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Abstract 

Empowerment refers to a positive change in the holistic well-being. In this study, the 
discourse of empowerment is discussed in the light of continuing training process among 
women in an Andalusian village, in Southern Spain. The study leans on critical pedagogy and 
feminist anthropology, through which the empowerment process was studied. This is an 
ethnographic study and a part of a wider fieldwork made during 2003-2007. The informants 
were woman who attended in a regional continuing education program which aim was at 
prevent and decrease unemployment as well as at provide further education in growing 
occupational fields. The empiric data were generated within the training period 2004-2005 
during which the informants participated in a course of nursing and health care. Data consist 
of interviews, field notes, and questionnaires. On the basis of the empirical knowledge, the 
purpose is to discuss the empowering possibilities that continuing training can offer. Based on 
the results, the education period appeared an educational intervention enabling a change in 
women’s subject positions and empowerment at the personal level.   
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anthropology. 

1. Introduction 

This study focuses on the concept of empowerment and the empowering processes at 
individual levels, particularly from the women’s perspective. The purpose is to discuss 
empowerment processes as the part of life politics. Originally, the idea of life politics was 
launched by Ulrich Beck (see e.g., 1995) when he talked about the concepts of risk society 
and individualization. He argued that in new situations people have the freedom, 
opportunities, and risks, that life politics can thus be understood as the daily choices along the 
course of life and life events. In these situations, individual people have to participate in 
constructing their own life stories (Beck, 1995).  

When the traditional emancipatory politics means that people get free from the exploitation 
and oppression, new life politics can be seen to refer to increasing control over one’s life 
through opportunities and choices (Pease, 2002; see also Rodwell, 1996; Mosedale, 2005; 
Suoranta, 2005). It is crucial to realize that the emergence of new opportunities is not just 
positive but the dimension of freedom can also appear oppressive and compulsive (Hoikkala, 
1998; Pini, 2002; see also Gill, 2008). In this study, this increasing control is studied through 
the concept of empowerment (e.g., Rodwell, 1996; Siitonen, 1999; Stromquist, 2002; 2011). 
The especial focus of the study was to discuss the empowerment process in the light of 
critical pedagogy and feminist anthropology through the informants’ experiences and 
reflections of the continuing training. Thus, the purpose of the study is to articulate both emic 
and etic viewpoints. 

2. Theoretical Framework of the Study 

2.1 The Concept of Empowerment 

According to Rappaport (1987), it is not possible to understand the meaning of empowerment 
before knowing not only about individuals but also knowing what, or who, one has authority 
over. Therefore, it is relevant to discuss power before familiarizing with the concept of 
empowerment. Michel Foucault (1984) considered power always related to relationships that 
have both individual and collective aspects. According to his definition, power is merely 
exercised than owned and due to its dynamic nature, power can be distributed or acquired. 
Britt-Marie Thurén (1993) emphasizes the importance of decision making as a form of 
exercise of power. Likewise, Michel Foucault (1984) highlighted the significance of control 
as a manifestation of power. What is more, Ulrich Beck (1995), and Rosi Andrade and Sally J. 
Stevens (2011) stress the role of active participation in the process of gaining the control of 
own life. Both Thurén and Foucault connected power first and foremost to relationships, and 
lack of power was therefore considered due to the historical and sociocultural structure 
(Foucault, 1984; Thurén, 1993; see also Andrade & Stevens, 2011; Suoranta, 2005). This 
leads to the internalized power structures taken for granted (Andrade & Stevens, 2011; hooks, 
2010; Stromquist, 1997). How is this connected to empowerment, then? 

Juha Siitonen (1999) defines empowerment as follows:  
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“Empowerment starts from the person himself or herself: you cannot give the power to 
someone else. It is a personal and social process that is not caused or produced by another 
people. Empowerment is a process of a chain of events that can be significantly bound to the 
circumstances of the surrounding environment (e.g., freedom to choose or atmosphere 
perceived safe), and this is why empowerment can be more likely in some environments than 
in others.” (p. 93)  

Nelly Stromquist (2011) also emphasizes the totality of education, where the both the content 
and the context play a significant role (see also Andrade & Stevens, 2011). Education and 
empowerment also are connected to each other (see e.g., Andrade & Stevens, 2011; 
Heikkilä-Laakso & Heikkilä, 1997; Siitonen, 1999; Stromquist, 2011). 

2.2 Empowerment Perspectives in Education 

Antikainen (1996; 1998) has analyzed the relationship between empowerment, education, and 
learning. Significant learning experiences have a central role in the relationship between 
learning and empowerment. These learning experiences refer to events that direct an 
individual person’s course of life and that change his or her identity (Antikainen, 1996; 1998; 
see also Siitonen, 1999). Therefore, significant learning experiences are merely life events 
rather than a part of institutionalized course of life (Antikainen, 1996).  

According to Nelly Stromquist (1997), empowerment can be divided into cognitive, 
psychological, political, and economic dimensions. Inner empowerment consists of the 
cognitive and psychological dimensions while outer empowerment covers the political and 
economic dimensions. Furthermore, Stromquist has a feminist approach to empowerment 
which means that she emphasizes the woman’s activity and understanding of one’s own 
reality and its consequences at the individual and societal levels (see also Freire, 1972).  

The psychological dimension is related to self-respect and self-esteem, whereas cognitive 
dimension to increasing awareness of one’s abilities and self-appreciation. Political or social 
dimension influences at the individual and societal levels because it necessitates the ability to 
organize and execute social changes (Stromquist, 1997; see also Stromquist, 2002).  
According to Stromquist’s (1997) theory, lack of power in women is related to their limited 
responsibilities outside home, significant role in unofficial production and other low-paid 
fields, minimal career planning, low self-esteem, and minimal participation in the political 
system. 

It is difficult to distinguish empowerment from the courses of events of development, 
maturing, or growth that belong to the lives of every living and experience human being 
(Antikainen, 1996). Moreover, empowerment when discussed in the context of vocational 
and general basic education is sometimes connected to change agency. This means the ability 
to be responsible for one’s personal change and growth and simultaneously for other’s mental 
empowering during the change process (Heikkilä-Laakso & Heikkilä, 1997; Peterson et al., 
2006). The ideal of change agency is to perceive school (alongside home and family) as a 
place in which the social position (self-image and social behavior) of the youth are negotiated 
and renegotiated in group situations and experiences (see Stromquist, 2011). Therefore, it 
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refers to a sort of state of self-definition and change where the group has influence on the 
final outcome.  

This can be better understood by dividing empowerment into inner and outer dimensions. In 
the context of this study, inner empowerment can be seen covering seven factors: (1) Own 
time, (2) Sharing of (especially women’s) common experiences and problems, (3) Change of 
routines and rest, (4) Expanding of social relationships, (5) New experiences, (6) Tips how to 
promote psycho-social well-being and (7) Professional and personal advice related to nursing. 
From the perspective of outer empowerment, three factors seem especially relevant: (1) 
Solidarity, (2) The surpassing of the traditional limits of the personal and public, and (3) 
Increasing visibility (see Andrade & Stevens, 2011; del Valle, 2001; Pietilä, 2009; Stromquist, 
1997). Likewise, the relationship between the inner and outer processes is worth discussing 
because they can strengthen each other (see also Pietilä, 2009).  

2.3 Empowerment Process and Learning in Women as the Framework of This Study 

In Siitonen’s definition, empowerment is considered as three-tiered process where the main 
focus is on person but where the social and environmental dimensions play remarkable roles. 
This definition is well suited for the study, as the starting point of women subject positions is 
seen as a result of societal changes and new expectations as well as traditional gendered 
norms (Siitonen, 1999; see also Andrade & Stevens, 2011; Pietilä, 2009; Stromquist, 2011). 
The process described in empowerment can be seen as a positive one, and according to 
Siitonen’s definition, it can be studied only through people’s own experiences (Siitonen, 
1999). That is where ethnographic methods are crucial. Through the triangulation of 
ethnographic methods as well as by changing the research position and perspectives, we are 
able to produce multi-level information about the informants’ experiences. Besides, they 
allow the equal dialogue between emic and etic knowledge (see Pietilä, 2006).  

Nelly Stromquist (2011) stresses the importance that education has for girls and women in 
order to equalize life and career chances. As Stromquist states education tends to foster 
women´s active participation in decisions making both in private and public spheres and, 
moreover it expands their possibilities to access to a remunerated work which strengthens 
their economic situations and provides more autonomy. What is more, within educational 
environment gender-sensitive education can strengthen the conceptions of citizenship as a 
whole. The new expectations and conceptions about women´s positions both on public and 
private spheres have an influence on their educational achievement (Stromquist, 2011; see 
also Pietilä, 2009).  

Zimmerman (1995) defines the empowerment process as the opportunity to control and 
influence in decisions related to one’s life. However, he argues that empowerment can vary 
from contexts and developmental phases to another, and therefore, any global measurement 
of empowerment is not possible or relevant. Christine Rodwell (1996) asks whether 
empowerment is actually a process or merely a product, and concludes that it is a question of 
division of resources and possibilities that, on the other hand, increases jurisdiction leading to 
a change. In her definition empowerment enables control and ability to make decisions about 
one’s life.  
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The idea in empowerment is that the subject becomes an active actor through action. As 
Stromquist (1997) points out, changes do not just happen if they can happen: it is also 
necessary remove the resistance involved in the internalized and reproduced roles. Likewise, 
Moore (1999) emphasizes the opportunity to use economic resources as a display of control 
(see Gálvez Muñoz & Matus López, 2010). 

Certainly, empowerment has been studied in various connections and already for decades 
(e.g., Gutiérrez, 1994; Keskitalo-Foley, 2000; Kieffer, 1984; Maniero, 1986; Rappaport, 1987; 
just to name few). However, the main interest in this research is to study how the 
empowerment is connected with an education process leading to change in a gendered 
environment, and therefore, studies discussing women’s empowering and power, and the 
connection between education and learning are relevant for this perspective. As Summerson 
Carr (2002) points out, a schemata of personal development often underlies these theories. 

3. Method  

3.1 Research Questions and Data 

The purpose of this research was to analyze the empowerment process of women who 
attended in further education course. The following research questions were set for this study: 

(1) What was the women’s situation before the training period? 

(2) How did the empowerment process appear during and after the training period? 

The aforementioned questions lay the foundation for conclusions in which the purpose is to 
further discuss the empowerment process and its manifestation through a three dimensional 
model of the interconnectedness of theory and practice, in this case the empowerment theory 
and participation in continuing training 

The fieldwork was conducted among Spanish women who participated in continuing training 
(called ACERCA) during the years 2004-2005. It was the third year when this regional 
training program was held. The program consisted of educational courses of different 
disciplines and its purpose was to decrease unemployment and increase education in fields 
needing more employees. The selection of the students was based on their contemporary 
employment situation: people with uncertain employment or in danger of becoming 
unemployed were given the priority. This article focuses on one course which provided 
further education on nursing and health care and it was aimed for people with higher 
education degrees. The participants were aiming at responsible positions in nursing homes.  

There were 12 participants in the training period. But, as the present study is part of a wider, 
context-bound fieldwork, the main focus was on the women who lived in the same village 
where the training was mainly held. They were seven. However, these women’s situations 
and backgrounds were similar to other participants. They were aged between 21 and 38. 
Three of them had performed upper secondary level education and had family with children. 
These women defined themselves mostly as housewives although they worked partly outside 
homes. The rest four women had graduated from higher education and had only short-time 
work experience and they had no children. They saw themselves as young professional 
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women in the beginning of their career (see also Gálvez Muñoz & Matus López, 2010). 

3.2 Research Approach: Critical Pedagogy and Feminist Anthropology 

The fundamental approach of this study originates in critical pedagogy and feminist 
anthropology. They form the basis for also the analysis of the data obtained in this study. The 
education processes experienced by the women who participated in this research were 
analyzed according to the three-phased progress of the interconnection of theory and praxis. 
These three levels are criticism, awareness, and influencing. Next, we will introduce the 
ideology in detail. 

The common goal of critical pedagogy and feminist anthropology is to bring out the 
prevailing deficits of the society preventing mutual equality and justice from fulfilling 
(Burbules & Perk, 1999; Gruenewald, 2003). Moreover, both theories also aim at changing 
the deficits especially by supporting the oppressed and their activation. Through action and 
research, critical pedagogy and feminist anthropology want to change the prevailing power 
structures.  

One of the premises of critical pedagogy is criticism toward the prevailing circumstances 
(McLaren, 2010; Suoranta, 2005). Feminist anthropology adds the women’s position and 
their societal activity in the focus (e.g., Coffey, 1999; Moore 1999; Rofel, 2003; Stromquist, 
2011). A critical viewpoint makes it possible to analyze the situation from many points of 
view and eventually to recognize the injustices. However, not only criticism and recognition 
are important but the next level leads to increasing awareness both at the individual and at the 
societal levels. And finally, only through criticism and awareness, one can actually influence 
and intervene in the situation and pursue fixing the injustices (see Freire, 1972).  

This article aims to show that even if the continuing training does not explicitly have a certain 
theoretical viewpoint, its starting point and goals can be situated within the common 
framework of critical pedagogy and feminist anthropology. According to this idea, the 
premises and goal of the training period can be seen as gradually proceeding change process. 
However, the change is not straightforward vertically and the phases can overlap. A 
hermeneutic cycle might present the change the best. Horizontally, the process has two parts: 
the background and the goals. The division is in line with the timely change as the 
background refers to the starting point of education period and its theoretical premises while 
the goals are intertwined with the practical information.     

3.3 Data Collection and Analysis 

The empiric data were generated using ethnographic field methods. Both method and data 
triangulation were used. The fieldwork was carried out during the training period in 
2004–2005. Moreover, the initial data were complemented by a wider research data from an 
extended fieldwork done during 2003–2007, and the researcher was familiar with the wider 
field context since 1999. The researcher’s position can be described as being on the edge of 
the field. In one hand, she was “an outsider from the North Pole”, who could because of her 
researcher’s position have more freedom of choice than the women participating in the 
education periods. On the other hand, as a result of long-term connection and shared living 
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context in Spain, she had become “one of us” through these experiences, feelings and 
challenges. This made it possible to have a consiuos dialogue between emic and etic data 
knowledge.             

The data consisted of recorded interviews, field notes, and questionnaires. Documents from 
the education provider as well as files and statistics from the employment office and other 
labor market support were used for clearing the current educational and labor circumstances 
in the target context.  

All the participants filled two questionnaires, the first one in the beginning of the course and 
the second one in the end of the course. The aim of this questionnaires was to gather basic 
information of the informants, and their expectations and experiences. The questionnaires had 
structured and open questions. The key informants, seven women, were also interviewed 
twice, in the beginning and in the end of the training. The interviews were thematic. The first 
interviews were based on the questionnaires and other documents and the second one on the 
questionnaires and observations. The purpose of the interviews was to deepen the knowledge 
and get more personal data about informants’ experiences as well as talk about their notions 
on their own subject positions and possibilities (Forsey, 2010). Observation played a 
significant role in the fieldwork as it can provide important information about women’s 
perceptions of the outcomes of education (see Awartini, Whitman, & Gordon, 2008). The 
participation level changed from non-participant to participant observation. It was done 
during the theoretical training period whereas observation was not possible during the period 
of informants’ practical training, but only within the village context.  

The data analysis followed hermeneutic spiral (e.g., Crist & Tanner, 2003). The first phase 
consisted of the first reading of the data and discovering details and entities from them. This 
phase of analysis started already when the interviews were conducted. Findings from 
questionnaires and observations supported the planning of interviews, and thus, interviews 
helped confirming the reliability of the observations. Furthermore, the long-term fieldwork 
made it possible to review, complete and discuss the preliminary results with the informants 
and the education providers. The data analysis represents qualitative content analysis which 
was enhanced with the use of Atlas.ti analyzing software. These analyses led to the further 
review of results and interpretations.   

The analysis leaned on Juha Siitonen’s (1999) theory of empowerment and its categories. 
They were discussed in this research in the point of view of professional growth. However, 
this study also necessitated special attention to women’s empowerment, and therefore Nelly 
Stromquist’s theory of four dimensions of empowerment was also referred to when analyzing 
the data.  

4. Results 

4.1 Situation before the Training 

Siitonen’s (1999) categorization was employed for analyzing the women’s experiences and 
beliefs regarding the continuing training and employment. Table 1 illustrates the starting 
point among the participants. The analysis is based on the questionnaires performed by the 
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course organizer and by the researcher before the beginning of the training period. These 
information were complemented by interviews and participatory observation.  

Table 1. The starting point 

 Goals Perceptions of one’s 
abilities 

Contextual 
conditions 

Emotions 

All 
participants 

Employment 
New occupation 
New skills and 
knowledge 
New attitudes 
Personal growth 
Professional growth 

Low education 
No professional role 
 
Hard-working 
Good personal 
qualities for working 
with people 

Bad employment 
situation 
Unequal and 
gender-bound labor 
market 
Difficulties in 
combining family  
and work  
 

Hopefulness 
Uncertainty 
about the 
future 
Motivation 
Doubts about 
one’s doing  
 

Young 
women 

Becoming employed 
in the field one has 
education 
 
Supplementary 
education  

Minimal work 
experience 
 
Doubts about 
succeeding in work 
practicum  

Hard competition 
 
Family’s support 

 

Women with 
families 

Social relationships 
Change in everyday 
life 
Having own time and 
place 
 
Becoming qualified 

Long absence from 
the labor market 
Long time from 
education 
Doubts about one’s 
coping with 
theoretical studies 
 
The ability to 
combine work and 
family life  

No support 
No acceptance 

 

 

At the beginning of the training period, reasons for which participants had applied for 
education can be seen as the goals. Therefore, the most important goals are becoming 
employed, finding a new occupation, and improving one’s changes of getting employed 
through continuing training, qualification, learning new skills and knowledge, and changing 
attitudes. Mostly, participants seemed hopeful in relation to the fulfilment of goals. 
Secondary objectives were related to personal growth and for example among women with 
families to changing routines, and having more social interaction and personal space (see also 
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Andrade & Stevens, 2010; Gálvez Muñoz & Matus López, 2010; Pietilä, 2009). Even if these 
objectives were visible in all research data, the secondary objectives were regarded more 
important in the free discussions.   

Low employment defined the participants’ belief in their abilities. Poor professional 
self-esteem is due to long absence from work, lack of work experience, and lack of basic or 
supplementary education, which are typical features connected to Andalusian women’s work 
(see Gálvez Muñoz & Matus López, 2010). The employment situation stood out among the 
young women whose first priority was to enhance their careers.  

In addition, difficult employment situation can affect self-esteem in other areas of life too. 
Women with families had experienced that lack of social relationships, disparagement of their 
roles as homemakers, and perceiving their daily work insignificant decreased their belief in 
themselves and trust in their abilities (see also Andrade & Stevens, 2011; Gálvez Muñoz & 
Matus López, 2010; Pietilä, 2009), which was brought up in the interviews and discussions. 
While the young women were afraid of their abilities to handle practical training and work, 
women with families were uncertain of their abilities to successfully perform theoretical 
studies. Despite low self-esteem, the participants described themselves as good, diligent, and 
responsible employees suitable to work with people. In addition, women with families 
thought that they are able to reorganize family routines so that they can combine work and 
family in a balanced manner.  

Context-related preconceptions were negative and rather realistic when it came to 
employment opportunities. The participants believed that labor market discriminate women 
and more posts are available in male-dominated fields. In addition, women thought that their 
family situation is likely to influence their employment (see also Gálvez Muñoz & Matus 
López, 2010). On the one hand, positive expectations were set toward work, a possible 
workplace, and the employee’s role. Work was considered a welcome complement in life and 
even solving problems in other areas of life. On the other hand, according to the young 
women in this research, the labor market involves high competition. Higher education, 
supplementary education, and work experience were seen the keys to success. The young 
women reported that they were provided with perfect support by their circle of acquaintances 
whereas women with families had experienced disapproval of their return to the labor market. 
Therefore, the women emphasized that their loved ones were not supporting their education 
and employment attempts sufficiently.  

4.2 The Manifestation of Empowerment 

How does empowerment manifest itself among the women who participated in this research? 
Table 2 illustrates their thought at the end of the continuing training period. The perceptions 
collected to the table are based on women’s interviews, final questionnaire designed by the 
researcher, and observations.  
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Table 2. Situation after the training 

 Goals Perceptions of 
one’s abilities 

Contextual 
conditions 

Emotions 

All 
participants 

Employment 
 
Independence 
Self-fulfillment 
Professional 
growth 
Money  

Ready to enter the 
labor market 
Hard-working 
Good personal 
qualities for 
working with 
people  

Scarcity of 
employment 
opportunities but 
there are possibilities
Unequal and 
gender-bound labor 
market 
Work is a part of life  

Hopefulness 
Trust and 
belief in one’s 
skills  

Young 
women 

Primarily aiming 
at getting 
employed in 
positions that 
correspond to 
their education  
Possible 
supplementary 
education  

Minimal work 
experience, 
Practical training 
supports  

Hard competition but 
better chances now 
 
Family’s support 

 

Women 
with 
families 

Having one’s 
own time and 
place 
Feeling of being 
useful 

It is possible to 
combine 
family-life and 
work  

Age and family have 
an influence 
Support and silent 
approval 

 

 

As Table 2 shows, women’s goals are more clearly targeted at employment. Although young 
women aim at positions that correspond to their education, they reported that they are ready 
to seize other options too and study further in order to reach their professional goals. 
Employment means a path to economic and mental autonomy, an opportunity to professional 
and personal growth, and to self-fulfillment (see also Heikkilä-Laakso & Heikkilä, 1997; 
Stromquist 2011). Women with families associated employment with thoughts of their own 
space, and an employee’s role increased their sense of being useful.   

Along the education period and practical training, the women’s professional self-esteem 
improved, which was visible and even brought up in the discussions. They started to believe 
in their own abilities to handle work tasks (see also Andrade & Stevens, 2011). In addition, 
they seemingly believed more in their ability to imbibe the employee’s role and even 
verbalized it. The young women had found practical training very beneficial as it gave them 
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important work experience. Practical training was considered useful also by women with 
families: they found out that they can combine work and family. Still, women brought up in 
the free discussions that their experiences varied considerably depending on the work place, 
the given tasks, and especially the responsibilities and respect shown to them.     

The continuing training period did not considerably change women’s perceptions of the 
context. They still thought that the labor market was unequal and competitive. However, they 
did not perceive the role of gender as crucial in their occupational field because it was clearly 
dominated by women. Furthermore, the women believed that their own chances had gotten 
better because of the supplementary training.  

Although workplaces and employee roles were still seen very positively, women’s thoughts 
had become more realistic too (see Hoikkala, 1998). The young women believed that their 
loved ones and friends would support their attempts to find work that correspond their 
education. But, they were also aware of the difficulties to get a job or even of the possible 
need to study more. Unlike the women with families thought at the beginning of the period, 
their practical training period had influenced on their families attitudes: now they had the 
family’s approval to work outside home. Though, the combination of work and family life 
had turned out be demanding, the highest expectations were set by themselves.     

5. Discussion: The Empowerment Process  

The purpose of the project was to arrange education in those fields that lack qualified work 
force. The two results sections have introduced how the training period influenced the 
women’s lives, and which factors changed. Next, we will continue the analysis by discussing 
the three-phased empowerment process in the light of the women’s experiences.  

5.1 Stage 1: Criticism 

The phase of criticism refers to the starting point reflecting the problems of local labor 
policies. As all training had to be arranged considering the local circumstances, and also the 
women’s position must be carefully discussed. The purpose of the continuing training was to 
create an entity that pays attention to many issues, such as how to design educational contents 
to meet the local employment opportunities and the local culture and how to consider 
participants’ points of view, gender-related facts, employment statistics, and unemployment 
profiles.   

The contents of the continuing training correspond to the current change in the nursing and 
health care culture. They have been traditionally considered a part of reproductive, voluntary 
work done by women (see e.g., Galvez Muñoz & Matus López, 2010; Moore, 1999; 
Stromquist, 2011; Thurén, 1993). Women’s entry to the labor market and other reasons, such 
as narrowing family and relative networks and prolongation of distances, have resulted in a 
situation in which children who would need part-time or full-time care or the elderly have no 
possibility of being cared by their family members or other relatives. Therefore, nursing and 
care have become productive work that requires professional qualifications (Galvez Muñoz & 
Matus López, 2010; Instituto de Estadística de Andalucía 1975-2007).  
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The selection of participants happened through positive discrimination. This was because 
most of the local employment opportunities represent male-dominated fields. Women’s and 
young adults’ employment situation seemed considerably weaker, and therefore, participants 
for continuing training were selected among applicants from these groups, such as women 
who had devoted to their families during the past few years or young adults who lived with 
their parents and who had difficulties in finding their first long-term work (Instituto de 
Estadística de Andalucía 1975-2007; see also Galvez Muñoz & Matus López, 2010).  
However, because this training was voluntary, already applying for it tells about critical 
attitude to one’s own position in the labor market and awareness of the prevailing 
circumstances. Participating in the training shows activation and willingness of influencing 
(see Suoranta, 2005) and more importantly, a shift from a comfortable and passive state 
toward a process that requires engagement (hooks, 2010).  

Criticism is focused differently in different phases: it can be directed in outer factors or in 
oneself, one’s inner factors. The situation before the education shows basically criticism 
toward outer factors, and only momentarily on one’s own abilities at the beginning of the 
training period. Then, women tended to view their own abilities especially compared to other 
participants. As a whole, criticism seemed to clearly decrease already during the first weeks 
of training. Simultaneously, the observations showed that the women started grouping and 
have more vivid interaction. In addition, their hopefulness toward the future increased (see 
also Adrade & Stevens, 2011). Their hopefulness seemed to be at its highest and criticism at 
its lowest at the end of the first theoretical training period, just before the start of practical 
training. They even belittled possible setbacks. During the practical training, women’s 
criticism increased again and was strongly directed in outside factors: they blamed the 
circumstances of the practical training for problems, not acknowledging any connection 
between their own action and perceived difficulties. Women’s hopefulness increased again at 
the end of the practical training period and the whole continuing training. However, this time 
their hopefulness was more strongly connected with the success of the practical training and 
the provider of the training place (private sector vs. public sector) (see Hoikkala, 1998). 

5.2 Stage 2: Awareness 

The next phase of empowerment is awareness. This phase is constructed on self-reflection 
and self-awareness. The ideas of critical pedagogy regarding the awareness of one’s societal 
place (e.g., FitzSimmons, Uusiautti, & Suoranta, 2013), and the viewpoint of women studies 
when it comes to perceiving the gendered connections form the core of awareness. Likewise, 
the participants of this research and the subject positions they had adopted were strongly 
connected with the gender-bound structures of the everyday life in the local context (see e.g., 
del Valle, 2001; Galvez Muñoz & Matus López, 2010; Pietilä, 2009; Stromquist, 2011; 
Thurén, 1993). Applying to the continuing training showed willingness to change the current 
position. Because the structures defining one’s own place form a part of cultural continuum, 
recognizing and questioning them can be difficult (see Galvez Muñoz & Matus López, 2010; 
Stromquist, 2011). What is especially problematic is the ability to see oneself outside the 
“given” position and to assess one’s own abilities. The goal is to learn to recognize one’s own 
strengths, weaknesses, and interests, and to view one’s position in relation to others. 
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Self-reflection and self-awareness therefore form an important part of life management.  

The research showed that the women’s awareness strengthened along the training period. 
This was especially shown in discussions, interviews, and questionnaires when the women 
analyzed their own place, abilities, skills, and future goals. The contents of the training and 
constant social interaction increased the participants’ self-awareness (see also Andrade & 
Stevens, 2011). The most intensive phase of awareness could be located in the middle of the 
training period. On the one hand, increased awareness and self-reflection also deepened 
critical attitudes leading thus to a greater levels of awareness as well.  

Little by little criticism and awareness become intertwined and it becomes more accurate to 
talk about critical awareness. This process also illustrates the interconnectedness of the 
phases of empowerment process and the gradual progress similar to a hermeneutic cycle.  

5.3 Stage 3: Influencing 

The third and final phase of the process is influencing, referring to the actual change. For the 
participants of the continuing training, it means activation, increased employment 
opportunities, and eventual employment. From the theoretical point of view, influencing can 
be analyzed as a combination of active participation and action (see del Valle, 2001; Siitonen, 
1999; Stromquist, 1997; 2011). When they are viewed at the practical level and in the light of 
empirical information, the change process in relation to the goals of continuing training aim 
at increasing individual opportunities and willingness and ability to influence one’s own 
position. Therefore, the process fulfills the distinctive features of empowerment as a whole.  

Actually, influencing and activation emerge already at the point when someone decides to 
apply to the continuing training. During the actual training process, influencing appears as 
active participation in education and voluntary related training events, mutual gatherings, and 
nurturing of one’s well-being. Furthermore, reorganizing one’s schedules and household work 
show activity and influencing. At the end of the training period, influencing is manifested 
through active work applying and becoming employed, maintenance of social relationships 
created during the training period, and active efforts to promote one’s well-being.  

5.4 Summary 

Figure 1 illustrates the aforementioned empowerment process among women who 
participated in the continuing training. This three-phased illustration describes how the 
empowerment process occurred in the light of this research. It is worth pointing out that 
empowerment that develops through criticism, awareness, and influencing can also be 
reviewed in the light of their counterpoints: underestimation, denial, and withdrawal. These 
three processes form the antithesis of empowerment.  
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Figure 1. The phases of empowerment in relation to goals of  
the women’s continuing training period 

According to Siitonen (1999), empowerment has five premises: (1) Empowerment is a 
personal and social process; you cannot give power to someone else; (2) Empowerment 
emerges from oneself and is defined by goals, beliefs of one’s abilities and contexts, and 
emotions, and their interrelationships; (3) Strong empowerment leads to strong engagement, 
and disempowerment leads to weak engagement; (4) Empowerment is connected with human 
well-being; (5) Empowerment is not a stable state. When considering the empowerment 
process among the women of this study, it can be concluded that all these premises appeared. 
The personality of the process was evident in every phase but so was the social nature of it 
when the women contemplated their abilities and opportunities versus their positions. Their 
empowerment process progressed by recognition and acquiring new skills and awareness, and 
the stronger their empowerment became, the more engaged they were to their goals and 
objectives related to their training and future. By active participation and reflection, 
conscious minding for their own well-being their empowerment also represented the fourth 
premise of Siitonen’s definition. Although Siitonen (1999) concluded that empowerment is 
not a stable state, this study implied that the positive consequences of the empowerment 
process can last for a long time.  

A successful empowerment process releases people’s strengths and creativity. Empowerment 
can be therefore experienced as increased freedom of action and safe atmosphere in which 
people become appreciated, respected, and trusted (see Siitonen, 1999; Stromquist, 2011). 
According to Siitonen (1999), positivity is typical of people who have experienced 
empowerment. 

6. Conclusion  

As the results of this study showed, empowerment occurred as a hermeneutic process that 
started from the initial application to the continuing training all the way to the end of the 
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study period. The process of critical thinking enhanced women’s empowerment manifesting 
the power of education (see also hooks, 2010). This finding is in line with other feminist 
empowerment studies (Summerson Carr, 2002; see also Becker et al., 2002; Chadiha et al., 
2004). On the other hand, empowerment also seemed to work as a catalyst because it led to 
stronger engagement to the action. In all, it seems that as a result of a successful 
empowerment process, people adopt a more active role. Although the observations of this 
study were limited to the training period, some conclusions can also be drawn from the fact 
that 71 % of the participants of the continuing training were employed after one year from the 
training.   

In her recent article, Nelly Stromquist (2013) calls for women to increase their (gender) 
awareness and knowledge in order to strengthen their position. Naturally, the situation in the 
USA in Stromquist’s viewpoint differs from the one presented in this research. However, 
some fundamental ideals must be considered. Stromquist (2013) argues that  

“to change a major social pattern such as career choices by women and men it is 
indispensable to have comprehensive policies that interlink such areas as domestic labor at 
home, family leave policies, reproductive policies, and compatibility of family structures and 
labor market.” (p. 23)  

This study showed that women who participated in continuing training especially targeted to 
this specific group of women having difficulties in finding employment benefitted from the 
state action. Still, there are plenty to improve regarding the aforementioned issues brought 
out by Stromquist but that also were mentioned by women in this research. Because of the 
empowerment process, the women were able to actively seek solutions, and therefore, this 
side of educational political and employment political actions should not be ignored and 
forgotten but actively further studied.  
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