
on gender, including the traditional male-dominated family model, continue to define the

possibilities available to women.

The work of Dahal, Topping and Levy (2023) is valuable in its empirical examination of
how gender and education are related to dominant social norms in Nepal. The study shows
the way in which girls' access to higher education is driven largely by expectations within
their families and by community beliefs surrounding the proper role of women and their
proper future path in life. Thus education for women does not represent an individual
decision but rather a social one, subject to negotiation with those families and communities
that stand to benefit from it. This study highlights the constant obstacles on women's

empowerment in spite of improvements in formal educational opportunities.

On the other hand, Koirala (2023) examines the connections between higher education and
women's empowerment in the case of Nepal, suggesting that there are clear links between
higher education and a woman's ability to feel empowered through improved
self-confidence and awareness, as well as increased self-capability. Higher education often
enables Nepalese women to feel empowered through their ability to voice their opinion
freely, their ability to make independent decisions and their ability to think about the future
outside the scope of the traditional role of being a wife and a mother. Yet, even though
these achievements appear promising, they are always hindered by cultural traditions
associated with the role of marriage, family life and the role of the highly educated person,

who has chosen to remain away from these aspects.



Overall, it becomes clear that all these studies reflect the common trait that is visible in
many works related to women in Nepal: empowerment does not mean breaking away from
the existing social structure but involves negotiating one's way through expectations and
norms imposed by culture and family members. This particular form of agency
corresponds to Kabeer's (1999) perspective on the topic and is reflected in the experiences

of the participants interviewed for this research.

2.7 Empowerment of International Students in Denmark

This section reviews existing literature on the experiences of international female students
in Denmark and the challenges they face despite the country's well-established gender
equality framework. The country of Denmark is known as one of the best countries in
terms of gender equality, institutional support for individuality, and a welfare state where
there are no barriers that stop women from being independent. Denmark ranks at the very
top positions according to the list of countries that have high gender equality ratings due to
their institutional support regarding education, the labour market, politics, and work-life
balance. The experience of international female students in Denmark could be considered a
real opportunity because of the high levels of equality compared to their native country
(Leine et al., 2020; Kantola & Dahl, 2005).

Despite the fact that institutions are open for all students, some of them may face barriers
when trying to integrate into a new environment in Denmark. Ozer (2015) states that
international students' integration experience depends on social support, the ability to
speak the Danish language, and cultural awareness of Denmark. Those students who
cannot speak Danish or are unfamiliar with Danish culture can experience difficulties
when integrating socially or professionally. In this way, we see that cultural capital also
plays an important role in students' empowerment experience.

Moreover, Leine, Mikkelsen and Sen (2020) argue that Denmark's image of being a
society free from gender inequalities might turn into a form of denial, whereby the fact of
persisting inequalities gets hidden behind the mask of achieved equality, especially when it
comes to female immigrants or other minorities that cannot fit in well in Danish social
reality. Therefore, the perception of oneself as having solved the problem of gender
discrimination leaves little room for understanding the experiences of women who

continue facing different forms of discrimination or marginalisation. The international



female students under consideration might gain certain freedoms but simultaneously face
obstacles that are invisible from the perspective of those who perceive Denmark as a

totally equal society.

A concept proposed by Kantola and Dahl (2005) is quite relevant to be considered within
this framework — these authors argue that the studies on gender equality have to pay more
attention to internal diversity of societies and less attention to external differences between
nations. The analysis of the experiences of international female students that was
conducted in this work is based on this idea, and Denmark is studied through the lens of

the experiences of international female students within it.

According to Deuchar (2022), it should be pointed out that in actuality, becoming an
international student at the university level implies opportunities and challenges. In fact,
being an international student is a challenge because it means going beyond one's comfort
zone as well as encountering various obstacles that may arise when dealing with cultural or
social differences. Therefore, the existence of the supportive organizational system in

Denmark is not sufficient enough for students to get empowered.

2.8 Comparative Insight

This section draws on existing literature to compare the two contexts studied in this thesis
and to show why a comparative approach is valuable. The comparative analysis of
empowerment in the case of Nepal and Denmark has significant analytical benefits that
would not have been possible to derive if only one of the two cases were considered. Nepal
and Denmark are treated in this thesis as two distinct social contexts rather than formal
case studies in the methodological sense. Instead of assuming that one of the two social
contexts represents the ideal case, which then means that any deviations should be
explained in relation to this model (effectively making Western or Northern European
experience the benchmark for understanding other societies), in this study both cases are

equally valuable and informative.

‘First, the example of Nepal demonstrates the ways in which empowerment develops in a

society that features well-developed social and family structures, where women still



manage to find opportunities to exercise their agency and freedom despite (rather than
because of) certain social pressures they face. The case of Nepal shows that being
empowered does not necessarily mean that women have to cut ties with their social
community; on the contrary, they can find empowerment even when they feel like being an

essential part of their social environment.

Denmark, then, is an example of the complexity that continues to exist in the case of
empowerment even where it should be at its simplest. In particular, the example from
Denmark helps us understand that structural equality cannot be assumed to be enough for
empowerment — that there must also be distributional equality within structures that
guarantee equal rights to all. Here, we see again that structural equality is a necessary but
not sufficient element of empowerment (Leine et al., 2020; Kantola & Dahl, 2005), and
that the ability of women to use their cultural capital, speak the right language, and have
the relevant social standing are as crucial in allowing women agency as structural equality
itself.

In this way, then, these two case studies demonstrate Kabeer's key thesis that the concept
of empowerment is naturally contextual. That is, the available resources, modes of agency,
and achievements involved differ immensely based on the specific social and cultural
circumstances of each case study. A comparative assessment of the two case studies
presented here does not result in the creation of a classification of empowerment levels; on
the contrary, it enables us to form a deeper understanding of what constitutes

empowerment and how many ways there are for women to achieve it.

This analysis also makes it clear that there is one aspect common for women in Nepal and
Denmark. Specifically, in the context of either Nepal or Denmark, women strive to find
some room to express their agency not by opposing social structures around them
completely but by using their cultural knowledge to build out some space for themselves
(Kabeer, 1999; Mohanty, 2003). Social structures are, indeed, very different in both cases:
one's position in the family and expected roles for women and men are far from identical
in Nepal and Denmark. Nonetheless, the fact that women work within the confines of the

social order is something that is similar in both cases.



2.9 Identifying the Gap in the Literature

A wide and diverse range of literature has been discussed in this chapter; however, there

are also certain gaps in this literature which this thesis aims to address.

The first, and most important gap, is that between the theorisation of, and structural
indicators related to, empowerment, and women's own experiences of it. The academic
literature largely centres around either the development of theory, or a discussion of gender
inequality indicators measured on a national or international level. There is comparatively
little literature which centres around how individual women experience empowerment
within their social and personal contexts. For example Kabeer (1999) and Cornwall and
Rivas (2015) both call for more research into women's own perspectives on empowerment,
yet few studies have responded to this call with qualitative comparative research. This gap
is significant for two reasons: firstly, because as Kabeer (1999) and Cornwall and Rivas
(2015) both discuss, empowerment can only truly be defined based upon an individual

woman's perspective on it; secondly, because this thesis attempts to bridge this gap.

The second, and equally important, gap, relates to the lack of comparative qualitative
studies of empowerment within multiple socio-cultural contexts. Existing qualitative
research into women's empowerment largely focusses on one country or one culture — for
example Dahal et al. (2023) focus only on Nepal and Ozer (2015) focuses only on
Denmark — making it impossible to observe what elements of the empowerment process
are culturally-specific, and what aspects could be universally applied. A comparative study
of empowerment in Nepal and Denmark is therefore not only innovative but also highly

valuable in filling this gap.

Chapter 3 — Theoretical Framework

3.1 Introduction

This chapter provides an overview of the theoretical framework for this thesis. The
primary theoretical framework chosen is that of Naila Kabeer (1999), which views
women's empowerment as composed of three inter-related components: resources, agency,

and achievements. The framework is complemented by the theory of intersectionality



developed by Kimberlé Crenshaw (1989, 1991), illustrating the way in which gender
intersects with other forms of social identity, such as nationality, ethnicity, and class, in

shaping women's experiences of life in specific ways.

Both of these frameworks form the basis of the conceptual approach necessary for
analyzing the perspectives on empowerment held by Nepali female students and
international female students in Denmark. If one views the concept of empowerment in a
way that regards empowerment not only as an object but rather as a social process, then it
becomes possible to examine how young women understand and interpret their

empowerment in various settings.

3.2 Naila Kabeer's Framework of Women's Empowerment

3.2.1 Introduction

The conceptualization of empowerment as a phenomenon related to gender inequality and
women's liberation was introduced by Naila Kabeer in her 1999 paper titled "Resources,
Agency, Achievements: Reflections on the Measurement of Women's Empowerment" and
published in Development and Change journal. The theory of empowerment was formed
against the background of attempts of many organizations including United Nations and
World Bank to demonstrate women's empowerment through quantifying the number of
women engaged in education, employment, politics, and basic laws and other similar
quantitative measurements of achievements of women. These efforts followed the adoption
of Beijing Declaration and Platform for Action in the Fourth World Conference on Women
held in 1995.

As much as Kabeer agreed with the importance of such an approach in advancing the
cause of empowerment of women worldwide, she disagreed with it in the most
fundamental way. She was convinced that the reduction of empowerment to quantitative
measurement could only result in the loss of the true nature of the phenomenon under

discussion.

This view has also been expressed by other scholars. According to Batliwala (2007),

empowerment is gradually losing its political dimension and becoming an exercise aimed



at helping individuals become better off through self-empowerment rather than
empowering structures and promoting political change. In a similar note, Cornwall and
Rivas (2015) state that the terminology of empowerment has been used in such a way as to
strip it of any political significance — changing what started as a feminist concept into

nothing but another development objective devoid of critical substance.

Such critical insights have clear relevance for this study. As they make clear, there is a gap
between empowerment as portrayed in development policies and empowerment as women
understand and experience it (Kabeer, 1999; Cornwall & Rivas, 2015; Batliwala, 2007). In
this regard, it becomes all too obvious that what the participants mean when they talk
about empowerment should be understood differently from how empowerment is
discussed in terms of development indices. Instead, it should be recognized that what the
participants are referring to is something altogether different from a development score. It
is their experience of becoming confident, negotiating social expectations, and taking

decisions of one's own accord.

Empowerment is defined by Kabeer as "the process by which those lacking the agency to
make choices regarding crucial aspects of their lives, including education, employment,
marriage, and autonomy, acquire that capacity." Such a definition is significant for many
reasons. In the first place, it views empowerment not as an end point but as a process, one

that evolves over time.

Secondly, it points out choices that matter, that make a difference in the direction a
person's life takes. And thirdly, this definition is concerned with inequality, with the fact
that some have been denied important choices, and therefore the context in which

empowerment occurs.

3.2.2 Resources

Resources represent the first element of the Kabeer model. The concept of "resources"
used by Kabeer is rather broad — resources are not limited to material resources like
finances and property; they can also encompass knowledge, skills, networks, family -

relations, as well as institutions. Laws and cultural conventions are also considered



resources in the sense defined by Kabeer — they allow or limit actions for women
depending on the specific context.

What is especially significant about resources in Kabeer's understanding is that formal
accessibility of something does not equal actual access. A woman can be formally
accessible to education, but the cost paid for this access is extremely high socially — for
example, she has to overcome family resistance, make considerable financial sacrifices, or

undergo various kinds of pressure.

This differentiation is relevant for this study because although women in Nepal and
Denmark have formal access to education, the conditions under which they enjoy this
access differ strongly. Women in Nepal might be affected by family obligations, poverty,
and cultural norms which influence the manner in which women gain access to education
(Dahal et al., 2023; Koirala, 2023). International female students in Denmark are
preoccupied with difficulties related to language, cultural differences, and institutional

arrangements which are not suited for their circumstances (Ozer, 2015; Deuchar, 2022).

Kabeer's discussion of resources is connected to the topic of empowerment through power
relations which are suggested when Kabeer talks about resources. In fact, resources are not
only about availability or absence — the resources are a set of conditions which determine
the extent to which people can engage in social, economic and cultural processes. An
example of such a resource which involves a condition of use and exploitation would be a
female student who enjoys education but must comply with social expectations in order to
enjoy access to this resource. This study includes the voices of female participants from
Denmark and Nepal who describe access to education, financial resources, family, and

institutional arrangements, yet describe conditions in the process of doing so.

In understanding resources, one must question not only how much resources are accessible
but also the cost attached to using those resources. The cost in this case includes social,

economic, and emotional factors.



3.2.3 Agency

The second dimension in the model proposed by Kabeer is that of agency. It is perhaps the
most important dimension in Kabeer's work. According to Kabeer, agency refers to 'the
ability of a person to define her or his goals and aspirations independently'. This would
include taking formal decisions regarding issues like choice of subject of study, place of
residence, or time allocation. At the same time, there could be other kinds of agency like
negotiating with family members, resisting societal pressures subtly, or pursuing one's own
interests irrespective of social expectations.

Such a definition of agency is important for this thesis because it opens up many
possibilities of looking at agency in our day-to-day lives. While apparent examples of
agency would be rare in real life, agency can be found in persistent and indirect actions of
an individual such as continuing to study in spite of family pressures, slowly gaining
enough confidence to air one's views in the classroom, and negotiating within a family
setup. Thus, by recognizing the existence of various hidden forms of agency, Kabeer helps

us value the agency of women.

Agency cannot exist outside of structure, as Kabeer rightly states. Agency is not an
element of isolated individuals — it is a response to familial pressures, cultural constraints,
institutional settings, and expectations. Thus, the agency of a young Nepali girl who is
faced with certain expectations from her family will differ from the agency of an
international student in Denmark who has to deal with culture shock. Yet both situations

illustrate real acts of agency.

What agency is not, on the other hand, must also be discussed. As Kabeer notes, agency
cannot be viewed as the absence of any sort of restrictions or pressures. While a young
lady who makes decisions freely and independently of any external factors exercises her
agency, so does another one who tries to overcome all sorts of pressures in order to achieve
her goal. Perhaps the alternative is even closer to true empowerment, as it shows the
individual's ability to consciously make choices in opposition tog existing social
conditions. Understanding agency in such terms is especially relevant for analyzing the
experiences of Nepali participants in this project, as most of them report making choices

within certain social and familial settings, rather than against them.



Achieving agency is the final key element in Kabeer's theory of agency. In this sense,
gaining indicates that agency does not automatically occur, but rather, it develops with
experience, learning, and new social surroundings. In terms of this research, this concept
relates to the experiences of the participants, who all describe their feelings of
empowerment as a process of change rather than a current presence or absence in their

lives.

3.2.4 Achievements

A third element in Kabeer's model of empowerment is achievements — that is, the results of
interactions between resource development and empowerment through agency.
Achievements can include practical achievements, such as finishing an education,
becoming financially independent, or launching a career, but also include less tangible
results, such as feeling confident, having a sense of belonging, or leading a life that feels

truly one's own.

However, Kabeer argues that what counts as an achievement is not something that can be
assessed externally. For women in various societies, different things will matter, and what
might mean something very significant in one culture may mean nothing in another. That
is why assessments of women's achievements should be conducted through the lens of the

women themselves — through what they see as their own success.

In that, the focus of this research is shaped. This study does not look at the achievements
of participants based on some standard of empowerment that we set from outside. Instead,
the women themselves tell us about their feelings of achievements and what constitutes

their ideal lifestyle.

Achievements bring other vital considerations into focus, those of the definition of success
and its evaluation. Within many international aid models, women's achievements are
judged using standardized criteria based on the value system of the institutions performing
the evaluation process, rather than on that of the women whose achievements they evaluate
(Cornwall & Rivas, 2015; Batliwala, 2007). Kabeer's approach of judging achievements

according to the definitions that women themselves provide is thus significant indeed. It



suggests that the only valid criteria for determining if a woman has made any achievement
is whether she herself believes that she has made an accomplishment. As we hear how
participants in our study feel proud to be able to continue studying even though they
struggle with finances, or proud to make friends abroad, or proud to learn to express
themselves in class, then we see how they have indeed achieved great things — according

to the criteria set out in Kabeer's model of success.

3.2.5 Relationship between the Three Dimensions of Kabeer's

Framework

Perhaps the most important aspect about the three elements discussed by Kabeer is their
interdependence. In order to understand empowerment, we need to look at the three

components in relation to one another, as none of them can be looked at separately.

Without agency, resources alone do not bring about empowerment. Even though a woman
might have access to education and economic resources, if she doesn't have the liberty to
utilize them independently of anyone else's decisions, these resources cannot empower her.
Likewise, it does not take much to see that even though a woman might be determined to
make independent choices for herself, unless she has both financial and non-financial
assets available to her, she would face difficulties acting according to her decisions.
Finally, accomplishments that did not come out of a woman's decisions would not amount

to empowerment.

However, the relationship among the three dimensions has certain impacts for the process
of change itself. Due to their connection, a modification in one of the dimensions may lead
to modifications in others as well. An individual's access to education may result in
developing self-confidence and gaining more knowledge that would help her develop
agency. In its turn, developed agency would allow her to obtain other resources and/or to
reach some achievements that would enhance her feelings of empowerment even more. It
is this process, which is dynamic and integrated, that is often described by some of the

interviewed women within this study.



Therefore, in order to reflect on empowerment accurately and appropriately, it is important
to take into account all aspects of it rather than focus only on its static manifestation in a
certain moment of time. In addition, the interconnectedness of the three dimensions under
discussion requires applying the framework holistically. In order to do so, it is vital to
consider the interaction of the three dimensions in the life of each particular person.

Qualitative interview proves to be an efficient tool in achieving this goal (Creswell, 2013).

3.2.6 Empowerment as a Living, Context-Specific Phenomenon

The last important thing about Kabeer's framework that should be mentioned is that it
stresses the point that empowerment is always context-specific. This means that
empowerment does not have the same meaning all around the world; what may be
considered a justified act of exercising agency or an achievement will depend upon what is
available in a particular setting and what is costly.

This context-specificity is crucial for our study. In Nepal, for example, women's
empowerment may manifest itself through such acts as continuing studying despite all the
social pressure they experience, negotiating their autonomy inside a family and making
decisions about their own life when gender norms are clearly manifested and enforced by
society (Dahal et al., 2023; Koirala, 2023). Empowerment in Denmark may be viewed
through the framework of building independence in a completely new setting (Leine et al.,

2020; Ozer, 2015).

The framework put forth by Kabeer does not imply that one kind of empowerment is
superior to another and provides a language for analyzing empowerment regardless of the
social setting in question, based on the definitions of resources, agency, and achievements.
In light of its flexibility, this framework is appropriate for conducting a comparative
analysis that appreciates the differences that exist between the situations of women in

Denmark and Nepal without putting them into a fixed order.

On the contrary, it is possible to view this analysis within the framework of the
context-based approach to empowering. It means that the comparison of Nepal and
Denmark will not be viewed as a structured exercise; on the contrary, these countries will

be seen as distinct social settings where empowerment presents itself differently and



requires various types of resources, agency, and achievements. Such an approach to
comparison is made possible by the flexibility of Kabeer's framework, as it does not
specify any particular form of empowerment but only offers the analytical tools to

understand what it does look like in each specific context.

3.3 Intersectionality as a Framework for Support

3.3.1 Background and Evolution

Although Kabeer's framework represents the main conceptual framework for this paper,
intersectionality is employed as a supportive perspective that helps analyze the issues
discussed in greater detail. The concept of intersectionality was initially developed by
Kimberl¢é Crenshaw in her paper "Demarginalizing the Intersection of Race and Sex"
written in 1989. It became clear through her discussion that the treatment of both gender
and race as separate and independent factors made discrimination against Black women on

the basis of both factors invisible.

In her paper "Mapping the Margins" written in 1991, Crenshaw applied the concept of
intersectionality to violence and marginalization in everyday settings and showed that the
idea was relevant to both academic and real-life settings. Thus, it became apparent that
intersectionality could be regarded as an instrument that helped understand how various
social identities were linked and influenced one another. As mentioned by Davis (2014),
intersectionality has turned into a useful method of analysis that accounts for the diversity

of social identities.

The strength of intersectionality, as an analytic tool, is precisely in its ability to consider
various aspects of social identity at once. Instead of asking how gender affects women's
lives, or how nationality does, intersectionality asks how gender and nationality and
culture and class and family shape a unique experience altogether (Crenshaw, 1989; Davis,
2014). It is certainly a more difficult way to analyze things — but it is also a much more
honest way, since it acknowledges the complexity of real social life. Women do not think
about or experience their gender apart from their nationality and their culture. On the

contrary, all these aspects of their identity work together to create their unique experience.



3.3.2 Intersectionality in This Research

Intersectionality in this research is implemented to highlight the reality that the subjects
cannot be understood as women only. Rather, their other intersecting factors such as
nationality, culture, family circumstances, education level, and social location contribute to
the empowerment process (Davis, 2014; Yuval-Davis, 2015). Each person has unique

empowerment processes due to the intersection of these identity components.

For the foreign women students residing in Denmark, intersectionality highlights the point
that their experience as a woman in an essentially gender-equal state intersects with their
experience as foreign individuals. The gender structures in Denmark are real and
significant in empowering women there. However, they are not universal and have
differential impacts on different women in Denmark (Leine et al., 2020; Kantola & Dabhl,
2005). A woman whose first language is not Danish, whose values and principles are
culturally influenced, and whose experience involves adaptation to a new country will face

these structures differently compared to native Danish women.

Intersectionality also highlights how privilege and disadvantage can be experienced
together by the same individual. An international female student studying in Denmark
might enjoy true privilege in the sense of having access to free education and an
environment that supports equality in gender relations. Yet, on the other hand, she might
also experience true disadvantage through difficulties arising from differences in language,
exclusion due to culture, and covert discrimination due to being a foreigner in a society
that does not allow room for diversity (Ozer, 2015; Deuchar, 2022). What intersectionality
allows one to do is to take into account both of these phenomena at once and understand
that an individual who enjoys empowerment in certain aspects of her life can also be

disadvantaged in other aspects.

As far as intersectionality applies to the female students in Nepal, this theory will shed
light upon the complex process whereby empowerment is influenced by such factors as
gender in relation to family background, economic status, geographical location, and

cultural context (Dahal et al., 2023; Koirala, 2023). Two female students in Nepal can be



differently empowered depending on whether they live in an urban area or in a rural one,
whether their families support them in getting an education, and other cultural factors.
Intersectionality will be used as a secondary theoretical framework that will allow
avoiding uniform distribution of the groups of women studied since they are internally

diverse although comparable.

3.3.3 The Relationship between Kabeer and Intersectionality

It is necessary to make it clear and specific how the two concepts relate to each other
within the research context. The analytical framework developed by Kabeer and based on
three categories — resources, agency, and achievements — is the dominant analytical
framework used in this paper to interpret the experiences of the core participants.
Intersectionality is implemented to add a finer language to the analysis of the role played

by gender relations with respect to the above categories.

Kabeer and intersectionality are complementary rather than conflicting. The former is
already aware of the context-specific character of the concept of empowerment, which
varies from one social/cultural context to another. The conclusion adds to the analysis by
pointing out the distinctive characteristics of gendered relations in specific social and
cultural contexts defined by such concepts as nationality, culture, and social status, among
others. In other words, the two approaches make it possible to examine the common

features and variations of the core participants' stories.

According to Mohanty (2003), feminist research should not conceptualize women —
especially those from the Global South — in terms of equality and restriction alone. The
Nepal participants in this study cannot simply be viewed as members of a restricted
cultural tradition. They are active agents who negotiate complex social environments. Nor
can the participants from Denmark simply be seen as citizens of a gender equal nation.
They are women who must address the complexities and challenges of foreignness and
cultural otherness. Both theories of Kabeer and intersectionality allow us to conceptualize

these two aspects of their experience appropriately.



3.3.4 Intersectionality and Comparative Research

Moreover, intersectionality also offers itself as a methodological tool in this study in light
of the comparative nature of the qualitative research involved. According to Davis (2014),
intersectionality calls for a consideration not only of similarities between various social

groups, but also of what differs about them — and how these differences come about as an

intersection of multiple identity factors, as opposed to one specific factor.

The use of intersectionality as an analytical tool is relevant in this regard, as the study does
not view women in Nepal and international women in Denmark as comparable groups.
Rather, the study considers the social identities of the respective individuals within the
groups, and that these social identities differ in terms of such things as family
backgrounds, socio-economic status, and cultural upbringing, thus impacting on the

empowerment processes of these particular individuals.

In this particular comparative methodology, there is a recognition of the importance of
feminist solidarity, as described by Mohanty (2003), the concept of which includes an
understanding that although women living in diverse sociocultural settings may be
differently positioned due to various reasons, they still share some core experiences and

aspirations.

This study doesn't assume that the Nepali and international students from Denmark are too
different to be compared in any way, nor does it imply that these women are so similar that
their differences don't matter at all. Instead, this research acknowledges their
commonalities, including their aspiration for freedom and self-determination, while at the
same time paying due attention to their differences, including the distinct sociocultural
context within which such aspirations manifest themselves. Intersectionality combined

with Kabeer's theoretical framework makes this possible.

3.4 Conclusion and Relevance to This Research

In this chapter, both theoretical models supporting this research have been discussed and
their relevance to the research questions, along with the experiences of the participants, has

been established.



The framework by Kabeer (1999), which is based on three dimensions of resources,
agency, and achievements, forms the basis for analysis in this paper. Empowerment is seen
as a situational and individual process, whereby the interplay between resources at
disposal, agency exercised in particular social settings, and achievements gained are key
elements. The critical approaches espoused by Batliwala (2007) and Cornwall and Rivas
(2015) further emphasize the need to consider women's own experiences and perspectives

instead of the institutional indicators used to assess empowerment.

The concept of intersectionality, based on the groundbreaking writings of Crenshaw (1989,
1991), along with the theoretical development by Davis (2014), is a supportive approach
that focuses on the intersection of gender with nationality, ethnicity, social class, and status
for generating different types of empowerment. This ensures that there is no grouping of
the participants in the research and facilitates an analysis of common trends as well as

differences between them.

From a complete perspective, the above discussed conceptual models are associated with
all three of the mentioned research sub-questions. The sub-question related to the effects of
social and cultural environment on the perception of empowerment by female students will
be answered through the implementation of the contextual framework proposed by Kabeer
and the role of resources, agency and accomplishments. Intersectionality will be used to
answer this question as well due to the emphasis on different social identities within
certain experiences.

The second research question related to the comparison of the two groups is answered
through the use of Kabeer's three dimensions in a comparative manner while considering

intersectionality-based suggestions for conducting comparative research.

Finally, the third sub-question that involves discussing the female students' perceptions of
empowerment with regard to independence and decision-making is answered through the

analysis of agency from Kabeer's perspective.

Kabeer's theoretical framework will be instrumental in this research in analyzing resource
utilization, choice making, and self-reflection about achievements in the particular social

and cultural contexts that define participants' experiences. Intersectionality will provide yet



another dimension by highlighting that empowerment through gender, nationality, culture,
and social location varies between Nepalese women and international students from
Denmark, thus creating unique, but at the same time socially constructed, experiences of
empowerment. Overall, both frameworks guarantee that this research will consider
empowerment from the angle of theory and real-life data, and also respect the opinions of

the women involved.

Chapter 4 — Methodology and Methods

4.1 Introduction to the Methodology Chapter

This chapter outlines the methodology applied in this study. Moral principles, study
design, recruitment, information gathering and evaluation procedures, and respect to
ethical guidelines will all be addressed, and each step will be justified not only in terms of
the step itself, but in terms of its purpose. A fundamental component in qualitative

research is the justification behind methodology choices (Creswell, 2013).

The general goal of this research is to understand the perceptions and experiences of
empowerment by female students in Nepal and foreign female students in Denmark. For
this reason, an exploratory approach was chosen because the methods traditionally
associated with such a purpose include neither statistics nor surveys, which would fail to
provide information about individual perspectives on empowerment (Creswell, 2013;

Kabeer, 1999).

4.2 Research Philosophy

The project follows a qualitative research philosophy. Rather than trying to quantify
empowerment by means of indicators and numerical outcomes, emphasis will be placed on
understanding, describing, and navigating empowerment as it occurs to women. The
application of a qualitative methodology in this case is dictated by the fact that
empowerment, according to Kabeer (1999), is not simply an outcome but a subjective

experience, influenced by various social, cultural, and personal factors. Such experiences



cannot be effectively measured with the use of surveys or other statistical tools (Creswell,

2013).

From a philosophical point of view, the research follows interpretivist epistemology.
According to the theory of interpretivism, knowledge can only be gained through human
experience and social interactions (Creswell, 2013). In essence, people construct different
realities based on their individual and situational characteristics. As a result, empowerment
does not possess any basic meaning that can be measured and established. Empowerment
becomes an issue with subjective meanings in different contexts, which require direct

interaction with its participants for analysis.

This can be easily linked to Kabeer's (1999) theory, where empowerment is not seen as an
absolute but as something relative, being a dynamic process created in response to the
unique circumstances that each individual faces. This is precisely what interpretivism
supports.

From an analytical point of view, the research relies on constructivism. According to
constructivism, there are no objective realities and everything we experience, including
empowerment, becomes real as a result of various social processes (Creswell, 2013).

It follows then that the perception and understanding of empowerment in each individual
case will be influenced by the socio-cultural context in which the woman lives. Her social
world includes not only her immediate family but also the community, the learning
institution, and other cultural influences. Empowerment may also differ in meaning and
form among various individuals in the same socio-cultural setting.

The two philosophical positions namely interpretivism and constructivism, point directly
to the selection of interviewing as the methodology of the study. Through interviews, the
researcher is able to get immersed into the participant's frame of thinking, to ask clarifying
questions, to understand contradictions in their accounts, and to develop a picture of
empowerment as it happens in real life (Kallio et al., 2016). No other form of research is

capable of achieving this.



4.3 Research Design

The current analysis relies on a qualitative research design that involves comparison of two
groups. One group includes three female students who presently reside in Nepal. Another
group comprises three international female students who do not come from Nepal and
presently live in Denmark. This approach directly addresses the primary research question

related to cross-cultural differences regarding empowerment.

The employment of the same theoretical approach and the use of the same interview guide
make the comparative analysis meaningful as it makes it possible to identify similarities as
well as significant differences between the experiences in Nepal and Denmark. At the
same time, such a comparative analysis takes into account individuality and diversity
inherent to the selected groups.

In the current investigation, a purposive sampling method was applied. According to
Palinkas et al. (2015), it presupposes the selection of participants who are specifically
relevant to the research question. The choice of all core participants was driven by their
familiarity with the target research topic and their status as female students; hence, three
participants from Nepal and three from Denmark. The other group consists of students
who are citizens of Poland, Bangladesh, and Bulgaria.

Another form of non-probability sampling that was applied was snowball sampling
(Biernacki & Waldorf, 1981). This refers to the process where the initial participants were
used to locate additional participants. This proved beneficial for recruiting participants

from Nepal, since it made it easier to reach out to people in remote areas.

A few comments need to be made regarding sample size. In view of the objective of
qualitative research, the sample size used here is quite appropriate. The goal of this study
is to understand the meaning of empowerment in the context in which the respondents
come from, rather than making any statistical predictions based on the sample selected.
Creswell (2013) observes that qualitative research focuses on depth of analysis rather than
sample size. Therefore, six respondents, all of whom provide very detailed and insightful

answers, have much to contribute to analysis than many surface-level answers.



4.4 Participants

The participants include six core participants and several supplementary illustration
examples. Core participants make up the primary source for the comparison analysis
conducted in this paper. Supplementary participants are used only selectively in order to

highlight particular aspects of the research.

Core Nepal participants

Pratiksha is a Nepali female student who is currently studying for a Bachelor of Business
Administration. Having started working from the age of sixteen, she has a valuable
perspective on financial self-reliance and balancing work and studies. Pratiksha

participated in the study as a remote participant and was interviewed through video call.

Kabina is a Nepali female student who is currently pursuing studies in mathematics
alongside being a receptionist. Her decision to study mathematics, a rare profession for
females in her society, makes her a valuable participant in terms of her personal agency.

Kabina participated in the study as a remote participant and was interviewed via video call.

Namrata is a Nepali female student who is studying for a Bachelor of Science degree at
Sajismriti Campus, Chitwan district. Born and raised in Nepal, she provides valuable
insights regarding education, confidence, and complying with family and social

expectations. She was interviewed online via video call.

Participants in Core Denmark Study

Gabriela is a female student from Poland who is currently enrolled in dental hygiene at
Copenhagen University. She is from Poland but she migrated to Denmark and has created
a whole new life for herself in a foreign environment. This experience plays an important

role in her views on empowerment and independence. Gabriela was interviewed in person.

Nadia is a female student who is from Bangladesh but has migrated to Denmark where she
currently pursues International Relations in Denmark. Her experience living between two
worlds has helped enrich her views with an intercultural aspect. She was interviewed in

person.



Vieyara is a female student who comes from Bulgaria. She migrated to Denmark three
years ago for her university studies. She holds some of the most analytically powerful
insights into empowerment and specifically debated agency. She was interviewed in

person.

Additional cases for illustration

Other than the six key cases mentioned, additional cases have been selected for illustration
at various stages in the analysis process. Their presence in this study was supported by the
value of their case experience in complementing the analysis without conflicting with the

main theme of female student empowerment.

Anu is a married Nepalese woman belonging to a joint family and residing in Kathmandu.
She is not a student anymore, but her experiences regarding gender roles, household

duties, and empowerment in a joint family setting add value to the Nepal case study.

Sabina is a Nepalese woman who got married at the age of eighteen and currently holds a
teaching job as well as takes care of household duties. Her experience as a student, wife,
and working mother brings clarity on the process of developing and evolving

empowerment.

Sunita is a woman from Nepal who is currently residing in Denmark. Sunita acts as a
bridge between two cultures and provides us with insight into the lives of Nepali women in
Danish society.

Zoya and Julie were interviewed together. Zoya is of Turkish and Danish origin, whereas
Julie is purely Danish. Both work in Denmark and their experiences regarding double
standards and gender norms add valuable information to the cultural context part of the
analysis.

Elena is a woman of Montenegrin origin residing in Denmark for a year. Elena's comments

regarding independence and discipline are also important to consider.

Ayse is a Turkish female who lives in Croatia and has attended language school and
worked previously at an international level in professional life. The story of Ayse about
invisibility in the workplace, despite all her qualifications, is important from an analytical

point of view especially in terms of the intersectionality issue. Ayse's story is used just for



supportive purposes, and great attention has been paid that it will not overshadow the other

six participants.

4 .5 Data Collection Methods

The data was gathered using semi-structured individual interviews. The choice of
semi-structured interviews for data collection can be identified to the ability to achieve the
effective level of both structure and flexibility required for such research. Such an
interview technique allows the participants to share their experience using their own
language and pursuing different lines of thought during the discussion while at the same
time ensuring that all necessary issues related to the research questions are touched upon in

the interviews (Kallio et al., 2016).

Such a combination of elements is essential in the case of research of an issue such as
empowerment, which requires a great deal of personal and relevant information. If a fully
structured questionnaire had been used, it would be impossible to leave enough freedom of
speech for participants. A fully unstructured discussion would lead to missing out on some

important issues.

Interview format

Since the interviewees came from places that were quite far away geographically speaking,
they underwent interviews in a different format. The Nepal participants were interviewed
through online video calls, whereas the Denmark participants underwent interviews
face-to-face. The interviewer made sure that each interview took place in a comfortable
and private setting. Some of the questions posed were of a sensitive nature and had to do
with personal information such as family pressures, cultural beliefs regarding
independence, gender role perceptions, and discrimination experiences. A comfortable

conversation space was vital in order to get honest answers from the interviewees.

The chosen interview format offered face-to-face contact that allowed natural follow-ups

on interviewee responses. Video interviews are considered an efficient technique for



qualitative data gathering (Deakin & Wakefield, 2014), and thus the difference in interview

format does not affect the results.

Interview conducted in writing

One respondent from the Nepal group answered the interview questions using the written

interview guide because certain logistical problems made it difficult for her to conduct the
interview verbally. Written responses are a trustworthy form of conducting an interview in
qualitative studies when it is not possible to do verbal interviews (Braun & Clarke, 2006).

The written answers were as thorough as those obtained through the verbal interviews.

Group Interview

A single interview in Denmark consisted of interviewing two participants at once, Zoya
and Julie. Although the study mostly involved individual interviews, the use of this type of
interviewing in this particular case was possible since it provided a more natural
interaction between participants, who already knew each other. Group interviewing may
sometimes provide better results than individual interviews due to participants' interactions
during the process (Morgan, 1997). The information obtained in the course of this

interview serves as additional material in qualitative research, not as primary data.

The interview guide

The interview guide consisted of eight themed areas: a warm-up session, empowerment
definition, resources, agency, accomplishments, social-cultural environment,
Denmark-specific issues for the Denmark participants only, and the closing remarks.

The design of the questions was based on Kabeer's (1999) empowerment model, which
consisted of three dimensions — resources, agency, and accomplishments. The warm-up
section helped the participants ease into the interview process and begin to talk about
personal issues. The Denmark-specific part of the interview guide was only applicable to
those who lived in Denmark. The purpose of this section was to find out about the
intercultural aspect of the participants' empowerment and how life in Denmark affected
their independence and empowerment.

Each interview was audio recorded after the consent of the participant to participate in the
study was secured. The participants were briefed about the reason behind conducting the
study prior to interviewing them. It was assured to them that their data would be

anonymous, and they could refuse to answer any question asked during the interview.



4.6 Methodology of Data Analysis

The data was analyzed via thematic analysis, as per the process of six steps suggested by
Braun and Clarke (2006). Thematic analysis is defined as a means of identifying,
analyzing and reporting patterns of meaning from a dataset. The methodology was
considered appropriate due to its suitability for comparative studies which are aimed at
understanding both similarities and differences between cultures, as well as due to its

flexibility to handle data gathered via the interview process.

Six steps of analysis were performed.

Step 1 — Familiarization with the data. All transcripts were thoroughly examined prior to
coding. In this stage, the researcher achieved an understanding of the entire body of data
collected — not only particular quotes, but also general tone and context of the interview.

Notes on early perceptions were made at this stage.

Step 2 — Code generation. Next, the transcripts were read again in a more systematic way
with the identification of all data features. In this process, all features of data were
assigned codes, which remained very close to the data itself. These codes were primarily
descriptive and specific but not interpretive. An example would be that all parts related to
decision-making against family pressures were labeled as "negotiating expectations," and
those related to increasing confidence through education were labeled as "education and

confidence."

Step 3 — Searching for themes. The codes were then organised into wider themes based
on not only the material that appeared in the data itself but also the theoretical framework
developed by Kabeer (1999) that includes the resources dimension, agency dimension, and
achievement dimension. The search for themes involved examining the whole list of codes

for recurring issues that may be discussed by multiple participants.

Step 4 — Evaluating themes. After this, the identified potential themes were evaluated
further for consistency in capturing the overall essence of the data set. Some themes were

combined, some were broken down into smaller parts, and some themes were rejected



since they did not appear to have enough support in the data. This process involved going
back to the transcribed interview several times.

Step 5 — Theme definition and labeling. After the identification process was completed,
each theme was then labeled using a precise definition that accurately reflected its main
elements. The five themes discussed below — "defining empowerment," "resources,"

nn

"agency," "achievements" and "culture and intersectionality" represent individual elements

of experience.

Step 6 — Preparing the results of the thematic analysis. Finally, the thematic analysis of the
data collected was prepared, incorporating the themes and relating them to the theoretical
framework used. Quotes from interviews conducted with the participants were selected for

addition based on their relevance to the main analytical points.

In general, the process of analysis involved both deductive and inductive reasoning. On
one hand, the deductive element is present because the theoretical framework proposed by
Kabeer is carried out in the analysis. On the other hand, there is the inductive reasoning,
since some themes were defined on the basis of participants' accounts (Braun & Clarke,

2006).

4.7 Positionality

As Nepali women who have both studied and lived in Denmark, we come with our own
perspective for the current research. The perspective we had shaped our approach to the
research, our design of the interview questions, and analysis of our data. An open
discussion of our positionality is a key element in the methodology of qualitative research
because it recognizes the presence of a researcher's identity in the process of the study
(Creswell, 2013).

Our positionality was both an advantage and disadvantage for our research.

First, it was an advantage in several aspects. The similarity in culture between us and
Nepal participants allowed us to understand cultural specifics and be understanding about
the experiences described. Also, participants felt free to share some personal stories
because we are closer to them culturally and ethnically. We understood the dynamics of

their family and society better than a Danish participant would do. Also, our experience



living in a different country helped us to better understand the challenges described by the

Denmark participants.

On the other hand, we made efforts during all stages of our research to avoid making
assumptions based on our own experiences. It happens sometimes that qualitative
researchers find what they set out to find since they are likely to share the same culture
with their respondents (Creswell, 2013). In order not to fall into this trap, we made a
conscious effort to take advantage of participants' voices throughout the process of
analyzing the material. We made an effort to accept those experiences which might differ
from ours, especially when the experiences and viewpoints of some of the people surveyed

were rather unusual and unfamiliar to us.

What needs to be clarified is that total neutrality is impossible and it would be misleading
if we claimed otherwise. Our identity and experiences are inherent parts of the study
presented here. What counts is our readiness to acknowledge them and do everything in
our power to prevent the analysis from reflecting our expectations instead of the
experiences shared by the respondents. Reflexivity is a continuous activity and not merely
an acknowledgment of its importance at the very beginning of the project (Creswell,

2013). That is why we tried to maintain this approach throughout the research process.

4.8 Ethics

Ethics was considered during every step of the investigation. Since the analysis included
human beings disclosing private information, ethics was not only a formal part of the study

but a necessity.

Participants were made aware of the purpose and nature of the evaluation in advance.
Participants were notified that participating in the interviews was totally up to them and
that they could end it whenever they wanted without experiencing any consequences. All
data would be kept confidential, and participants would be protected to ensure privacy,

which is why only first names of all participants are mentioned in this thesis.

The process of obtaining informed consent was carefully carried out before interviews

started. As many of the questions raised issues such as familial relationships, gender



norms, discrimination, and experiences of inclusion or exclusion, considerable emphasis
was placed upon ensuring a supportive atmosphere where participants felt comfortable and
under no pressure to respond to anything they might be asked. Participants were informed
at the outset of each interview that they could refuse to answer any of the questions put to

them.

The audiotapes were safeguarded and accessible only to the research team, while any
transcripts prepared from these were treated with the strictest privacy. Identifying
information provided by the participants themselves — in terms of place name, family or
employee identification — was either left out or covered up through the process of

recording the recordings.

In the case of highly sensitive personal information, such as accounts of discrimination
within the workplace and other instances of family tension, appropriate precautions have

been taken in their presentation within this report.

4.9 Limitations of the Methodology

All research methodologies involve certain compromises, and it is always important to

consider any shortcomings of the methodology in question (Creswell, 2013).

The major drawback of this study is its relatively small sample size. With only six main
subjects under examination, the results cannot be considered generalizable to all women
students from Nepal or all international female students from Denmark. This study
provides an analytical insight rather than generalizable data that can be used in future
studies involving other populations. The other option, however, would be required for a

deeper understanding of the studied phenomena.

Another limitation is associated with the difference in interview formats. While interviews
in Nepal were conducted via video calls online, in Denmark, face-to-face interviews were
conducted with the subjects. Even though it is widely accepted practice in qualitative
research (Deakin & Wakefield, 2014), the difference in formats could have some impact on

the quality of responses obtained.



The next limitation relates to the issue of language. In each interview, English was the
medium of communication, and English is a second or third language for most
respondents. Although all respondents were fluent and seemed to be expressing themselves
clearly in the process of interviews, there is still the likelihood that some variation in

expression might have been overlooked due to the difference in language.

Another restriction is that of the profiles of participants. Some supplementary participants
like Anu, Sabina, Elena, and Ayse do not belong to the student category presently;
therefore, their experiences do not strictly fall under the category being discussed in the

research topic.

Lastly, as mentioned above in the positionality part, the fact that we are women of Nepali
descent who have been living in Denmark for several years is both an advantage and the
source of potential bias. In spite of our efforts to be as reflexive as possible, the risk of
letting our

unconscious biases influence our judgments still exists.

These limitations do not reduce the value of the research. Quite the opposite — such an
understanding of strengths and weaknesses of a study is the sign of academic reliability

(Creswell, 2013).

Chapter 5 — Analysis and Findings

5.1 Introduction to the Analysis

This chapter presents the findings from interviews with six core participants, including
three female students living in Nepal and three international female students residing in
Denmark. The analysis is centered around five themes identified through thematic analysis

using Braun and Clarke's (2006) six-step approach.



Kabeer's (1999) framework of resources, agency, and achievements provides the main
structure for the analysis. In addition, Crenshaw's (1989) concept of intersectionality is
used as a supporting framework to examine how gender is interconnected with nationality,
cultural background, and social position in shaping participants' experiences.

In addition to Gabriela, Nadia, and Vieyara from Denmark, the six key participants are
Pratiksha, Kabina, and Namrata from Nepal. Anu, Sabina, Zoya, Julie, Ayse, Elena, and
Sunita are some of the other participants who showed up when their experiences made
certain points more significant. All members are only known by their first names to keep
their privacy.

There are direct quotes used throughout the chapter to make sure that the analysis stays
true to the individuals' own words. The main goal of the study was to learn about

empowerment from the women themselves, not from what other people said about it.

5.2 Theme 1: Defining Empowerment — What Does It Mean

to These Women?

Before looking at how empowerment is experienced in everyday life, it is important to
look at how the participants themselves define empowerment. Empowerment should be
understood from the perspective of the women who are being empowered and not just
formally or policy-specific (Kabeer, 1999).

In both groups, empowerment was described less as a formal right and more as a personal,
lived experience. They did not link empowerment to laws or policies, but to daily
experiences such as making decisions, expressing opinions, feeling confident and in
control of their own lives. Freedom, confidence, and personal choice were consistently
identified across all six interviews as important in understanding empowerment, although

the experiences differed by social and cultural context (Cornwall & Rivas, 2015).

5.2.1 Empowerment as Freedom and Independence

For the participants living in Nepal, freedom was mostly connected to family and social
expectations in everyday life. Instead of talking about freedom in a general way, they

described it through personal decisions and responsibilities (Dahal et al., 2023).



Namrata describes empowerment as "having the ability and confidence to make my own
decisions and control my life." She connects this to choosing her own field of study, even
though it was different from what others expected from her. As she explains, "I was able to
decide what I wanted to study based on my interests and that made me feel independent
and responsible for my future." Her experience shows that empowerment is not only about
having opportunities, but also about feeling confident enough to make personal choices for

herself.

Pratiksha also links strength to independence, especially when it comes to being able to
take care of one's own finances. As someone who has worked since she was sixteen, she
says that having her own money gave her a greater sense of power over her life. For her,
taking part in the economy is not only useful, but also emotional, because it makes her feel
responsible, confident, and free in her daily life.

P

eople from Denmark who took part talked about freedom in more personal and
self-directed ways. Vieyara says, "I feel like I have more control over how I spend my time
and study." She likes that she can be flexible and independent in Denmark, and she knows
that the social setting there supports this. That being said, she also says that more freedom

means more personal duty, which can be too much at times.

Gabriela talks about a similar feeling of freedom she had when she moved from Poland to
Denmark. Being away from her family and taking care of her own daily tasks made her
feel more independent and capable. For her, being empowered meant making her own way

in the world and learning how to handle her daily duties on her own.

5.2.2 Empowerment as Confidence and Self-Belief

Even though the six people who took part talked about freedom in different ways based on
their social and cultural settings, they all agreed that empowerment is something that is
active rather than passive. None of them said that freedom just meant not being limited.
They thought of it as having the freedom to choose, be responsible for those decisions, and

make their own lives in important ways.



Along with freedom, participants constantly say that internal confidence is a key part of
how they feel empowered. In the study, this is one of the most important results because it

shows a side that official measures cannot show (Kabeer, 1999; Cornwall & Rivas, 2015).

Vieyara explains this clearly when she says, "even if you have opportunities, it doesn't
always mean you feel confident enough to use them." She says that she sometimes stayed
quiet during group discussions, not because anyone stopped her, but because she doubted
herself. Slowly, she became more comfortable speaking. As she explains, "I started

speaking more in class, and I think that shows how my confidence has grown."

Even though this change seems small, it is still important. It shows that empowerment is
not only about having opportunities around you but also about slowly building confidence

within yourself to use those opportunities.

Namrata talks about a similar change. According to her, school has made her "more
confident in expressing my opinions and making decisions." The confidence built up over
time as they learned, gained experience, and had more small moments of self-assertion.
The fact that Kabina chose to study math shows a similar deep-seated belief: she had to be

sure that her interests were worthwhile before she could follow them.

For Gabriela, getting around Denmark made her feel more confident. She didn't come with
all the skills she needed; she learned them. She gained her confidence by learning to adapt,
fail, adapt, and keep going even when things got hard.

This is nicely put by Elena, a supplementary participant: "I feel strong because I can
choose for myself and try new things without being scared." One feeling is fear, and the
other is confidence. For many of these women, going from fear to confidence is what it

means to be empowered.

5.2.3 Empowerment as Decision-Making and Personal Choice

All six participants say they feel empowered when they can make choices that are truly
their own and based on their own values and wants, rather than just following the rules that

others have prepared for them (Kabeer, 1999).



When this happens to the Nepal group, it often goes against what society expects. On
occasions, Namrata's choices "were different from what my family or society expected."
She talks about how she dealt with these situations by describing her choices, trying to be
understood, and sticking to them even when it was hard. Being honest and handling social
situations together are very important to how she makes choices in this situation.

For example, Vieyara talks about the choice to move to Denmark. She thinks: "looking
back, I think that decision itself shows something about my independence, because I chose
to leave a familiar place and try something new." On the other hand, she knows that
freedom doesn't end with one choice. "Making a decision is one thing," she explains, "but
actually dealing with the new situation is another." Agency includes the ability to deal with

what happens after a choice.

Nadia says that having a choice is also connected to having a voice and being listened to
by others in social and educational settings. For her, empowerment is not only about
making her own decisions, but also about feeling that other people respect and accept her
choices. Similar ideas can be seen in other interviews too, where participants connect
freedom with both making their own choices and feeling heard by the people around them.
One thing that seems to be true across all six interviews is that empowerment is seen as a
process, not a state that can be present or missing. It grows and changes over time (Kabeer,

1999).

5.2.4 Empowerment as a Process Rather Than a Fixed State

"Empowerment is not something fixed — it changes over time," says Vieyara. There are
times when she feels completely in charge, and other times when problems in her personal
or professional life make it hard for her to do what she wants to do. Either the highs or the
lows won't last forever; empowerment is always moving.

Namrata supports this view of growth. She is surer of herself and independent now that she
has more knowledge and life experience. It's not a matter of whether she says she's
empowered or not; she says she's becoming more empowered as she makes choices and

has more experiences.



As an additional participant, Ayse sees this from a different point of view. Because she was
turned down for a job in Denmark despite having worked abroad for years, her sense of
empowerment has been put to the test. Still, she stays sure of herself: "I know what I have

done.

I know what I can do." A woman's internal sense of success and self-worth can stay strong
even when external circumstances make it hard for her to act on her own. This suggests
that empowerment is not just a result of good external conditions, but something that can

last even when those conditions are bad (Kabeer, 1999).

5.2.5 Similarities and Differences Across Contexts

It is clear that the ways that both groups describe empowerment are very similar. No
matter what the situation is, all participants say it is a mix of outside opportunities and
inner confidence. They all see it as a process, not a fixed result (Kabeer, 1999; Cornwall &

Rivas, 2015).

The differences come from the different social settings in which these events take place.
For the participants in Nepal, empowerment often happens within family and social
settings where gender roles are more visible and commonly accepted (Dahal et al., 2023).
It is more often talked about in terms of individual liberty and the difficulties of managing

being foreign in a new place for Denmark participants (Leine et al., 2020; Ozer, 2015).

We all want freedom, security, and the power to make our own decisions, though, and this
is something that both groups share. These differences are not simply about one group
having more freedom than the other. Instead, they come from different social and cultural

environments that shape how freedom and independence are understood and experienced.

5.3 Theme 2: Resources — Access, Support, and Limitations

According to Kabeer's (1999) theory, resources are more than just money and things. Some
of these include education, family support, social networks, opportunities within

organizations, and cultural and legal factors that affect what women can do. But more



importantly, Kabeer says that having resources does not automatically enable you.
Resources are important, but how they are used is just as important.
People who took part in the study examined the resources they had access to, what they

needed to do to use them, and the problems they encountered along the way.

5.3.1 Education as a Resource for Empowerment

During all six conversations, the most common answer was higher education. There are
big differences between Nepal's and Denmark's school systems, but everyone says that
education is important for their future and overall sense of empowerment (Kabeer, 1999;

United Nations, 2015; Duflo, 2012).

A good education is important for Nepalese young people, but not all of them get it.
According to Namrata, her schooling "made me feel more confident." She says that "as |
have become more educated and aware, I feel more confident in expressing my opinions
and making decisions." She has had new opportunities because of school, but it has also
changed how she sees herself.

Pratiksha's view on education is shaped by the need to make money. She has worked since
she was sixteen, in part to pay for her studies. She benefited from education, but getting to
it has taken a lot of hard work and sacrifice on her part. Her story shows something that
Kabeer (1999) stresses: getting resources is always affected by other things, and how and

if something can be empowering depends on how much it costs.

Kabina's path through school shows a different side. Not only is choosing to study math a
choice for school, but it is also a choice for social reasons. In a society where women are
expected to work in certain areas more than others, her choice has social meanings that
affect how people use their education (Dahal et al., 2023). The resource is officially

available, but she has to deal with expectations in order to use it on her own terms.

For people from Denmark, their education made it possible for them to change countries.
The possibility Vieyara had to come to Denmark and experience a new system made it "the

most important opportunity" for her. Even in free, supported Denmark, there are rules



about who can attend school. Vieyara says that to find a job while also studying, she had to
understand "informal expectations and communication styles, which are not always visible
to outsiders." The structured material is the same, but the way you reach it is not (Ozer,

2015; Deuchar, 2022).

For those who lived in Nepal and took part, financial problems were often linked to daily
problems and duties. Namrata says that her "lack of resources" makes it hard for her to
reach her goals sometimes. Pratiksha's story also shows how stress over money can change
the way people learn. Working and going to school at the same time became a normal part
of her life when she started working young. For her, going to school wasn't just a choice; it

was something that needed constant work and dedication.

5.3.2 Family Support and Emotional Resources

Family comes up as an important factor in both sets of interviews; however, family itself
has expectations attached to it, especially when it comes to Nepali participants (Dahal et
al., 2023; Koirala, 2023).

Namrata says that her family is her biggest support system in all ways, especially when it
comes to her education, but she cannot deny the fact of the barriers created by certain
expectations from society. Even though Namrata's family helps her pay for school, they
also have expectations from her in the future. People don't just get support from their
families; they also compromise with them.

This is also the case for Kabina, who is studying a particular field because of the space
provided by her family, but at the same time having to adapt to certain rules of society. The
experience of supplementary participant Anu presents this most clearly. She is married and
lives in Kathmandu with her family. Her family gives her financial security and a sense of
belonging, but it also restricts what she can do and the options she has. Rather than going
against these family structures directly, she finds ways to utilize her agency within them —

a pattern that can be seen across much of the Nepal data (Kabeer, 1999).



For the participants in Denmark, family support is emotionally important but physically
disconnected. Vieyara explains that her family offered emotional encouragement but
limited financial support, which meant she "had to become independent quite early."
Although the situation was sometimes challenging, it also helped her develop a sense of
self-reliance that she now values. It has been hard for Gabriela and Nadia to go about their
daily lives without their families being close by. Instead, they have built supportive

connections through friendships and university communities.

5.3.3 Financial Resources and Economic Independence

Both groups discussed money and financial independence as something important,
although their experiences were different depending on their situation and country.
Participants from Nepal often linked financial difficulties to their daily responsibilities and
education. Namrata explains that "sometimes it is difficult for me to achieve my goals due
to my limited resources." Pratiksha's experience also shows how financial pressure can
affect education. Since she started working at a young age, balancing work and studies has
become part of her everyday life. For her, education was not simply a personal choice

because it also came with financial responsibility and hard work.

For the participants living in Denmark, earning money through work had a slightly
different meaning. Vieyara explains that having a part-time job was important not only
because of the money but also because it helped her feel more included in society. As she
says, "It really helped me — not just financially but also to feel more included and
confident in society." Her experience shows that work can also help people feel more

confident, independent, and socially connected (Kabeer, 1999).

Ayse's experience adds another important perspective. Even though she has more than ten
years of international work experience, she explains that she did not receive replies to
many job applications in Denmark. She reflects, "It is hard not to wonder whether the
problem is your name or your passport rather than your qualifications." Her experience
shows that finding work is not always only about education or skills. Sometimes
nationality, cultural background, or being seen as a foreigner can also affect people's

opportunities in less visible ways (Leine et al., 2020; Kantola & Dahl, 2005).



The contexts in which empowerment occurs in Nepal and Denmark are totally different;
therefore, the resource availability varies, and it also impacts how the people utilize the

resources.

5.3.4 Institutional Resources — What Systems Offer and What They
Miss

In Denmark, the institutional framework includes the welfare system, the provision of free
education, and the promotion of gender equality, among others. The participants from
Denmark acknowledge these advantages. Thus, Vieyara states that "the system is more
supportive of individuals' choice," and Gabriela appreciates the opportunity to receive
education in Denmark, which would have been impossible for her in Poland. This implies

that these structures are important in shaping empowerment processes (Leine et al., 2020).

However, official assistance is limited as well. For example, according to Vieyara, "even
though there is equality in the systems, experiences are never the same." Language
becomes a limiting factor in accessing the official and informal networks and cultural
familiarity influences the capacity of the participants in getting through the unspoken
norms and expectations (Ozer, 2015). Consequently, official equality within the institutions

is not accompanied by equal experiences in reality.

Regarding the supplementary participants' discourse, Ayse mentions the fact that
"programs for integration are somewhat hollow" since although the theoretical component
seems interesting to her, the practical part may not be sufficient for those attempting to
adjust to a new environment. In this regard, the gap between official discourse and actual

experience seems wider (Deuchar, 2022).

Unlike Denmark, there are fewer institutional tools in Nepal. Therefore, geographical,
economic, and social factors limit the possibility of receiving appropriate education and
training, and schools cannot overcome these limitations (Dahal et al., 2023). According to

Namrata, social norms may become obstacles to accessing the needed tools.



5.3.5 Barriers to Resources and Inequitable Access

Both participant pools faced barriers to resources — although these barriers differed from
case to case.

In Nepal, the primary barriers were related to finances, gender, and social pressure.
Namrata, for example, noted that cultural, financial, and familial issues affected her
decisions (Dahal et al., 2023; Koirala, 2023). Barriers of this kind are generally informal,
working not through laws, but through implicit social pressures. Although harder to
identify as barriers because they lack a formal structure, these barriers nonetheless shape

possibilities.

In Denmark, barriers related more to cultural knowledge and understanding of "informal
expectations and communication styles," which were necessary to secure work (Ozer,
2015; Leine et al., 2020). The difficulty that outsiders face in getting through barriers in
formally equal societies lies precisely in their being unwritten and unseen until you run up
against them.

For Nepal participants, agency meant finding their way through visible social pressures,
while for Denmark participants, it entailed dealing with invisible cultural pressures related
to language, nationality, and belonging (Kantola & Dahl, 2005). Both barriers existed and

affected participants in their own ways.

Access to resources played an important factor in evaluating participants' opportunities and
possibilities; however, empowerment is best understood in relation to participants' actions.

Thus, we move on to discuss the second theme: agency.

5.4 Theme 3: Agency — Acting with Choice and Meeting

Expectations

The theme of agency is the one mentioned most elaborately by all six interviewees
according to the dimensions laid out by Kabeer (1999). This is because agency is not only
the act of decision-making but can also be understood as the capacity of setting goals for

oneself and acting towards achieving them through negotiation, subtle resistance, and



small decisions that add up to become a life in accordance with Kabeer's definition. It is
important to note that Kabeer highlights the fact that agency is always acted upon within

social structures.

5.4.1 Large Acts of Agency — Decisions that Determine Life Paths

Perhaps the largest acts of agency mentioned by participants are those that have
determined the directions of their life paths.

In the case of Denmark participants, moving to Denmark for education appears as the most
significant act of agency (Deuchar, 2022). Each of the three participants made a conscious
decision to move away from everything familiar and create a life in an unfamiliar place.
"Looking back, I believe that in itself says a lot about my independence — I decided to go
to an unknown country and start living there," Vieyara says. She then notes that
"decision-making is only the first step; coping with the consequences is another story
altogether." Thus, while decision-making is a manifestation of agency, its implementation
is a different matter.

Regarding the Nepal participants, the large acts of agency they experience usually include
decisions concerning education. In Kabina's case, the choice of studying mathematics, a
very unusual decision for a girl in Nepal, entailed both courage and careful maneuvering in
the social environment (Dahal et al., 2023). The same can be said for Namrata, who
mentions how making an independent decision regarding what she wanted to study
brought her great satisfaction and a sense of responsibility towards herself and her future.
Again, such decisions did not involve any confrontations or clashes but rather persistence

in one's actions despite expectations.

5.4.2 Everyday Agency and Small Choices

Apart from the above-mentioned major decisions, there are small acts of agency in every
interview. They are the choices and actions which determine the way of life of a particular
person (Kabeer, 1999).

Namrata speaks about this phenomenon in terms of balancing between studying, family

duties, and free time. These are small everyday choices which should be made by an active



individual. Namrata perceives them as such and believes that it is she who organizes her
routine.

Vieyara speaks about her transition from hesitation when speaking in class to taking part in
discussions more actively. This is a small change in her life, which indicates the
development of personality and increases confidence level. "I started speaking more in
class, and I think that this proves that my confidence increased."

The most compelling acts of everyday agency can be found in the interview with the
supplementary participant Anu. As a married woman in a joint family, she often makes her
decisions quietly through negotiations rather than arguments. In spite of the fact that there
is social pressure on married women to have children, she decided to postpone this event.
In her case, Elena speaks about everyday agency as self-discipline. "I think that it is
important to have something to do and be active all the time. I try not to be lazy because |

was not able to achieve what I am now."

5.4.3 Dealing with Expectations from Family and Culture

In the interviews, one theme that came up a lot was what Vieyara calls "negotiated agency"
— trying to find a balance between personal decisions and family standards instead of
rejecting both totally (Kabeer, 1999).

She says, "I often try to find a balance between the choices I make and the expectations my
family has of me. Although I don't agree with all their views, I try to find my own while

respecting them."

Her answer shows that people don't always show agency by openly fighting back.
Sometimes it takes careful discussion and making room in current relationships for
personal choices. People still care about family and cultural standards, but they also want
to make their own decisions.

The Nepal members seem to have had a similar experience. When Namrata made choices
that weren't what other people thought she should have made, she tried to "explain my
reasons, find understanding, and stay confident in my decisions, even if it was hard." She
didn't just go along with what was expected of her or publicly disagree with it; she tried to

communicate and keep her place at the same time.



This is also shown by Kabina's experience. Even though it wasn't normal for women in her
situation, she kept learning math, which showed how determined she was. She didn't
directly face requirements; instead, she kept going by working hard and being committed.
This type of negotiation is also talked about by supplementary participant Sabina, who got
married when she was eighteen and now works as a teacher while having a family. To keep
working after she got married, she had to balance her personal goals with the demands that

came with marriage and family life.

5.4.4 Resistance, Getting Used to Things, and Making Deals

Negotiated agency was the most common trend in the interviews, but people also talked
about times when they resisted, changed, or made deals in their daily lives (Kabeer, 1999;
Mohanty, 2003).

Anu, an additional participant, talked about how she sometimes chose not to participate in
religious practices she didn't agree with, but she remained involved in her family's life
overall. She didn't say that she publicly went against family traditions. Instead, she said
that she carefully thought about which rules she wanted to follow and which ones she
didn't. From the outside, these small actions may not seem like much, but they show
personal decision and choice.

However, the participants from Denmark seemed to be more adaptable. According to
Vieyara, she slowly changed how she talked to fit in with Danish academic situations.
Gabriela also spoke about how she had grown used to new ideas about independence and
direct talk. In the same way, Nadia talked about how to balance the values she learned as a
child with the demands she faces in Denmark.

The ways that these things changed were not passive. In response to new situations,

participants considered their surroundings and made deliberate changes.

5.5 Theme 4: Achievements — Development, Independence,

and Aspirations for the Future

According to Kabeer (1999), achievements can only be understood from the perspectives

of the women who achieve them. This is because what is considered as an achievement



varies according to the context and people involved. This theme focuses on how the
participants perceive and define their achievements, how they view personal growth, and

how their aspirations for the future shed light on their personal development.

5.5.1 Education and Personal Development

Achieving education seems to be one of the most important achievements for all
participants. However, achieving this goal means different things in the context of each
country (Kabeer, 1999; Duflo, 2012).

The first group of Nepali participants considers being able to continue studying amid
various difficulties as a great achievement. Namrata explains her pride in the following
way: "I am most proud of being able to continue my education amid many difficulties. It is
meaningful because it helps me to achieve my dreams and to have chances for a better
future." In other words, there is no need to achieve high grades; it is sufficient to be
persistent enough to continue studying.

Pratiksha's ability to combine work and studies at a young age can be seen as another type
of persistence in pursuing one's dreams. The fact that she manages to study amid economic

problems speaks about her desire and willingness to improve her position in the future.

As for Kabina, her academic choice itself is considered a great achievement. Being able to
pursue her interest in mathematics and being persistent enough to study even when she
faces gender-based stereotypes is one of her greatest achievements (Dahal et al., 2023).
The second group of Danish participants sees educational achievements as part of their life
achievements in the country. Vieyara believes that education helps her become more

confident and independent.

5.5.2 Financial Independence and Responsibility

Financial independence is an especially significant concept for both groups — although its

meaning varies somewhat (Kabeer, 1999).



Pratiksha has experienced economic independence from the age of sixteen, and economic
competence is something she has gained through her own efforts. Economic independence
is an aspect of her life that she takes great pride in.

Vieyara's ability to find a part-time job in Denmark provided her with more than just extra
money. She comments that "it really helped me — not only financially but also made me
feel more included in society." For her, being economically active in Denmark provided
her with a stronger position in society than she may have felt otherwise.

This can be further clarified by looking at the experiences of supplementary participant
Ayse. She holds several degrees and has many years of professional experience yet has not
been able to find work in Denmark. Nevertheless, she does not lose her sense of personal
achievement. "I know what I have done. I know what I am capable of." Although she has

not experienced financial independence, she knows that she has achieved a lot.

5.5.3 Emotional Development and Self-Confidence

Emotional development, which includes the development of self-confidence,
self-assurance, and feelings of inclusion, is considered an important achievement by
participants of both groups. Such achievement is not secondary to other types of
accomplishments. On the contrary, it is often viewed by participants as crucial to
empowerment (Kabeer, 1999).

This view is shared by Vieyara who says, "Achievements are not limited to professional or
educational successes — for me, it is important to be able to make friends and feel that I
am included here." According to her, "it is both a practical and emotional achievement —
being independent and comfortable."

The importance of the emotional component in Namrata's experience is expressed in her
appreciation of the gained self-confidence. For her, the ability to speak out and take
decisions is an inseparable part of her academic success.

Gabriela views adaptation to a new cultural environment and the creation of a sense of
belonging to Denmark as an important emotional achievement. Not having been provided
with an established social network, she created it by herself. Her self-confidence resulted

from this achievement.



5.5.4 Re-defining Success and Fulfilment

When the participants were asked to describe what a successful or fulfilling life looks like
to them, their responses show us a lot about how empowerment manifests itself in the
context of a whole life rather than one particular dimension (Kabeer, 1999).

Namrata says that a "fulfilling life for me would be being independent, having a stable
career, and being able to support my family." There is no contradiction between
independence and family connection in Namrata's idea of a fulfilling life. In other words,
empowerment does not mean detachment from family connections or anything else, but
rather self-determination and autonomy in general.

Another participant, Vieyara, has another way of defining the concept: "Fulfilling life isn't
just about accomplishing something but also about having the freedom to set your own
goals." As Vieyara sees it, empowerment is not about achieving certain objectives; rather,
it is about having the right to determine what these objectives should be.

It is remarkable that none of the participants defined a successful or fulfilling life in terms
of individualism or materialism. All of them mentioned such concepts as relationships,
belonging, family, meaning, and contribution to others, together with the more

individualistic aspects of independence and success.

5.5.5 Future Goals and Aspirations

Looking ahead, one hears about goals that reflect the identity they have developed and
what they now see as within their reach.

Namrata wishes to "seek independence and be able to contribute to society in a positive
way." Namrata's vision of the future is both personally ambitious and socially oriented.
Similarly, despite her work commitments, Pratiksha still finds it important to continue
investing in her education — building a foundation for the future.

For Denmark participants, future goals usually include developing independence and
capabilities by virtue of having studied abroad. Vieyara's definition of empowerment as
"changing over time" implies a sense of the future where growth will go on, not reaching

some end point, but rather being the process itself (Kabeer, 1999).



What links all these future goals is the developmental aspect of empowerment they share.
None of the participants sees empowerment as something they have already achieved.

They are all still becoming and making a life they find fulfilling.

5.6 Theme 5: Culture, Identity, and Intersectionality

Theme 5 integrates the cultural and social aspects of the experiences of the participants.
Applying the concept of intersectionality to complement Kabeer's theoretical framework,
this theme analyses the ways through which gender influences empowerment in relation to
culture, nationality, and social status (Crenshaw, 1989; Davis, 2014). It highlights the role
played by cultural norms in each setting, the way in which identity and belongingness are

experienced in Nepal and Denmark, and how the two differ.

5.6.1 Gender Norms and Cultural Preferences

Gender norms exist in both settings, but their functioning is quite different (Leine et al.,

2020; Dahal et al., 2023).

In Nepal, gender norms are clearly expressed and visibly incorporated into life. Namrata
reflects on this: "in Nepal, traditions and social norms have an important role; they
sometimes help, but also restrict independence, especially for women." However, Namrata
understands that while there are expectations related to housework and future life choices,
she can consider this also not as a constraint but as "a motivation for me to work hard and
make my own way."

The complex attitude towards cultural norms, neither total acceptance nor refusal, is
typical for the Nepal dataset (Mohanty, 2003). In Kabina's case, her choice to study
mathematics is socially meaningful only due to existing gender norms. In this situation,
Kabina demonstrates agency by expressing her interest and proving her competence in the
field.

Supplementary participant Anu provides an example of gender norms functioning on a

very personal level — in making decisions regarding the household, family expectations,



and managing self-reliance in the context of the joint family. The examples of Anu's
self-awareness demonstrate the existence of agency even in a setting where the influence

of gender norms is more obvious.

In Denmark, gender norms function less openly. There is equality in institutionalized
norms but not necessarily in informal ones (Leine et al., 2020; Kantola & Dahl, 2005). As
described by supplementary participant Zoya who has a Turkish-Danish background,
Danish women are expected to be able to combine professional activity, housework, and
childcare simultaneously. Additionally, as she points out, there are also double standards

when it comes to assessing the involvement of men and women in daily activities.

5.6.2 Collectivism, Individualism, and Cultural Negotiation

Among the most clearly relevant differences between the two contexts is the difference in
the overall cultural orientation — towards collectivism in Nepal and individualism in
Denmark — and its effect on what empowerment means and requires (Kabeer, 1999;
Mohanty, 2003).

In Nepal, empowerment appears to be largely relational. Namrata's ideal version of a
fulfilling life is based on the integration of personal independence with taking care of her
family; the two are not necessarily mutually exclusive. Empowerment in a collectivist
context means being able to assert oneself within the relations with others, rather than
becoming detached from one's family and community.

In Denmark, there is both cultural valuing and government support for individual rights.
According to Vieyara, there is "more support for individual choice" in Denmark. However,
she adds that individualism may make one feel lonely; establishing social ties and building
a sense of belonging is as essential to empowerment as the ability to make independent

decisions (Leine et al., 2020).

The discussion between the two viewpoints is an ongoing process for international
students living in Denmark. Both Nadia and Vieyara retain their relational values while
also dealing with the individualistic environment of Danish society. The ability to combine
being close to one's family and keeping one's culture alive at the same time with enjoying

the independence of Denmark is empowerment in its own right.



According to the supplementary participant Ayse, migration requires such negotiations.
She refuses to become "a neutral participant, just following along," insisting on the need to
build something in a new country, rather than simply occupying a position in a situation

defined by her husband.

5.6.3 The Experience of Being Foreign — Intersectionality in Action

The experience of being foreign brings additional layers into the process of empowerment
for international students of Denmark that exceed the boundaries of gender issues. Here
the concept of intersectionality becomes the most directly applicable — nationality,
culture, and international migration problems combine together with gender issues to

generate different experiences (Crenshaw, 1989; Davis, 2014; Yuval-Davis, 2015).

According to Vieyara, she had to become aware of informal norms of cultural behavior to
get hired as she needed to know "the informal expectations and communication styles,
which are not always obvious to outsiders." This disadvantage is completely independent

of her gender identity but still intersects with it.

Language shows up as an important part of the experience repeatedly. For example,
according to Vieyara, "not speaking Danish fluently could restrict the ability to take part in
particular social interactions." Nadia must adapt to both her Bangladeshi culture and the
norms of the Danish educational system. Gabriela has had to create social relationships
within a new environment almost from nothing. All three experiences emerge through the
intersection of being female, being foreign, and having a particular cultural background
(Ozer, 2015; Deuchar, 2022).

The supplementary participant Ayse provides the clearest illustration of the intersectional
experience. She applies to numerous positions yet receives no answers despite having
impressive skills and finds herself wondering if "it's your name or your passport that
prevents you from getting these jobs rather than lack of qualifications." At a later point,
she comments on "a sort of silent discrimination, which is difficult to pinpoint — nothing's

ever directly said or done, but it becomes apparent in the routines." This description of



discrimination that cannot be named and thus proven speaks to the nature of
intersectionality well. It is not something that declares itself. Instead, it emerges through

certain patterns of rejection.

5.6.4 Similarities in Both Cases

Even though there were many differences between Nepal and Denmark, some key

similarities were identified among all six interviewees.

First, empowerment was described by all six individuals as consisting of two elements —
opportunities from outside and confidence from inside. This is the key similarity found
among the interviewees — and it questions traditional societal understandings that are

based on structure alone (Kabeer, 1999; Cornwall & Rivas, 2015).

Second, empowerment was viewed as a process for all six interviewees, not as an
achievement or a destination. Whether gaining confidence by learning in Nepal or gaining
independence through exploring a foreign country in Denmark, the process of

empowerment was experienced by all six individuals.

Thirdly, all participants speak of dealing with agency — making efforts to achieve one's
goals without neglecting social ties and the cultural environment. Negotiation seems to be
a common theme among all participants, regardless of whether they come from Nepal or

Denmark (Kabeer, 1999).

Fourthly, all participants relate empowerment to education. From the challenging process
of gaining education in Nepal to the empowering factor that enables women in Denmark to
study abroad, education plays a central role in the lives of these women (Duflo, 2012;

United Nations, 2015).



5.6.5 Differences Between Contexts

In addition to the similarities mentioned above, the differences between the two groups are
also due to the distinctly different social and cultural context in which empowerment takes
place and the needs it addresses.

Perhaps the key difference lies in the very nature of the challenges that the group members
experience. The difficulties faced by the Nepalese participants tend to be more specific,
manifesting themselves in the form of socially recognized gender roles, family
responsibilities, and financial responsibilities (Dahal et al., 2023; Koirala, 2023). In the
Danish case, on the contrary, challenges seem to be largely unspoken, rooted in the
participants' cultural background and experiences of being foreigners (Leine et al., 2020;

Ozer, 2015).

Another difference is in the perception of independence. Independence among the
Nepalese interviewees is seen as socially based, involving the ability to speak up within
family systems, seeking education despite social opposition, and discovering independence
within collectivism. On the other hand, independence for the interviewees from Denmark
can be seen as an individual phenomenon, involving managing one's life, decision-making
independently, and adjusting to the new environment independently. It does not mean that
one type of independence is better than the other — it depends on the cultural context

(Kabeer, 1999).

A final difference has to do with the presence of structural support. The Danish society
offers visible structural support in the form of gender equality, which is integrated in the
education system and policy (Leine et al., 2020; Kantola & Dahl, 2005). In Nepal,
structural support is very rare. However, as seen from the interviews with the Danish

interviewees, structural support does not necessarily ensure empowerment.



5.7 Summary of Findings

5.7.1 Key Patterns That Have Arisen Among the Five Themes

Four key patterns have been observed among the five themes.
First, none of the participants have experienced empowerment as either purely internal or

purely external — it is always a combination of both (Kabeer, 1999).

Secondly, agency is always achieved through negotiation, not conflict. All of the

participants are able to achieve personal gains within the framework of social standards.

Third, achievements are broadly defined and individually experienced. Personal
development, self-confidence, belonging, and quality relationships contribute to practical
success. Kabeer's argument against externally established criteria for success becomes
visible in participants' experiences.

Fourth, empowerment is a dynamic process. It builds with experience, suffers from
setbacks, and evolves according to circumstances. None of the participants report having

reached a state of empowerment; they are all still becoming empowered (Kabeer, 1999).

5.7.2 Empowerment as Contextual and Relational

Another significant conclusion from this research is that empowerment is mainly cultural
and personal in nature. Empowerment in Nepal differs from Denmark in resources, agency,
and achievements (Kabeer, 1999). At the same time, both groups share the same basic
human experience — wanting to feel capable, free, and in control of one's life.

The psychological aspect of empowerment is equally important. None of the participants
see empowerment as an individual achievement; rather, they all discuss it in relation to
family, belonging, social recognition, and other relationships in which their lives are
involved (Yuval-Davis, 2015).

Intersectionality provides additional understanding. The specific realities of those involved
are not only influenced by gender; they are also affected by the connection between gender

and culture, nationality, language, family structures, and social status (Crenshaw, 1989;



Davis, 2014). This realization is significant not simply from a theoretical view, but because
it is necessary for an understanding of empowerment in reality.

Comparative Overview of Empowerment Experiences

Nepal Participants Shared Experiences Denmark Participants
Family expectations srowing confidence “eeling foreign or excluded
Visible gender norms Desire for independence _anguage and cultural

\rriers
Financial pressure Personal growth Adapting to a new
lvironment
Negotiating with family Decision-making self-reliance
Relational independence Agency and self-belief ndividual freedom

Although the participants lived in very different social and cultural environments, many of
their experiences of empowerment overlapped. Both groups connected empowerment with
confidence, independence, agency, and self-growth. However, the problems they had
differed based on their situation. People in Nepal talked more about social and family
expectations that could be seen, while people in Denmark talked more about being foreign,

adjusting to a new culture, and invisible barriers.

5.7.3 Moving on to the Discussion Chapter

The findings discussed in this chapter form the outline for the next chapter. Chapter 6 will
analyze the research questions in relation to the existing literature and consider the main

findings and challenges of the study.




Chapter 6 — Discussion and Conclusion

6.1 Introduction

This chapter presents a summary of the major research findings and provides answers to
the initial formulated questions. It discusses the significance of the obtained results for
women's empowerment, reflects upon the theoretical framework used and its applicability,
identifies limitations of the study design, and proposes directions for further research.
Moreover, the conclusions made are related to the fundamental idea of women's

empowerment and draw a final line under the thesis.

As a key prerequisite to empowerment, one should mention that empowerment is not a
goal that can be achieved once. Instead, this term stands for a dynamic process influenced
by various external factors (Kabeer, 1999). The concept of empowerment implies constant
learning, decision-making, self-assertion, and overcoming societal demands. This chapter
provides an analysis of the nature of empowerment based on the findings of the research
and relates it to the question of women's empowerment and its cultural context.

To conclude, it should be stressed that this chapter will focus not only on summarizing the

research findings but also on concentrating on their critical discussion and analysis.

6.2 Responding to the Research Questions

6.2.1 Sub-question 1: How do social and cultural contexts affect

female students' understanding of empowerment?

The findings show that society and culture have a strong influence on how female students
understand empowerment. They shape what empowerment means, how women experience
it, and how they work towards it. This supports Kabeer's (1999) idea that empowerment is

connected to the society and culture people grow up in. Women's choices and opportunities

are often influenced by the people and environment around them.

In Nepal, empowerment is closely linked with family relationships, gender roles, and

social expectations (Dahal et al., 2023; Koirala, 2023). Namrata and Kabina explained that



empowerment does not mean leaving behind family or culture. Instead, it means being able
to make their own choices while still respecting their family and community values.

For example, Namrata said that she usually spoke with her family about her decisions and
tried to make them understand her views. Even though she faced pressure from society, she
continued to work towards her goals. Her story shows that women can become empowered

while still maintaining strong relationships with their families and communities.

First of all, one should realize the fact that this type of empowerment does not appear to be
any less valuable than others. The only difference is that it emerges in a family-oriented
Nepali culture with certain social values. Kabina continues to explore her passion for
mathematics; Namrata has to balance between personal ambitions and her family duties.
Pratiksha starts to think about combining career and education. All of them prove that
women can also be independent and confident. Despite the fact that there is no place for
extremism and rejection in their lives, the process of struggling and decision-making is
still of great importance. Step by step, by making minor decisions, they gain confidence

and change their destinies.

This corresponds to the point raised by Mohanty (2003), who states that the perception in
the Western feminist perspective considers women from the Third World to be passive
victims of the culture rather than the women who exercise choice and respond to situations
in their lives. In addition, these women reveal that they exercise choice, meet problems,
and shape their own future. Their experiences should not be considered within the Western
frame of mind because women's experiences can only be defined in their social and

cultural settings, as stated by Mohanty (2003).

The situation in Denmark proves to be totally different because of the equality of genders.
Equality of rights for both women and men, educational freedom, maternity benefit
programs and social welfare systems enable women to feel free, obtain education, and
realize themselves (Leine et al., 2020; Kantola & Dahl, 2005). Nevertheless, the examples
provided above prove that the experiences of women may differ even in countries where
equality is established.

The language barriers, cultural exclusion, and social unspoken codes of the Danish
lifestyle have an effect on agency which is not addressed by the formal institutions (Ozer,

2015; Deuchar, 2022). "Although there was equality in the system, the experience wasn't



always the same for everyone" — this comment made by Vieyara highlights that, despite
some countries being ranked high in terms of gender equality, lived reality is very
different. The discrepancy between the opportunities offered by the formal system and the

actual access and experience of international female students may be quite considerable.

Leine, Mikkelsen and Sen (2020) claim that the idea of Denmark as a country that is
completely equal to other societies becomes a source of denial for the real-life existing
inequality that affects the women who are foreign, different or simply outside the Danish
social framework. The experiences provided by the Denmark participants clearly prove the
argument of the authors. Vieyara mentions the necessity of learning the unwritten cultural
rules that allow getting a job. Nadia tries to adjust to her Danish academic and social life
while also keeping in mind her cultural background from Bangladesh. Gabriela managed

to establish a network from scratch because socializing is difficult in a foreign country.

Kantola and Dahl (2005) make an insightful contribution to analytical thinking in this area
by suggesting that analysis of gender equality should move away from cross-country
differences and concentrate on intra-country differences instead. Just because there is
formal equality on the national level doesn't mean everyone will have the same experience
of being a woman in such an environment — and our female subjects prove this point very
well. The difference isn't in the nature of the system itself but rather in how women

experience it from their own social position within it.

6.2.2 Sub-question 2: What similarities and differences can be found
between female students in Nepal and international female students in
Denmark?

Both similarities and differences become apparent in comparing these groups — and both

are worth paying attention to (Davis, 2014).

Difference shouldn't be overlooked in the first place, which is why we should appreciate
the difference between the situations Nepalese women are in. Unlike the women in
Denmark, Nepalese women can clearly name their restrictions, understand the culture of

the society, and recognize gender norms (Dahal et al., 2023). Expectations from family and



society are explicit. While it may be difficult, it at least helps to get around through the

situation because the territory of agency is quite predictable.

It may be noted that in the Danish context, the limits to agency are frequently invisible and
hence are more challenging to point out or question (Leine et al., 2020; Kantola & Dahl,
2005). Unwritten social norms, unique communication methods of academic and
professional Danish society, and the experience of being viewed as a foreigner by locals
constitute the invisible barriers to exercising one's agency in the country. The case of
Vieyara who had to be familiar with "informal expectations and communication styles,
which are not always visible to outsiders," to get a job is a perfect illustration. Indeed, the

obstacle existed but was hard to address and overcome due to its informal nature.

As far as understanding of the term "independence" is concerned, the differences between
the two samples are rather significant. Independence among participants from Nepal can
be seen more relationally: speaking up in a family-oriented context, going through
education despite external pressure, and finding some room for exercising one's freedom in
a collectivist environment (Kabeer, 1999; Mohanty, 2003). There is also a difference in the
conception of independence between the two sets of participants. In Nepal, independence
would mean to have a voice in a family setting, continue pursuing education against social
traditions, and figure out a personal identity even within the barriers of a collectivist
society. It means being independent as opposed to separating oneself from others; rather,
independence here means exercising control over one's actions despite being among
people. On the other hand, Danish participants see independence in terms of an individual
person living his or her own life, exercising autonomy in a different setting, and getting

accustomed to the culture without much support.

Nevertheless, the similarities between these two groups are both compelling and important
from an analytic perspective. For all six interviews, empowerment is discussed as the
convergence of outside opportunity and inside confidence — one or the other is
insufficient, but the two must go hand in hand (Kabeer, 1999). The possession of
education, money, or institutions is not sufficient in itself; just as essential to the concept of
empowerment is the sense of capability and belief that enables a woman to make use of
these opportunities. This finding alone conflicts with institutional measurements of

women's empowerment (Cornwall & Rivas, 2015; Batliwala, 2007).



Empowerment, moreover, is always seen as a process and not an absolute in the eyes of
each participant. Finally, all participants speak about their negotiation of the social
expectations placed upon them, neither complying nor rejecting. It is specifically in this

last respect that Vieyara articulates the concept of "negotiated agency."

It is perhaps helpful to define the concept of negotiated agency at this point and identify its
theoretical origins. Negotiated agency builds on and expands the theory of agency put
forth by Kabeer (1999), who posits that agency is always exercised within, not outside,
social structures. What Kabeer is emphasizing here is that agency is not a solo enterprise
but rather occurs within a family, community, institution, or culture that influences choice.
The idea of negotiated agency, as applied in this thesis, takes from the theoretical
foundation developed by Kabeer, adding a term to indicate the specific kind of agency that
participants spoke about: finding room for autonomy within the social context, rather than

trying to exercise one's autonomy against it.

Negotiated agency is thus an act that is characterized by explanation, compromise,
persistence, and negotiation rather than conflict. Whether or not it constitutes an original

contribution is another matter entirely; however, the pattern is clear and consistent.

According to Davis (2014), for intersectionality as a methodology, it is necessary to pay
equal attention to the commonalities and the differences between the two compared
groups, not allowing for an attempt to generalize experience or compare groups that are
too dissimilar. This research has attempted to do precisely that, recognizing the differences
of both groups and at the same time highlighting the real cross-cultural similarities of their
experiences. In turn, it gives a much more subtle understanding of empowerment than each

of the groups can have on its own.



6.2.3 Sub-question 3: What do female students associate with

empowerment in terms of independence and decision making?

The third sub-question is by far the most personal of all three. As opposed to the previous
two that require an analysis of the circumstances or an identification of the patterns in

comparison, it addresses the issue of personal experience (Kabeer, 1999).

For these women, being independent does not mean not being related to others or living in
a relationship within the family. It means that one really has control over significant
choices, like what to study, where to live, how to spend time, and when and how to deal
with certain social norms (Kabeer, 1999). Noteworthy is that being independent for them
includes the experience of exercising their choice within rather than against their

relationships.

Namrata desires to live independently and at the same time to take care of her family.
These two things do not stand opposite to each other in Namrata's view; on the contrary,
these concepts make up her vision of a happy and satisfying existence. Vieyara appreciates
both her independence as an individual in Denmark and her relationship with family
members in Bulgaria. In other words, these concepts do not contradict each other in her

opinion; they merely represent the two aspects of her self-fulfilling life.

Decision-making, according to the perspectives of the participants, does not consist of a
one-time dramatic event. On the contrary, it is an ongoing and sometimes difficult process
involving explanation, negotiation, persistence, and adaptation (Kabeer, 1999). Namrata
explains her decisions to her family, maintaining her own course even when that proves
challenging to do so. For Vieyara, she negotiates both her own ambitions and those of her
family, neither of which is completely disregarded. Kabina shows her dedication through
constant hard work, rather than by way of confrontation. And Pratiksha repeats her
decision every day for years on end, to continue with her work and studies, no matter the

cost.



All four of these examples of decision-making reflect acts that are deliberate, considered,
and completely sincere. However, the important part is recognizing the fact that all four of
these decision-making processes take place within a relational context. To comprehend

what agency involves, this factor cannot be ignored (Kabeer, 1999).

The process of empowerment takes place in everyday life. Namrata finds a balance
between studies and responsibilities toward the family. Vieyara is developing skills to
express herself in class. Kabina shows dedication through constantly pursuing her own
education. Gabriela established her social network in a new environment. Nadia is coping
with being torn between two cultures. These examples are small and may even seem

insignificant; however, when performed repeatedly, they add up to empowered lives.

In these ways, decision-making is performed with intent and authenticity, but not in
isolation from relationships and contexts. It is critical to understand this dynamic, in order
to comprehend the nature of agency for these women, and why any attempt at
conceptualizing their agency in terms of individualism or rights would fail (Mohanty,
2003). That process is what empowerment really looks like when you are able to look at it

closely.

This focus on everyday life is rooted in a fundamental methodological approach that
covers the entire research design. Bacchi (2009) explains that social processes can only be
understood within the context of how they operate in practice, in everyday life — not just
within how they are defined theoretically or institutionally. Qualitative interviews that take
place in the everyday enable this study to access aspects of empowerment that would

otherwise be missed by statistics (Creswell, 2013).

6.3 Theoretical Reflections

Reviewing the theoretical framework, it is apparent that the findings of this research
provide considerable evidence that Kabeer's (1999) framework was the right choice to use
for the analysis. Three dimensions of resources, agency, and achievements have turned out
to be relevant and accurate, even if participants were not aware of the concept of the

framework in advance.



As Vieyara described her experience of feeling empowered as "having the freedom to
make your own choices and also having the confidence to act on them," she essentially
repeated Kabeer's distinction between resources and agency — the difference between
having access to options and the ability to make use of them. Also, her opinion that
"empowerment is not something fixed — it changes over time" perfectly corresponds to
the idea of empowerment developed by Kabeer (1999). The importance of this
correspondence is the fact that it did not appear due to the influence of theoretical concepts

but resulted from participants' reflections.

Negotiated agency is an elaboration of Kabeer's theoretical model along the lines indicated
by the empirical data. As Kabeer (1999) writes, agency is always created against a
backdrop of social structures — yet the interviews demonstrate that the fact of negotiation
is no mere given to be noted and put aside. This act of negotiation is central for many of
the interviewees. The women interviewed here are not passive within their social structure.
However, they do not enact themselves freely from outside their social structure, either.
Instead, they negotiate their way into lives of confidence and independence in a social

structure that they inhabit.

The concept of intersectionality, drawing on both Crenshaw (1989) and Davis (2014), was
especially necessary for the Denmark group. It is impossible to talk about Vieyara,
Gabriela, and Nadia only in terms of gender discrimination, since their cases are
determined by the interaction of gender with nationality, ethnicity, linguistic competence,
and the challenges faced by an immigrant woman within an initially fair but clearly
culture-specific social setting (Yuval-Davis, 2015). Thus, when Vieyara is looking for a
job, besides the necessity to fulfill certain requirements, she faces the issue of cultural
capital, or a special knowledge about how the Danish work environment functions, which

is not equal to all women in Denmark (Ozer, 2015).

Likewise, Nadia, who has to choose whether to satisfy the demands of Bangladeshi culture
or those of Danish society of academics, is in a position that her Danish peers do not face
at all.

The warning raised by Mohanty (2003) was also confirmed in the Nepal research context.
Namrata, Kabina, and Pratiksha are active individuals who make conscious decisions

based on what is available to them. The forms of agency employed by these women differ



from the individualist notion of agency often espoused in Western feminist discourses; yet
their agency is equally authentic, equally purposeful, and equally significant. Perhaps one
of the major lessons learned from this research is that agency among Nepalese women

should be taken into account without comparing it with some Western ideal.

6.4 Contributions to Existing Literature

There are several ways in which this study contributes significantly to existing literature on
women's empowerment.

Firstly, the study affirms Kabeer's (1999) position that empowerment can never be
measured through external factors alone. In all the six interviews conducted, the notion
that empowerment entails both internal confidence and external opportunity was
consistently raised. Being educated, financially stable, or having institutions that can offer
assistance does not make one empowered; in addition, one has to feel competent and
self-assured. By highlighting this point, the study demonstrates the limitation that exists
within institutional methods of measuring empowerment. These criticisms were made not

only by Kabeer but also by Cornwall and Rivas (2015) and Batliwala (2007).

Second, the current paper sheds light on another understudied topic in the literature —
namely, the topic of international female students' experiences with empowerment. This
group, despite the fact that its number continues to increase, remains understudied in terms
of academic analysis of empowerment (Deuchar, 2022). As the stories of Vieyara,
Gabriela, and Nadia demonstrate, international studies involve not only benefits related to
independence and confidence development but also certain difficulties associated with lack
of belonging, culture shock, and invisible marginalization. Studying these issues is
essential as they remain highly important in the context of further growth in number of

international students enrolled in Scandinavian universities.

Third, the consistent emergence of the concept of negotiated agency can be considered an
important theoretical contribution in the context of qualitative research on agency and
empowerment (Kabeer, 1999). In the context of the current study, this approach allows
describing the particular way in which agency was used by women during the process of

negotiation of social norms and expectations rather than mere passive acceptance of the



status quo and/or active resistance against the established order. According to the authors,
the concept of negotiated agency represents a particularly common phenomenon in

women's agency.

Fourth, the research makes a theoretical contribution to the debate on gender equality in
Denmark by bringing up the experiences of international female students who are likely to
find it difficult to adapt to the local society. Indeed, as illustrated by Denmark participants'
narratives, these women may suffer from cultural marginalization, communication
problems, difficulty establishing themselves in a professional field, and quiet feelings of
being somewhat outside the norm of Danish society. All of the above can serve as a good
illustration for the discussion of Leine et al.'s (2020) idea of Denmark being not as equal a

society as it claims to be for foreigners or women of a different cultural background.

6.5 Limitations of the Study

As was discussed thoroughly in Chapter 4, there are certain limitations of the
methodological approach used in the study. It might be useful to touch upon them again,

especially in light of the findings presented.

Firstly, it is crucial to acknowledge the small sample size. Being only six, core participants
involved in the study mean that the findings are not representative of all female students in
Nepal and all female international students in Denmark but are rather analytical insights
into their lives (Creswell, 2013). The trends and themes noted — such as negotiations,
development aspect of empowerment, and the simultaneous occurrence of opportunities
outside and within one's self — are analytically informative and important from a
theoretical perspective but are not generalizable to the whole population as statistically

proven facts. Further research on the topic would benefit from using a larger sample size.

Another limitation is the inconsistency in the form of conducting the interviews between
the two studied groups. Nepal participants received their interviews online in form of
video calls, while Denmark participants had face-to-face interviews. Although there is an

opinion that online interviews are acceptable and valid in qualitative research (Deakin &



Wakefield, 2014), different forms of interviews could lead to different conversational

dynamics, which is not entirely predictable.

Thirdly, there is the issue of language. All interviews in the project were conducted in
English, which is a second or third language for most interviewees. Although all
interviewees seemed very comfortable and expressive during the process, there might be a
possibility that some experiences were shaped by having to express their feelings using a
language they did not master. The language barrier may have resulted in certain things

being said differently or left unsaid.

Fourthly, there is the limitation regarding participant profiles. Supplementary interviewees
like Anu, Sabina, Elena and Ayse are not currently studying in college, and this means that
data from them, which has proved to be quite valuable, is from women in contexts other
than those specified as the focus of this study. We have ensured that this issue does not
affect our results through careful handling of such supplementary participants as examples
in the analysis.

Our positionality as Nepali women who have undertaken studies in Denmark has been
both useful and limiting at the same time. Being from similar cultural backgrounds as the
Nepal participants provided an advantage as we gained empathy in the analysis of their
experiences (Creswell, 2013). However, this means we cannot claim that the study's
interpretations are completely objective and unbiased. We have been careful to ensure
reflexivity throughout the process, using the voice of the participants as much as possible.
We acknowledge that these limitations exist but this does not reduce the value of this

study. On the contrary, it enhances its integrity as an academic exercise.

6.6 Future Research Directions

There are at least a few directions for future research that can be pursued following this
paper; naming these directions is a contribution to the research made by this particular
study.

Further research with bigger and more varied samples may verify or disprove the patterns

found here, such as negotiated agency, developmental empowerment, and consistent



combination of external opportunity with internal readiness (Kabeer, 1999). A more
detailed comparative study that includes several countries, rather than just the two
examined here, would be a valuable addition to intercultural empowerment research.

A study focusing particularly on international female students from Scandinavia,
especially from Denmark, would be important because, as the current research shows,
Denmark's welfare system and its gender equality system, although well-established, do
not benefit every woman present there (Leine et al., 2020). This research program might be
an interesting venture both from a theoretical perspective and from the perspective of

applied research in gender equality policies and welfare programs.

The long-term nature of the research, where the same participants are followed up over
several years, could provide more insight into the process of development and evolution of
empowerment at different stages of life. The developmental aspect of empowerment,
which is highlighted by participants in this study, is something that cannot be fully
understood in one-off interviews. It would be revealing to see how those agencies

developed in educational settings are used or not used in life after that.

Studying the specific experiences of Nepalese women who move abroad for education or
work would help fill in the gap between the two cultures studied in this paper. Nepal
happens to be one of the leading exporters of international students and labor, and the
Nepalese women migrating abroad would have experienced cross-cultural empowerment

as described in this research (Dahal et al., 2023; Koirala, 2023).

Lastly, the idea of negotiated agency, which was discovered through the course of the
present study, can serve as the basis for a theoretical contribution for further research. It
can be explored through application in other settings, examination of its connection to
other theories, such as the feminist theory of relational autonomy and restricted agency,

and possibly even the formation of an analytical framework within itself.

6.7 Final Conclusion

The initial objective of the present study was to examine how Nepali female students and

international female students residing in Denmark understand and experience



empowerment in their everyday lives. This goal guided us into exploring such issues as

families, education, confidence, culture, and belonging.

Regardless of cultural context, the interviewees all described similar needs and desires.
They all hoped to be able to make choices that felt truly theirs, to make an effort to end up
somewhere worthwhile, and to earn respect at the hands of others. These needs were
universal and applied to both Nepali and Danish contexts. In other words, they were

human needs.

The trouble is that satisfying these needs requires overcoming different sets of challenges
in both cultural environments.

For the Nepalese women, these constraints include clear social expectations, family
structures, and gender roles that must be managed carefully and creatively to satisfy
individual needs and desires (Dahal et al., 2023; Koirala, 2023). While women may know
where they stand within social structures, it takes constant effort to satisfy both personal

desires and family expectations without sacrificing either in any way.

International students from Denmark, on the other hand, face different challenges. In
Danish society, overt rules do not exist, leaving only implicit rules that women from other
countries may struggle to identify (Leine et al., 2020; Ozer, 2015). Furthermore, many of
these women may face language barriers and feel out of place even when legally allowed

to integrate into society to a reasonable extent.

Despite these differences, the women involved managed to satisfy their needs and desires
to varying degrees in both cultural environments. They described their choices, grew in
confidence, adapted to new situations, satisfied various contradictory demands, and
ultimately made decisions that led to empowered existence. This is not to say that all of
them were perfectly happy. They were all still learning to deal with life, and none of them

would declare to be fully empowered. Nevertheless, they all made progress.

As stated earlier, Kabeer's (1999) conceptualization of empowerment has worked
extremely well in this study. Unlike other theoretical approaches to studying the concept, it

does not simplify it in a way that overlooks its complexity. Moreover, it emphasizes the



importance of the lived experience and allows researchers to capture women's voices and

experiences accurately and authentically.

By applying this framework to the material presented above, this research has attempted to
provide an accurate account of what empowerment means to several women and what

steps they have taken to satisfy their needs.

Namrata talked about it as being "the freedom to decide things for myself and take
responsibility for my actions." Vieyara defined it as "something that's always evolving."
For Kabina, empowerment came out in her determination to pursue her mathematics
studies despite everything telling her not to. For Gabriela, it emerged from her steady
progress towards forging her own existence in an entirely new context, piece by piece.
Nadia moved seamlessly between her upbringing and her developing selfhood while
experiencing two completely different worlds. Pratiksha had developed it through decades

of managing both career and higher education without sacrificing either.

No single one of them can say that they have fully come into their empowerment yet. They
all know that none of them has arrived at some ultimate endpoint in their growth. What
they all portray, and what this research strives to do justice to, is the long, hard, intensely

human act of building lives which are truly one's own. And that is empowerment.
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8.Appendices

8.1 Appendix A:Interview Guide

For this study, interviews were done with female students in Nepal and with female
international students living in Denmark. The interviews were not based on a strict
question and answer format but were open conversations where participants were invited

to talk about their experiences, feelings and personal reflections.
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The purpose of these interviews was to get a better insight into how women feel
empowerment in their day-to-day lives, their ideas on education, independence,
expectations from the family, confidence, decision-making, identity and future aspirations.
Since this study was concerned with lived experiences, the participants were motivated to

direct the conversation towards what they felt were the most meaningful topics.

The interviews followed similar themes but the wording and order of questions often
changed naturally depending on the participant, the flow of the discussion and the cultural

context in which the interview took place.

8.2Main Conversation Themes

8.2.1Personal Background and Daily Life

The participants were asked to talk about themselves, their studies, their daily routines and
their life situations at the moment. This made it easier to establish a casual environment

before talking about more personal experiences.
Example questions included:

e Tell me a little about yourself and your current situation.
e What does a normal day in your life look like?
e How would you describe your experience of studying and living in your current

environment?

8.2.2Understanding Empowerment

Participants were then asked to reflect on what empowerment personally meant to them

and whether they felt empowered in their own lives.
Some prompts included:

e What does empowerment mean to you personally?
e Do you feel empowered in your everyday life?
e At times, do you think you're sure of yourself, strong, and able to control your

actions?



8.2.3 Self-Development and Transformation

In this part of the conversation the theme was change, self-development and experiences

that had affected participants’ confidence or understanding of themselves.
As an example:

e Do you feel more confident or free now than you did before?
e Did you experience a significant impact from a particular event?

e Do you think that school or life have changed how you see yourself?

8.2.4 Support, Opportunities, and Challenges

The participants were motivated to talk about both the positive and difficult experiences

they faced in areas such as work, education, family life, and society.

The interviews focused on topics including:

support from family and society,
e financial difficulties,

® access to education,

e social standard and norms,

e and support from institutions.

Many of the questions were open-ended to give participants space to share their

experiences freely. For example:

e What kinds of support have helped you throughout your life?
e Have you ever felt that accessing opportunities was difficult for you?

e What kinds of problems have you had that have changed your plans or choices?
8.2.5 Making Decisions and Having Independence
This section explored agency, freedom, and personal decision-making in everyday life.
Participants reflected on:

e important decisions in life,

e settling disputes with family or others,



e finding a balance between freedom and cultural values,

e and feelings of control over their own future.

8.2.6 Achievements, Identity, and Future Aspirations

The final part of the interviews focused on achievements, fulfilment, identity, and future

hopes.
Participants talked about:

e What they were most proud of,
e what they think a meaningful life is,
e and how their culture and personal background affect how they think about

empowerment.

8.3 Appendix B : Informed Consent Form

Each of the participants was informed about the study and participation in it prior to an
interview. Participants gave verbal consent to participate in the study at the beginning of an
interview. The recording of interviews occurred with permission.

The form below provides the information provided to each of the participants.
8.3.1 PARTICIPANT CONSENT FORM

Title of the study: Women's Experiences of Empowerment — A Comparative Study

of Female Students in Nepal and International Female Students in Denmark

1.What does the study aim to find out?
This study looks at women’s experiences of empowerment in everyday life. This study will
look into topics such as education, decision making, family pressure, confidence and future

plans. The study forms the basis for a master's thesis.

2.Is my participation in the study required?
Your participation in the study is entirely voluntary. You may refuse to participate and
withdraw at any point during the interview without any negative results. Participation in

the study does not require providing an answer to every question.



3.Does anyone know what I've said?

Only the interviewers know what you have said during the interview. You are referred to
only by your first name in the thesis. No one outside of the research team ever sees what
you have said. Neither your name, nor your school, nor your precise location is made

public.

4.Can my words be recorded?

Recording is done by prior consent of the participant. If you refuse the recording, your
participation will not be refused; instead, notes will be taken by a researcher. All audio
recordings are stored safely on a secure password-protected computer and then destroyed

after the research process is completed.

5.How is my data being used?
Your responses will be analyzed only for this study. None of the data obtained will be sold,

exchanged, shared, used or disclosed for any purpose other than research described above.

6.Can I change my mind later?
Yes, you can ask interviewers to delete your data from the study at any time until it has

been submitted for assessment purposes.
YOUR INFORMED CONSENT

I understand the purpose of this study and am voluntarily giving my consent to participate.
I have been assured of my right to refuse further participation at any point during an

interview.

Name (optional):

Date:

I agree to be recorded: [ Yes [J No — written notes only



8.4 Appendix C — Visual Research Models and Diagrams

Figure 1 — Conceptual Framework of the Study
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Note: This figure shows how Kabeer’s (1999) dimensions of resources, agency, and

achievements are connected within an intersectional social context.

Figure 2 — Research Design and Methodological Process
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Note: This figure summarises the interpretivist and qualitative research process used in the

study.

Figure 3 — Thematic Map of Women’s Empowerment Experiences
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Note: This thematic map presents the five main themes identified through Braun and

Clarke’s (2006) thematic analysis approach.



Figure 4 — Comparative Empowerment Experiences in Nepal and

Denmark
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Note: This figure highlights both the shared and context-specific experiences of

empowerment described by participants in Nepal and Denmark.




Figure 5 — Empowerment as a Cyclical and Ongoing Process

How empowerment grows over time
Based on women's own stories - Adapted from Kabeer (1999)
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Stage 6 Empowerment keeps going
Not a finish line - Always growing and changing

Note: This model presents empowerment as a gradual and continuous process based on

participants’ lived experiences and adapted from Kabeer’s (1999) framework.



Figure 6 — Overview of Research Participants

Participant overview
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Note: This figure summarizes the participants in the study and their respective research

contexts.



Figure 7-Thematic Analysis
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Note: This figure outlines the stages of thematic analysis used to move from interview

data to the development of final themes.



8.5 Reflections on the Research process

Because we were already familiar with Nepali culture and student life in Denmark, it was
not possible or necessary to be completely neutral in this interpretivist study. Throughout
the research process, we were aware of the influence of our own experience, cultural

background and assumptions on the interviews and our interpretation of the stories of the
participants. This helped us remain careful and reflective during the analysis and focus as

much as possible on the participants’ own voices, experiences, and meanings.

8.6 Appendix D — Use of Generative Al

During the process of writing this thesis, the Al tool Claude by Anthropic (claude.ai) was
used occasionally as a support tool. It was mainly used for proofreading, improving
sentence flow, checking language clarity, formatting references, and assisting with the

creation of diagrams and conceptual visuals.

The research topic, methodology, interviews, analysis, understanding of results, and
overall conclusions were developed independently by the authors. Any suggestions made
by Al were carefully reviewed, revised, and used only when deemed useful for the study.

The authors are still fully responsible for the content of the thesis. Platform used: Claude

by Anthropic (claude.ai).


http://claude.ai
http://claude.ai
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