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What makes a
good measure?



What is a “measure”?
A single-item indicator or multi-item instrument that captures 

information on social or behavioral constructs at the individual, 
household, community, or broader ecological level*

• A standardized means of quantifying a given phenomenon

• These phenomenona are often social constructs – a belief, a norm, a 
hesitation, a conviction, a psychological trait – and they are often complex, 
and multidimensional.

• Traditionally measured by a question, or series of questions. Where a series of 
questions is used, they are often aggregated in some way to form an index or 
scale. 

• Because these constructs are complex, it is more common to find measures 
that have multiple questions than a single question. 

* Bhan, N., Jose, R., McDougal, L., & Raj, A. EMERGE Measurement Guidelines Report 1: What is measurement and how do we quantitatively measure gender equality and 
empowerment?. GEH/UCSD. San Diego, CA. December 2017
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How do we develop measures?

Formative phase Psychometric assessment
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Psychometric Testing

Determine measure 
testing site and 
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Administer the pilot 
measure in a survey 
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validation items

Conduct reliability 
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testing



Reliability
tests how consistent a measure 

is on repeat applications

• Internal: whether items are linked

• External: repeat consistency

What are reliability and validity?

Validity
tests if the measure captures 

what it is intended for

• Content: fully capture each aspect of a 
particular construct

• Construct: extent to which a measure 
is related to similar constructs 

• Criterion:  degree to which measure is 
associated with a gold-standard



How do we currently 
measure agency?

A scoping review of agency measures



Qualitative, Quantitative, Secondary Research 
and Commentaries

Populations between 14-65 years of age

Reproductive, maternal, newborn and, 
child health; Adolescent health; Nutrition; 
Sexual health and family planning; HIV/AIDS; 
GBV​

Low- and Middle-Income Countries

2000-2023​

English​

Agency Scoping Review
A Scoping Review of Existing Measures of Individual, 

Relational and Collective Agency

Agency Constructs

• Can: Self-efficacy, self-esteem, 
confidence​

• Act: Decision-making or action to 
pursue goals​

• Resist: Resistance to opposition​

• Related Constructs: Critical 
consciousness, aspirations of 
goal-setting, conviction, social 
and gender norms

Eligibility Criteria



Review Process

9226 
articles

2696 
articles

492 
articles

• Review of peer-reviewed and grey 
literature

• Citations exported into Covidence 
for review 

• Single and double reviewers

• Conflicts resolved by team 
consensus or scoping review lead 

• Extracted information: Population 
characteristics, context, study design, 
types of agency construct 
measured/conceptualized, global 
health domain, agency 
conceptualizations, agency measures

Screening

Full Text
Review

Data Extraction 
and Cleaning



Overall Findings

• Studies primarily conducted among 
women/girls, youth (age 18 – 29) and 
working adults (age 30 – 49)

• Most studies were conducted in sub-
Saharan Africa and South Asia; Central 
Asia has the fewest studies. 

• Minimal focus on marginalized 
populations 

• Discussion of agency was primarily at the 
individual level 

MNCH and 
SRH, 315

Social relationships, 
142

Violence, 60

Infectious 
disease, 62

Institutional 
change 

strategies, 11

SBC 
strategies, 14

General 
wellbeing, 129

424 
articles 



Unique Agency Measures

• Seven in ten measures used multiple 
questions to assess agency

• Low psychometric validation of measures 
using multiple questions

• 5% assessed only validity

• 38% assessed only reliability

• 55% assessed reliability and validity

• 23% failed to assess reliability and 
validity

Resist

Can

Act

216 unique 
agency 

measures

n=103 n=11

n=147 

Several measures included multiple 
agency constructs



Unique Agency Measures 
“Can” Construct 

• Breastfeeding Self-Efficacy Scale - Short 
Form (referenced 18 times)

• General Self-Efficacy Scale (referenced 16 
times)

• Condom Use Self-Efficacy Scale (referenced 
11 times)

Used > 3 times (n=10)

• Community Service Self-Efficacy Scale

• Collective action perceived efficacy measure

• Collective Self-Esteem Scale – Luhtanen

• Attitudes towards gender roles - Campero

One time use (n=115)

• Mostly focused on “self-efficacy” and 
less on “collective-efficacy”

• Least measured among men and in 
Europe and Central Asia

• >70% were measured using multiple 
questions
• 2% assessed for only validity
• 33% for only reliability
• 56% assessed for reliability and validity
• 10% did not assess reliability and 

validity



Unique Agency Measures 
“Can” Construct: EXAMPLE

• Determine that my baby is getting enough milk

• Successfully cope with breastfeeding like I have with 
other challenging tasks

• Breastfeed my baby without using formula as a 
supplement

• Ensure that my baby is properly latched on for the 
whole feeding

• Manage the breastfeeding situation to my 
satisfaction

• Manage to breastfeed even if my baby is crying

• Keep wanting to breastfeed

• Comfortably breastfeed with my family members 
present

• Be satisfied with my breastfeeding experience

• Deal with the fact that breastfeeding can be time-
consuming

• Finish feeding my baby on one breast before 
switching to the other breast

• Continue to breastfeed my baby for every feeding

• Manage to keep up with my baby's breastfeeding 
demands

• Tell when my baby is finished breastfeeding

Hindi Version of the Breastfeeding Self-Efficacy Scale-Short Form1

I can always…

1 Basu S, Garg S, Sharma A, Arora E, Singh MM. The Hindi Version of the Breastfeeding Self-Efficacy Scale-Short Form: Reliability and Validity Assessment. Indian J Community Med. 2020 Jul-Sep;45(3):348-352.

1 – Not at all confident 5 – Always confident



Unique Agency Measures 
“Act” Construct 

• Majority of the measures were used once 
(84 instances), whereas the rest were 
employed 2-3 times (14 instances) and three 
or more times (5 instances)

• Primarily focused on measuring decision 
making regarding the household, health and 
sexual relations

• Studies largely conducted in sub-Saharan 
Africa and South Asia

• 70% measures consisted of multiple 
questions
• 7% assessed for only validity
• 32% for only reliability
• 57% assessed for reliability and validity
• 28% did not assess reliability and validity

Demographic and Health Survey: 
Decision Making 

• Referenced 100 times (most referenced)
• Primarily measured among women and used in studies 

conducted in sub-Saharan Africa and South Asia
• Questions combined into a scale two-thirds of the time

• Half assessed for reliability and validity  

Rural Women Composite Empowerment Index

• Referenced once
• Study conducted in South Asia
• Questions combined into scale, but failed to assess for 

reliability or validity 



Unique Agency Measures 
“Act” Construct: EXAMPLE 

Please tell me how much you agree or 
disagree with each statement

How much influence have you had in 
the following decisions

Under what circumstances are you 
allowed to go to the following places

• Every woman should have a university 
education

• A woman is powerful if she works for 
pay at a job outside the home

• A woman should be free to sell her 
own property

• Financial independence makes a 
woman strong

• Independent of money, working 
outside the home strengthens a 
woman’s personality

• How to spend your own money
• Whether or not you can leave the 

house unaccompanied
• What food available in the house you 

can eat
• How much you work during your 

current pregnancy
• How much you rest during your current 

pregnancy

• The hospital
• The movies
• Restaurants at hotels
• Coffee shops
• The mall
• A female friend’s house
• Parks or gardens

1 (Strongly disagree) – 5 (Strongly agree)
1 = no influence, 2 = a little influence, 3 = some 
influence, 4 = a lot of influence, and 5 = I decided 
by myself

1 = you are not allowed to go, 2 = you do not go, 3 = you 
go with permission if accompanied, 4 = you go with 
permission by yourself, 5 = you go without permission if 
accompanied, and 6 = you go without permission by 
yourself

The Reproductive Agency Scale (RAS-17)2

2Yount KM, James-Hawkins L, Abdul Rahim HF. The Reproductive Agency Scale (RAS-17): development and validation in a cross-sectional study of pregnant Qatari and non-Qatari Arab Women. 
BMC Pregnancy Childbirth. 2020 Sep 1;20(1):503. 



Unique Agency Measures 
“Resist” Construct 

• Dearth of studies measuring resist 
construct (n=11)
• Only one measure referenced more 

than once 

• Nine measures were constructed 
using multiple questions 
• All assessed either reliability or validity

• Studies often conducted in sub-
Saharan Africa (n=5), Latin America 
and the Caribbean (n=3), South Asia 
(n=2) and Middle East & North Africa 
(n=3).

Brief 
Resilience 

Scale 

• Used twice

• Constructed using multiple questions 

• Assessment of reliability or validity

Brief Sense 
of 

Community 
Scale

• Used once 

• Constructed using multiple questions 

• Assessment of only reliability 

Relative 
Autonomy 

Index

• Used once 

• Constructed using multiple questions 

• Assessment of reliability and validity 



Unique Agency Measures 
“Resist” Construct: EXAMPLE 

• My partner becomes jealous when I wear things that make me look too beautiful*

• My partner has more to say than I do about important decisions that affect us

• My partner does what he want, even if I don’t’ want him to*

• When my partner and I disagree, he gets his way most of the time*

• My partner expects me to do everything for him*

• Because my partner buys me things he expects me to please him*

• My partner lets me know that I am not his only girlfriend*

• My partner expects me to sleep over whenever he chooses*

*Reverse coded

3Closson K, Dietrich JJ, Beksinska M, Gibbs A, Hornschuh S, Smith T, Smit J, Gray G, Ndung'u T, Brockman M, Kaida A. Measuring sexual relationship power equity among young women and young men South Africa: 
Implications for gender-transformative programming. PLoS One. 2019 Sep 25;14(9):e0221554. 

Sexual Relationship Power Equity Scale (Young Women)3

1 – Strongly disagree 4 – Strongly agree



Gaps in Measurement

• Lack of agency measures focusing on the "resist" 
construct of agency 

• However, assessment of reliability or validity 
was greatest for "resist" measures 

• Low psychometric validation of measures

• Measurement of interpersonal, community and 
organizational agency remains limited

• Lack of studies measuring agency among men and 
boys and in Europe and Central Asia



Challenges with  
Measuring Agency



Why is measuring 
agency difficult?

No universally 
agreed upon 
definition or 
conceptualization

Meaning may vary 
by population, 
culture, gender

Likely dynamic 
over time

Having agency in 
one area of one’s 
life may or may not 
mean you have 
agency in another 
area of your life

Exists on a 
spectrum

There is no gold-
standard measure 
to use for validation

Interconnected
with many other 
factors

And more…
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RESULT 2: MEASUREMENT, MONITORING, ADAPTIVE MANAGEMENT



Next Steps

✓Further analysis of 
quantitative scoping review 
data

✓Analysis of the qualitative 
scoping review data   

✓Use expert input and 
scoping review to inform 
cross-country agency 
measure development study
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