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Determinants of Female Autonomy across Indian States

Sudatta Banerjee and Amrita Roy

Abstract—This paper analyzes the condition of female
autonomy and its determinants across states in India. The study
relates to the year 2005-06 across states in India and uses
National Family Health Survey 3 (NFHS-3) data. The results
suggest that women autonomy which is one important reflector
of development of a country is mostly dependent on social
factors. Social backwardness and religious conservativeness
have reduced the strength of decision making power of women
compared to men in India. The results also indicate that rise in
household income might lead to increase in the level of female
autonomy.

Index Terms—Gender, female autonomy, JEL codes: J16.

I. INTRODUCTION

Observing the importance of gender equality in the
development of the society and economy, empowerment of
women in the developing countries is getting increasing
attention over time. One of the key aspects to empower
women is to increase their autonomy in all aspects of decision
making, from access to sources of livelihood, education and
health, as well as to social, economic and political
participation without discrimination. Reference [1] defines
female autonomy as “the capacity to manipulate one’s
personal  environment.  Autonomy indicates  the
ability-technical, social, and psychological - to obtain
information and to use it as a basis for making decisions
about one’s private concerns and those of one’s intimates” (p.
45). Female autonomy in simple terms indicates the decision
making power of the women within the household relative to
their husbands’. Along with the direct benefit of their
increased status in the society, there are several positive side
effects associated with female autonomy, like reduction of
fertility and infant mortality rates, improvement of sex ratio,
betterment of child health and education etc. At the same time,
violence against women gets limited when women have more
power and in this sense society becomes much more balanced.
So, female autonomy is very much associated with
development of a country. Reference [2] cited the World
Bank and UN studies to note that “The 2009 World Survey
on the Role of Women in Development [3] verifies that there
are positive multiplier effects for overall social and economic
development when women, in the same extent as men, access
economic and financial resources”.

Given the positive impacts of female autonomy for the
entire society, it is important for us that we study the main
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important factors explaining female autonomy in India. The
aim of this paper is to analyze the condition of female
autonomy and find its determinants across states in India.
There exist a large number of studies ([2], [4]-[6]) which
have analysed female autonomy in India from different
aspects. But all of these studies have either studied the issue
of female autonomy for only one state or region or has
compared two completely different places in terms of culture
and tradition. In this paper, we are looking at the aggregate
picture and trying to find out the main factors defining female
autonomy in India. We have used National Family Health
Survey 3 (NFHS-3) data for the present analysis. Thus this
study relates to the year 2005-06 across states in India.
Section Il discusses some selective indicators of female
autonomy. Section Il analyses the probable determinants of
female autonomy used in this study. Section IV gives the
regression results and Section V discusses the concluding
remarks.

Il. FEMALE AUTONOMY ACROSS INDIAN STATES

Autonomy indicators should mirror the level of control
that women possess over themselves, their bodies, their
incomes and in conducting their lives [7]. Based on these
criteria, we have chosen some selective indicators to reveal
the level of female autonomy across Indian states.

1) Employment rate of married women: Greater access to
labour market is considered to be one of the crucial
determinants of female autonomy [8]. In India, around
43 percent of currently married women (employed in the
past twelve months and aged 15-49) are employed and
among them around 64 percent are earning cash as seen
in Figures 1 and 2 respectively. Employment rate of
currently married women significantly varies across
states. In Delhi, Haryana, Punjab, Assam and Tripura
employment rate among married women is significantly
low (less than 30 percent) compared to Arunachal
Pradesh, Chhattisgarh and Manipur (more than 65
percent). Work participation among women is generally
not encouraged in the northern states due to reasons of
social status [7]. Again, the percentage of currently
married women earning cash among those employed
varies from a high 95 percent in Delhi to a low 33
percent in Himachal Pradesh.

2) Control over cash earnings: Monetary independence is a
significant aspect of female autonomy. In India,
according to reports of currently married women with
earnings, 81 percent of them alone or jointly decide how
their own earnings are used as seen in Figure 3. This
percentage turns out to be 68 when the decision is
regarding the husbands’ income as seen in Figure 4.
Control over women’s own cash earnings is highest in
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Manipur (96 percent) and lowest in Andhra Pradesh (69
percent). On the other hand, the percentage of women
who alone or jointly decide how the husbands’ income is
to be used is highest in Nagaland (94 percent) and lowest
in Tripura (50 percent).
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Fig. 1. Percentage of currently married women who are employed.

Source: National family health survey 3.
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Fig. 2. Percent of employed married women earning cash.
Source: National family health survey 3.
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Fig. 3. Percent of married employed women who alone or jointly decide how

socialization (visits to her family or relatives) in which
women should participate equally like men. It is reported
in NFHS-3 [9] that only 37 percent of women participate
in all of these four decisions in India as seen in Figure 5.
Whereas more than 20 percent of women do not
participate in any of these four decisions. Participation
rates of women in these decision makings are relatively
high in the northeastern states compared to other regions.
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Fig. 5. Percentage of women participanting in decision making.
Source: National family health survey 3.

Women’s access to money and credit: ACCESS 1O
financial resources gives an edge to women to empower
themselves. NFHS-3 gives data related to whether
women have any money of their own and whether they
own a bank or savings account which they can alone
decide how to use. In India these figures are 45 percent
and 15 percent respectively, which is evidently quite low
as seen in Figures 6 and 7 respectively. For some states
(Mizoram and Kerala), the proportion of women who
have some access to money that they can themselves
decide how to use, are as low as 20 percent, whereas for
some states (Jharkhand and Karnataka) this proportion is
more than 60 percent. In terms of women’s ownership of
bank or savings account, proportions are quite low
across all the states, only in Goa 42 percent of women
own a bank or savings account which they themselves
use.

their own earings are used.
Source: National family health survey 3.
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their husbands’ earings are used.
Source: National family health survey 3.
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Fig. 6. Percentage of women who can decide how to use money.
Source: National family health survey 3.

Women’s participation in decision making: There are
some aspects of family decision making like own health
care, making daily and major household purchases and
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5) Attitude toward refusing sexual intercourse with
husband: Another very important indicator of female
autonomy is the extent of their control over refusing
sexual intercourse with their husbands’ and this has a
significant implication in terms of health and
demographic outcomes. A woman is justified in refusing
sexual intercourse with her husband if she knows her
husband has a sexually transmitted disease, or she knows
that her husband has sexual relations with other women,
or she does not have the consent. In India, the percentage
of women who agree to all these specified reasons is 68
and the percentage of women who agree to none of the
specified reasons is 13. The proportion of women who
believe that they are justified in refusing sexual
intercourse with their husband varies from 42 percent in
Tripura to 87 percent in Sikkim as seen in Figure 8.
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with her husband for some specified reason.
Source: National Family Health Survey 3.

I1l. DETERMINANTS OF FEMALE AUTONOMY ACROSS
STATES IN INDIA

There are many factors which determine female autonomy.
We can summarize these factors in two broad categories,
economic and social. The economic factors considered in this
study are women employment rate and household income
levels. The social factors considered are religion, scheduled
caste and scheduled tribe population, proportion of female
headed households and literacy rates.

We have analyzed here, the relationship between female
autonomy and the above mentioned economic and social
factors across the 29 states in India', with reference to the
year 2005-06. Here, we have included six indicators of
female autonomy: 1) percentage of women who alone or
jointly with their husband decide how their own earnings are
used (Xy), 2) percentage of women who alone or jointly with
their husband decide how their husbands’ earnings are used
(X), 3) percentage of women participating in decision
making? (Xs), 4) percentage of women’s access to money that
they can decide how to use (X,), 5) percentage of women who
have a bank or savings account that they themselves use (Xs),
and, 6) percentage of women who agree that a wife is

129 states include National Capital Territory of Delhi.
2 Decisions regarding own health care, daily and major household purchases,
visits to her family and relatives.

justified in refusing sexual intercourse with her husband?
(Xe)-

To represent women employment rate, we have considered
the percentage of married women (aged 15 to 49) reported as
employed in the last 12 months in 2005-06. Per capita net
state domestic product for the year 2005-06 is used as a proxy
for household level income* and for the purpose of our
exercise we have used the natural log values of per capita net
state domestic product. In case of religion, we have
considered the proportion of Hindus and Muslims in total
population for every state, based on 2001 census. At the same
time, we have also considered the proportion of scheduled
caste and scheduled tribe population for each state, based on
2001 census. As it is natural to expect that decision making
power for women is more for female headed households
compared to the male headed ones, we have included the
percentage of households headed by females among total
number of households across each state, based on 2001
census. In case of literacy rates we have included both the
percentage of female and male literate persons again based
on 2001 census.

TABLE I: REGRESSION RESULTS
Independent variables

Dependent
Variables

%of | Female | male | logofper | %oof | %of | %of | %of | %of R
married | literacy | fiteracy | capitanet | Hindus | Musim | SC | ST | female

women | rate rae state headed
employ domestic house-
-ed product holds

X1 016 | 03 | 051 A6 | 027 | 025" | 037 | 016 | 002 | 052
(022) | (042) | (033 | (089) | (0.00) | (005 |(0.12) | (0.12) | (096)

X2 007 | 001 | 043 091 02 | 044 | 049 | 011 | 038 | 055
(072) | (099 | (087) | (088) | (012) | (0.03) | (0.16) | (044) | (046)

X3 014|089 | 45 | 257 | 001 | 045" | -100 | 008 | 004 | 078
(048) | (0.16) | (044) | (089) | (041) | (002) | (0.01) | (056) | (094)

X 015 | 087 | 00t 1064 | 005 | 005 |-074| 012 | 016 | 05
(053) | (027) | (099 | (019 | (0.76) | (083) | (0.08) | (048) | (0.79)

X5 D130 020 | 001 | 1371 | 004 | 009 | 04" | 008 | 069 | 080
(049) | (052) | (0.99) | (0.00) | (056) | (0.28) | (0.02) | (0.28) | (0.01)

X6 003 | 07 | 145 20| 034" | 85" | 025 | 03F | 047 | 040

0% | 0m | 043 | o7 | 005 | 00 |05 | 00| e

Note: " implies significant at 1 percent level of significance, ™ implies
significant at 5 percent level of significance and * implies significant at 10
percent level of significance. The values in the brackets report the
corresponding p-values.

Xi- % of women who alone or jointly with their husband decide how their
own earnings are used, Xo- % of women who alone or jointly with their
husband decide how their husbands’ earnings are used, Xs- % of women
participating in decision making, Xs- % of women’s access to money that
they can decide how to use, Xs- % of women who have a bank or savings
account that they themselves use, Xg- % of women who agree that a wife is
justified in refusing sexual intercourse with her husband.

We have used simple ordinary least square method to
estimate the relationships®. The data sources for the variables
used here are NFHS-3°, Census of India 2001 [10], and few

® Refusal of sexual intercourse when a woman knows her husband has a
sexually transmitted disease, or she knows that her husband has sexual
relations with other women, or she does not have the consent.

* The per capita net state domestic product of Jammu & Kashmir and
Nagaland refers to the year 2004-05 due to data unavailability in 2005-06.

® We have also tested for heteroscedasticity, using Breusch-Pagan /
Cook-Weisberg test for heteroskedasticity and in our analysis
heteroscedasticity does not appear as a problem. The number of observarion
is 29 in each estimation.

® We should note here that the social and personal issues discussed here are
very much sensitive in nature and bias might remain in the answers of those
specific family related questions. Individuals may be hesitant in honestly
answering about topics that are “taboo” in society.
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other organizations’.

IV. REGRESSION RESULTS

Regression results regarding the relationships between the
various indicators of female autonomy and all the economic
and social factors chosen in this analysis are reported in the
Table I.

We can see from the regression results that all the
indicators of female autonomy chosen here are not explained
by the same economic and social factors considered in this
analysis. If we consider the determinants of female autonomy
under these two broad heads (economic and social factors), it
is clearly visible that the social factors are the main
determining factors to explain female autonomy.

Among all the regression equations, only in case of
percentage of women who have a bank or savings account
that they themselves use, log of per capita net state domestic
product is the only economic factor which turns out to be
positively significant and the coefficient is significantly high
i.e., 13.71. This may be quite obvious to think that one should
have enough cash at hand to indulge in operating her own
bank or savings account.

At the same time it is seen that among the social factors,

percentage of Muslims and percentage of SC population are
negatively significant in most of the cases. These results are
similar to the findings of NFHS-3 report where it has been
reported that decision making power of women are lower for
the Muslims and SC population compared to others. Our
findings are also consistent with [2] in this respect.
Whereas in case of two indicators of female autonomy i.e.,
percentage of women who alone or jointly with their husband
decide how their own earnings are used and percentage of
women who agree that a wife is justified in refusing sexual
intercourse with her husband, both the Hindu and Muslim
populations are negatively (significantly) associated.

It is interesting to see that along with household income
(represented by per capita net state domestic product),
percentage of female headed household also has a positive
significant impact on percentage of women who have a bank
or savings account that they themselves use. Since in a female
headed household major decisions including dealings of
money are handled by women, it is expected that they have a
bank or savings account of their own which they themselves
use.

V. CONCLUDING REMARKS

Our results suggest that women autonomy which is one
important reflector of development of a country is mostly
dependent on social factors. Social backwardness and
religious conservativeness have reduced the strength of
decision making power of women compared to men in India.
Rise in household income may increase the level of female
autonomy.

It is surprising to see that female employment rate and female
literacy have no impact on autonomy as none of these
variables has appeared as significant in our results. These

"Central Statistical Organization : http://mospi.nic.in and www.indiastat.com

may be due to data constraints (as we have data available
only for one year i.e., 2005-06 for the dependent variables
considered here). At the same time, states in India are
heterogeneous in nature in terms of geography, environment,
community, tradition and culture which are likely to have a
significant effect on the nature of existing female autonomy
in a particular state. We could have used dummies for every
state to control for those state specific effects. Since, our data
set was small, we could not include those state specific
dummies in our model. Examining the data over some years
(while controlling for the other effects) may improve the
results, which may be our future endeavor.

REFERENCES

[1] T. Dyson and M. Moore, “Kinship structure, female autonomy and
demographic behaviour in India,” Population and Development
Review, vol. 9, no. 1, pp. 35-60, 1983.

[2] J. Wiklander, “Determinants of women’s empowerment in rural India:
An intra-household study,” Master’s thesis, Department of Economics,
Lunds University, 2010.

[3] UN DESA, World Survey on the Role of Women in Development,
United Nations Publication, 2009.

[4] S. Self and R. Grabowski, “Female autonomy in rural North India:
Impact of economic, social and political factors,” Journal of Economic
Development, vol. 38, no. 1, pp. 59-82, 2013.

[5] S. Bloom, D. Wypij, and M. D. Gupta, “Dimensions of women’s
autonomy and the influence on maternal health care utilization in a
North Indian city,” Demography, vol. 38, no.1, pp. 67-78, 2001.

[6] S.R.Mahapatro, “Utilisation of maternal and child health care services
in India: Does women’s autonomy matter?” The Journal of Family
Welfare, vol. 58, no. 1, pp. 22-33, 2012.

[7] P.Rustagi, “Significance of gender-related development indicators: An
analysis of Indian states,” Indian Journal of Gender Studies, vol. 11, no.
3, pp. 291-343, 2004.

[8] S. Anderson and M. Eswaran, “What determines female autonomy?
Evidence from Bangladesh,” Journal of Development Economics, vol.
90, no. 2, pp. 179-191, 2009.

[9]1 National Family Health Survey (NFHS-3) 2005-06, India, September
2007.

[10] Government of India, Census of India, Office of the Registrar General
and Census Commissioner, India, 2001.

Sudatta Banerjee was born in September 18, 1980. She
had awarded Ph. D degree in June, 2012 in Centre for
economic studies and planning, School of Social Sciences,
Jawaharlal Nehru University, New Delhi. Dr. Banerjee is a
life time member of Indian econometric society. Her
¢ research interests include applied developmental issues,
O %" applied econometrics, economic growth and development,
human capital and economics of education

Amrita Roy was born in West Bengal, India. She has
submitted her PhD thesis in economics at Jawaharlal
Nehru University, New Delhi, India in January, 2014. She
has worked as research fellow at Indian Institute of
Foreign Trade, New Delhi, India and at National Institute
of Rural Development, New Delhi, India. Her research
interest includes, issues in development economics,
economics of growth and development and international

trade.

1040



