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Abstract: Do working women enjoy greater levels of human agency? While the 
theoretical foundations underlying this connection are clear, the empirical evidence is 
actually quite mixed. We leverage detailed, new data on intra-household decision-
making and labour market behaviour from four north Indian urban clusters to shed light 
on this question. We find that women who work exercise greater say in important 
decisions around the home. However, this “work advantage” exhibits significant 
heterogeneity across decision types, decision-making domains, and definitions of work. 

Date or Draft: March 15, 2021 

Key Words: labour, women, household decisions, agency 

 

	
1 Milan Vaishnav, Senior Fellow and Director, South Asia Program, Carnegie Endowment 
for International Peace, mvaishnav@ceip.org; and Megan Maxwell, PhD Candidate, 
Department of Politics, University of Chicago, maxwellm@uchicago.edu. The authors 
are grateful to Devesh Kapur, Neelanjan Sircar, Dawson Verley, and two anonymous 
reviewers for useful comments on this article. Vaishnav acknowledges funding from the 
University of Pennsylvania for this project as part of a Ford Foundation grant as well as 
support from the United Kingdom Foreign and Commonwealth & Development Office 
(FCDO).  



 2 

Introduction 

A burgeoning literature in social science finds that gender inequality is an entrenched 
feature of social dynamics around the world (Jayachandran 2015). But while gender 
gaps between men and women characterize social relations across a diverse set of 
countries, they are especially prevalent in poor countries in the developing world 
(Klasen 2018).  

One of the most visible manifestations of this gender gap in favour of males is the 
underrepresentation of women in the labour force. This divergence is highly visible in 
India, where men are more than three times as likely as women to participate in the 
workforce (Fletcher et al. 2017). Women’s participation in the economy is not only a 
matter of economic significance, but it also has ramifications for women’s well-being 
and status in society writ large.  

The objective of this article is to evaluate whether working women in a large sample of 
north Indian households enjoy greater agency in household decision-making processes 
than those who do not work. Extant research has found that economic empowerment 
can have significant impacts on the degree of human agency women enjoy. However, 
consensus in this literature has been fleeting. Several studies find that the connection 
between work and female agency is not straightforward and subject to numerous 
caveats.  

In our context, human agency is a person’s “ability to define goals and act on them, to 
make decisions that matter to them, and to participate in the economy and public life” 
(Chang, Diaz-Martin, Gopalan, Guarnieri, Jayachandran, and Walsh, 2020). This 
definition builds on Kabeer’s (1999) pioneering conceptualisation, which argues that 
three interconnected concepts comprise agency: the ability for people to set goals that 
align with their values; the belief that they can achieve these goals; and the ability to act 
towards achieving these goals.  

In a comprehensive review of experimental studies on the subject, Chang et al. (2020) 
identify four direct indicators of women’s agency: “power within” or internal belief in 
one’s self; household decision-making; freedom of movement; and freedom from 
violence. This article focuses on the second manifestation—women’s ability to 
participate meaningfully in important household decisions—drawing on a new source of 
granular survey data from nearly 15,000 households across four north Indian clusters.  

Our approach is descriptive; we do not possess the data necessary for stringent causal 
identification. However, the richness of our data affords the opportunity to explore 
important nuances marking the relationship between work and women’s agency. 

First, our module on household decision-making allows for an exploration of multiple 
decision domains (cooking, children’s education, and household purchases) as well as 
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decision types (whether a woman participates in a decision, has the most say on the 
decision, or has the most say on budgetary matters in a given domain).  

Second, our data also contains detailed information on women’s participation in the 
labour force, which permits a careful parsing of how improved agency might depend on 
specific types of work (such as work outside of the home versus work on the family 
farm). 

To preview our findings, we find a strong association between women’s participation in 
the labour force and household decision-making agency. This association transcends 
cities, work categories, decision domains, and decision types. However, the strength of 
this linkage is uneven.  

Working women exhibit greater agency across all three domains, but the work 
advantage is the most consequential in the domain of cooking compared to either 
children’s education or large household purchases. Across the board, women’s agency 
on matters of finance is highly constrained. Of the three domains, women have the least 
say on household purchases. Within domains, women’s agency consistently rates the 
lowest on the question of budgetary autonomy.  

Furthermore, not all types of work are equal. The work advantage is greatest for women 
who work for pay or goods in more traditional employer-employee relationships outside 
of the home. Women engaged in work on the household farm experience almost no 
agency benefits to their labour. Multivariate analyses confirm the importance of a 
number of other individual and household-level factors. These include a woman’s 
position in the household: wives experience the most agency across decision domains 
while daughters-in-law have the least. 

The remainder of this article proceeds as follows. In the next section, we review the 
existing literature on the connection between work and women’s agency, discussing the 
unique contributions this study makes. Next, we describe our survey-based approach 
and summarize the operationalization of our key variables. Following this, we provide 
basic, bivariate descriptive statistics on the work-agency connection. The penultimate 
section contains our multivariate analyses, and we conclude with a discussion of the 
implications of our findings.  

Existing literature 

While the degree of agency a woman enjoys can be measured in innumerable ways, one 
common approach is documenting how much say women have over mundane matters 
of managing and running the households in which they live. As Chang et al. (2020) 
argue, in the presence of finite household resources and variation in the preferences of 
individual household members, a woman’s ability to negotiate how decisions are made 
and resources are budgeted is a reasonable proxy for the personal agency she enjoys. 
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The ability to engage in productive employment is typically seen as a major driver of 
women’s agency. In theoretical terms, there are multiple reasons why work might be 
associated with greater women’s agency. For starters, increased labour market 
opportunities can lead to expanded life opportunities for women (World Bank, 1995). 
Second, there is some empirical evidence to suggest that employment boosts women’s 
intra-household bargaining power (Chiappori, 1988, 1992; Heath and Jayachandran, 
2018). Third, when women work outside the home specifically (a subset of the category 
of those who work), they are more likely to be involved in household decisions, and the 
head of the household is less likely to be the sole decision-maker (Antman, 2014).  

Given the intuitive connection between work and women’s decision-making agency, it is 
noteworthy that the empirical evidence on this score is mixed (Donald, Koolwal, Annan, 
Falb, and Goldstein, 2017). For instance, several studies have found that access to 
employment is insufficient for increasing women’s decision-making power inside their 
home (Clark et al., 2019; Kotsadam and Villanger, 2019; Chang et al., 2020).  

In her longitudinal study of Mexican households, Majlesi (2016) finds that a 1 per cent 
increase in demand for female labour in the manufacturing sector translates into 0.14 
more decisions made by wives within households. However, there is variation across 
decision domains. Increasing demand for women’s labour leads to greater agency in 
decision-making on major expenditures, contraception, and children’s health and 
medicine (but not children’s education or household food consumption).  

The stakes in forging a better understanding of the connection between employment 
and female agency are not insignificant. Cross-country data confirms that, in many 
developing countries, a significant share of women do not have the final say on critical 
household purchases or decisions impacting the family (Hanmer and Klugman, 2016). 
Such conditions persist even amidst rising incomes, urbanization, education, and 
literacy. 

Cross-national studies are unambiguous in pointing out that women in India report 
especially low levels of agency when it comes to exercising control over the daily lives 
(Jayachandran 2015). Perhaps not coincidentally, India also boasts one of the lowest 
female labour force participation rates in the world. According to the Government of 
India’s 2017-18 Periodic Labour Force Survey, only 26 per cent of women between the 
ages of 15 and 49 were active in the workforce. In contrast, 78 per cent of men are 
active in the labour market. According to the World Bank, when it comes to female 
labour force participation, India is ranked 120th out of 131 countries in the world. 

There is a subset of the literature on the work-agency connection that draws on data 
from India. For instance, Jensen (2012) finds that providing job recruitment services to 
women in rural India has positive impacts on women’s employment but does little to 
alter women’s participation in everyday household decisions. Recent experimental 
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evidence from Uttar Pradesh, India, finds that while employment allows women to 
make more independent decisions, it does not increase their agency in joint household 
decisions (McKelway, 2019). In other words, while women enjoy greater independence 
than before, this does not necessarily translate into greater bargaining power within the 
household. On the other hand, Tagat (2020) finds that women’s participation in India’s 
flagship rural workfare scheme increases women’s decision-making power within the 
household, particularly when it comes to decisions on food consumption, children’s 
health, and female labour supply.  

Our contribution to this debate is three-fold. First, our study draws on survey data from 
four north Indian urban clusters: Dhanbad (Jharkhand), Indore (Madhya Pradesh), Patna 
(Bihar), and Varanasi (Uttar Pradesh). Our sampling design allows us to compare 
households in the urban core as well as surrounding rural and peri-urban areas. North 
India deserves special attention as, historically, it has been home to both India’s lowest 
levels of female empowerment and the lowest levels of female labour force 
participation.  

According to National Family Health Survey (NFHS) data collected in 2015-16, based on 
an aggregate index of women’s empowerment, the ten worst performing states are 
concentrated in north-central India, bisecting the country from West to East (Bansal 
2017). Bihar, Jharkhand, Madhya Pradesh, and Uttar Pradesh all find themselves in the 
category of worst performers on this index measure. 

According to Government of India data, the states of Bihar, Jharkhand, and Uttar 
Pradesh also rank near the bottom in terms of women’s workforce participation 
(Thampi 2020). To compound matters, between 2011-12 and 2017-18, labour force 
participation actually declined in all three states (with Jharkhand and Uttar Pradesh 
exhibiting a double-digit fall). Madhya Pradesh, on the other hand, is closer to the 
middle of the distribution in terms of its female labour force participation rate and has 
seen a modest increase in the last decade.  

Second, our data offers a granular look at a range of household decision domains and 
decision types, allowing us to investigate variation across an intersecting matrix of 
decisions households must grapple with. This is important because previous work on 
female empowerment has found that women who work, regardless of education, have 
more say in household decisions (Fletcher et al. 2017). Our study disaggregates decision-
making further, examining the heterogeneity across vertical decision domains and 
horizontal decision types.  

Third, previous studies have found that work itself is an aggregate category. Breaking 
the category of work down further reveals important sources of variation. For instance, 
using data from rural Bangladesh, Anderson and Eswaran (2009) argue that women only 
exhibit significantly greater autonomy when they engage in an independent income-
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generating activity. In the authors’ words, it is not employment per se that is beneficial 
to women’s autonomy; it is specifically employment outside of farms typically overseen 
by their husbands (women whose work is linked to their husband’s farm income have no 
more autonomy than those whose activities are restricted to traditional housework). 
Indeed, this appears to hold true in India as well. Fletcher et al. (2017) report that 
women engaged in wage or salary work report higher levels of independent and joint 
decision-making at home. We use a detailed employment module to explore variation 
across work categories.  

Our approach 

To examine women’s agency, we rely on a special survey module on intra-household 
decision-making that is part of a broader survey on urbanisation and social change. 
While this module asks both men and women questions about decision-making 
practices, we focus exclusively on women’s responses to questions in the following 
domains: household cooking duties, children’s education, and the purchase of expensive 
household appliances. Within each of these three domains, in turn, the survey asks 
about three types of decisions: 1) Who makes decisions in this domain?; 2) Who has the 
most say?; and 3) Who has the most say on finances related to that issue? The list of 
survey questions utilised was adapted and condensed from standard decision-making 
modules included in Demographic and Health Surveys (DHS) carried out around the 
world (see Table 1). 

Table 1: Household decision index (HHDI) component questions 

For the question of “who decides,” respondents are asked to identify an individual 
member of the household, although multiple responses are possible. For the matter of 
“who has the most say,” respondents are given the additional option of selecting that it 
is a “collective decision.” Female respondents were only asked about decisions related 

Cooking 
 1. Who decides what is cooked on a daily basis? 

 2. Who has the most say in deciding what is cooked on a daily basis?  
 3. Who has the most say in deciding how much money is spent on cooking for the family?  

Child 
education 

 1. Who decides about whether to send child to school and which one?  
 2. Who had the most say in deciding whether to send child to school and which one?  
 3. Who has the most say in deciding how much money is spent on child’s education?  

Appliances 

 1. Who decides about big household purchases like TV, Fridge, Washing Machine, etc.? 
 2. Who has the most say in deciding about big household purchases like TV, Fridge, 
Washing Machine, etc.?  

 3. Who has the most say in deciding how much money is spent on big household purchases 
like TV, Fridge, Washing Machine, etc.?  

 
Note: For all questions, if the respondent self identifies as the decider or the one with the most say, we 
code the response as 1. If the respondent identifies anyone else as the decider or the one with the most 
say, we code the response as 0. 
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to their children’s schooling if they have school-age children, so the sample size for 
these questions is mechanically smaller. 

To be sure, our approach does have its limitations. As Donald et al. (2017) point out, the 
kinds of decision-making questions our survey relies upon—and which are 
commonplace in the literature—do not reveal much information about the discussions 
and processes of negotiations that underlie household decision-making. Therefore, our 
outcome variables conceal important information that can shed light on the dynamics of 
intra-household bargaining and negotiation. Furthermore, decision-making questions of 
this sort also typically focus on women’s reports, to the exclusion of what men in the 
household say. The review by Donald et al. (2017) and recent work by Bussolo, Sarma, 
and Williams (2021) show that disagreement across spouses is common and that 
spousal agreement on decision-making dynamics has a meaningful impact on 
development outcomes. 

With these caveats in mind, Table 2 provides basic information on women’s 
participation in household decisions across the sample, disaggregated by city. There are 
two clear patterns that emerge.  

Table 2: Women’s decision-making, by city, decision domain, and decision type 

  Total Dhanbad Indore Patna Varanasi 

 Decides 56% 51% 57% 58% 57% 

Cooking Most Say 41% 38% 41% 47% 41% 

 Budget 21% 12% 24% 22% 25% 

 Decides 20% 18% 19% 26% 19% 

Child Education Most Say 22% 28% 17% 27% 17% 

 Budget 16% 11% 15% 17% 15% 

 Decides 6% 6% 5% 6% 5% 

Appliances Most Say 8% 16% 4% 9% 4% 

 Budget 6% 6% 6% 7% 6% 
 

First, there is significant variation in decision-making agency across decision domains. 
For instance, women report much higher levels of agency when it comes to cooking: 56 
per cent of women report that they decide what is cooked daily, and 41 per cent report 
they have the most say. These numbers drop significantly for decisions relating to the 
education of the children (20 per cent decide and 22 per cent have the most say), and 
even further for expensive household purchases (just 6 per cent decide, and 8 per cent 
have the most say).  
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Second, there is systematic variation across decision types: in each decision domain, 
women report the least amount of agency when it comes to budgetary issues. For 
cooking, just 21 per cent of women report having the most say over how much money is 
spent on cooking for the family--a share that is significantly at odds with their agency 
over what is cooked daily. The same pattern holds true for spending decisions regarding 
children’s school. For appliance purchases, the overall level of agency is markedly 
depressed across all three decision types.   

In terms of defining work, the survey asks about employment in a variety of ways. We 
rely on the employment module embedded within the female respondent survey to 
generate our measures of work. This module asks women whether, in the last one year, 
women have: a) worked for pay or for goods; b) worked in any of the household’s non-
farm business; or c) worked on the agricultural land owned or cultivated by the 
household (Table 3).  

In our baseline definition of work, we consider women respondents to be working if 
they respond “yes” to any of these three types of work. Further below, we also analyse 
sub-categories of work separately to explore variation across different employment 
definitions.  

Table 3: Definition of work categories 

Work Any 
Type 

 1. In the last 1 year, (besides work on the household farm or in any of the household’s 
businesses) did you work for pay or goods? This could include a job you hold, whether 
home-based or outside, or agricultural labour, construction work, factory work, clerical 
work, etc. Your wage may be regular or casual or based on piece-rated work. 

 2. Now, did you do any work in any of the household non-farm businesses in the last 1 
year? 

 3. In the last 1 year, did you work on the agricultural land owned/ cultivated by the 
household? 

Work Non-
household 

 1. In the last 1 year, (besides work on the household farm or in any of the household’s 
businesses) did you work for pay or goods? This could include a job you hold, whether 
home-based or outside, or agricultural labour, construction work, factory work, clerical 
work, etc. Your wage may be regular or casual or based on piece-rated work. 

Work 
Household 
Business 

 1. Now, did you do any work in any of the household non-farm businesses in the last 1 
year? 

Work 
Household 

Farm 

 1. In the last 1 year, did you work on the agricultural land owned/ cultivated by the 
household? 

 
Note: Each work category is a binary variable where the variable is coded as 1 if the respondent answers 
yes. Otherwise, the variable is coded as 0. For “Work Any Type”, the variable is coded as 1 if the 
respondent answers yes to any of the three categories and 0 otherwise. 
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Table 4 provides descriptive statistics on the employment status of our female 
respondents. All told, we have data on the employment status of 12,803 women in our 
dataset. Of this group, 3,160 women (25 per cent) report being engaged in some type of 
work over the past year. In both Indore and Varanasi, roughly 28 per cent of women 
respondents are working, according to our three-fold definition. In Patna, the share is 25 
per cent, and it is the lowest in Dhanbad, where only 17 per cent of women report 
engaging in work.  

Table 4: Working women, by work category  

    Dhanbad Indore Patna Varanasi Total 

Work Any 
Yes 525 977 688 970 3160 

Total N 3140 3444 2796 3423 12803 
Share 17% 28% 25% 28% 25% 

Work Non-
HH 

 

Yes 266 265 421 261 1213 
Total N 3140 3439 2796 3423 12798 
Share 8% 8% 15% 8% 9% 

Work HH 
Non-Farm 

Yes 76 108 85 107 376 
Total N 3140 3444 2796 3423 12803 

Share 2% 3% 3% 3% 3% 

Work HH 
Farm 

 

Yes 228 646 294 642 1810 

Total N 3140 3444 2796 3423 12803 

Share 7% 19% 11% 19% 14% 
  

9 per cent of women across cities report working for pay/goods, 3 per cent report 
working on a non-farm business, while 14 per cent report engaging in some form of 
agricultural work. The rate of non-farm business employment is very low across cities 
(ranging between 2-3 per cent), but there is significant city-wise variation for the other 
two forms of employment.  

Regarding work for pay/goods, as many as 15 per cent of female respondents in Patna 
fall into this category while just 8 per cent do across the other three cities. The relatively 
large share of women in Patna working outside of the household (it is double that of the 
other three clusters) is likely a consequence of that city’s urban growth in recent years 
as well as its status as the state capital, which means that the public sector acts as a 
significant source of formal employment. 

19 per cent of women in Indore and Varanasi report working in agriculture (accounting 
for the fact that the two cities have the highest share of overall work), while just 11 and 
7 per cent of women in Patna and Dhanbad report working on the farm, respectively. 
Indeed, Dhanbad’s depressed rate of female labour force participation is likely the 
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consequence of limited agricultural work opportunities, as women’s participation rates 
in other categories of work are comparable to those seen in the other three clusters.  

Work and agency 

We now turn to the relationship between work and decision-making agency. For each 
decision domain (food, education, and appliance purchases) and decision type (decides, 
has the most say, determines budget), we compare responses of women who work (in 
any of the three work categories we collect information on) and those who do not. The 
results are displayed in Table 5. 

Table 5: Work and decision-making agency, by decision domain and decision type 

  % Not Working and Makes 
Decision 

% Working and Makes 
Decision 

 
 

Cooking 

Decides 53% 65% 

Most Say 39% 48% 

Budget 18% 30% 

 
 
 

Child education 

Decides 19% 24% 

Most Say 22% 24% 

Budget 13% 19% 

Appliances 

Decides 5% 8% 

Most Say 8% 10% 

Budget 5% 10% 

 

As the table indicates, there is a distinct agency advantage to working women across the 
board. The magnitude of the work advantage is most pronounced in the cooking 
domain--an area where women are already more likely to self-identify as having the 
most influence compared to the other domains--but is relatively muted in the other 
two. In the aggregate, working women are 12 per cent more likely to decide on cooking 
but just 3 per cent more likely to decide about appliances. The limited agency women 
enjoy over expensive appliance purchases reinforces a pattern we see in budget 
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questions across domains; women, regardless of work status, are not likely to have the 
deciding say on spending matters.  

Working women’s advantage regarding who has the most say and on spending is 
greatest for cooking relative to the other two decision domains. It is worth noting, 
however, that agency over budgetary issues (while low overall) does markedly improve 
if a woman is engaged in work across decision domains.   

How does the work advantage hold up once we disaggregate by city? Figure 1 contains 
disaggregated data on the work advantage by city. Several interesting patterns emerge.  

Figure 1: Work advantage, by decision domain, decision type, and city 

 

 

First, the work advantage is positive across most decision domains, types, and cities. Out 
of 36 possible decision categories (nine discrete decisions across four cities), we observe 
a work advantage in 29 of them. In Dhanbad, there was no work advantage in the 
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following categories: who decides about cooking and appliance purchases, and who has 
the most say in appliance purchases. 

Second, in two cities--Indore and Varanasi--working women exhibit a modest 
disadvantage when it comes to deciding/having the most say around kids’ education. 
For both cities and decision types, non-working women exhibit marginally more agency-
-an unexpected finding.  

Third, working women in Dhanbad report no advantage when it comes to deciding 
cooking matters. This is surprising because the work advantage is strong across the 
cooking domain for the other cities (and even within Dhanbad on other cooking decision 
types).  

Fourth, Patna stands out for reporting the greatest returns to work across all categories. 
In absolute terms, working women report higher levels of agency in every decision 
category across the four cities (with the lone exception of working women in Dhanbad 
on the matter of having the most say over appliance purchases). Furthermore, the 
magnitude of the work advantage in Patna is larger for every decision category; it is in 
the double digits for every decision related to cooking and kids’ education.  

To summarise across decision types, we construct a simple additive decision index for 
each decision domain and compare mean levels for women who work and those who do 
not. As mentioned earlier, we took responses from three yes or no questions asked in 
each of the domains: cooking, appliances, and kids’ schools. Women were coded as a 1 
for every question they responded yes to and a 0 for every question they did not self-
identify as the only person in the category making the call. For each index, we took the 
sum of the total responses each woman gave and divided that sum by three to 
determine the overall score within each domain. For example, if a woman said that she 
determined the budget for cooking and had both the most say and decided what was 
made for the family meals, she would receive a total score of 1 in her cooking domain 
irrespective of her scores in the kids’ schools or appliances domains. If she had the most 
say and was the decider but did not set the budget, her score in the cooking domain 
would be 0.66. Figure 2 demonstrates what has become obvious in our exploration thus 
far: working women enjoy a significant agency advantage, albeit one that is most 
pronounced for cooking, following by education and household purchases. 

Figure 2: Work advantage, by decision domain and decision type 
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We can look at this decision-making index separately for each city and domain 
combination as well (Figure 3). The work advantage is present for all decision domains 
across cities, save for the matter of children’s education in Indore and Varanasi. In these 
two cities, working and non-working women essentially exhibit identical levels of agency 
(the difference is negligible). As demonstrated above, the magnitude of the work 
advantage is strongest for Patna and is typically larger for cooking issues across the 
board.  

Figure 3: Work advantage, by city and decision domain 
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How does decision-making agency vary with certain individual and household-level 
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level (urban/rural location, assets, religion/caste). We also look at a woman’s position 
within the household based on her relation to the household head.   

Table 6 presents descriptive statistics for all of the variables used in our analysis.  

Table 6: Summary statistics 

  Category 
Grouped 
Response N 

Per cent 
of group Min Max Median Mean 

Standard 
Deviation 

In
di

vi
du

al
 C

ha
ra

ct
er

ist
ic

s 

Age  

18 to 29 4358 34% 0 1 - - - 

30 to 39 3695 29% 0 1 - - - 

40 to 49 2676 21% 0 1 - - - 

50 or older 2052 16% 0 1 - - - 

Education 
 
  

None 5693 45% 0 1 - - - 

Primary 2744 21% 0 1 - - - 

Secondary 2985 23% 0 1 - - - 
Post-
Secondary 965 8% 0 1 - - - 

Post-
Graduate 250 2% 0 1 - - - 

No 
Response 144 1% 0 1 - - - 

Marital Status  

Single 1111 9% 0 1 - - - 

Married 11349 89% 0 1 - - - 

Widowed 304 2% 0 1 - - - 

Divorced 7 0% 0 1 - - - 

Separated 10 0% 0 1 - - - 

Number of 
Kids  

0 780 6% 0 1 - - - 

1 1351 11% 0 1 - - - 

2 2859 22% 0 1 - - - 

3 2932 23% 0 1 - - - 

4+ 3744 29% 0 1 - - - 

NA's 1115 9% 0 1 - - - 

Ho
us

eh
ol

d 
Ch

ar
ac

te
ris

tic
s 

Rural Urban  

Rural 9600 75% 0 1 - - - 

Urban 3047 24% 0 1 - - - 
No 
Response 134 1% 0 1 - - - 

Assets   12781 100% -1.96 2.68 0.02 -0.01 0.81 

Religion and 
Caste  

Hindu 
General 1551 12% 0 1 - - - 

Hindu OBC 5734 45% 0 1 - - - 

Hindu SC 3501 27% 0 1 - - - 

Hindu ST 598 5% 0 1 - - - 

Muslim 1329 10% 0 1 - - - 

Other 68 1% 0 1 - - - 
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City 
  

Dhanbad 3140 25% 0 1 - - - 

Indore 3422 27% 0 1 - - - 

Patna 2796 22% 0 1 - - - 

Varanasi 3423 27% 0 1 - - - 

Po
sit

io
n 

in
 H

ou
se

ho
ld

 

Relation to 
Head of 

Household  

Daughter 1267 10% 0 1 - - - 
Daughter-
in-Law 2110 17% 0 1 - - - 

Wife 6227 49% 0 1 - - - 

Mother 71 1% 0 1 - - - 
No 
Response 3106 24% 0 1 - - - 

Total 
    12781 100%      

 

Variation across work type 

We now explore whether the work advantage we observed for our aggregate, catchall 
definition of work applies for other, narrower definitions (Table 7).  

Table 7: Work advantage, by city and work category 

 Dhanbad Indore Patna Varanasi 

Work1: Any 
Cooking 6% 9% 20% 9% 
Child education 7% 0% 12% 0% 
Appliances 2% 4% 6% 4% 

Work: Non-HH 
Cooking 7% 9% 17% 9% 
School 10% 6% 9% 6% 
Appliances 6% 7% 7% 7% 

Work: HH Non-Farm 
Cooking 5% 11% 17% 11% 
Child education 6% 2% 10% 2% 
Appliances -2% 4% 3% 4% 

Work: HH Farm 
Cooking 5% 5% 19% 5% 
Child education 3% -4% 10% -4% 
Appliances -2% 1% 3% 1% 

      
 
For each of our four definitions of work (aggregate; work for pay/goods; work on non-
farm business; agricultural work), we look at the women’s work advantage for each of 
our four cities across three domains. This creates 48 possible cells; the agency 
advantage accruing to work women is positive in 42 of them. Again, Patna shows 
remarkable consistency: women’s work advantage is much more pronounced in this city 
than in any of our other three cities, irrespective of the definition of “work” we employ. 
The work advantage regarding schooling decisions is noticeably small (or negative) in 
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both Indore and Varanasi--especially for agricultural workers. Indeed, agricultural 
workers exhibit the weakest signs of positive returns to agency. Not surprisingly, women 
who work for salary and pay (presumably, this includes many who work outside of the 
home) appear to have the greatest work advantage. This lends credence to the notion 
that work that is independent of the home is connected to the greatest levels of 
women’s agency. 

Multivariate analysis 

In this section, we present the results of a multivariate regression model in which we 
integrate individual and household demographic characteristics along with our multiple 
definitions of work and household decision-making domains. 

We run a series of Ordinary Least Squares (OLS) regression models using our three 
decision-making indices—cooking, education, and appliances—as outcome variables. 
Our primary variable of interest is the work variable, measured in four different ways, as 
above. Our baseline set of models, however, rely on the aggregate “Any Work” 
category.” As controls, we proceed sequentially, incorporating individual-level variables 
first (respondents’ age, educational attainment, marital status, and number of children); 
then, household-level variables (urban/rural status, assets, and a combined religion-
caste identity measure); and finally, the female primary respondent’s position in the 
household. In all models, we also include city-level fixed effects so that the regressions 
control for unobserved, time-invariant city-level variation. 

Columns 1-3 of Table 8 contain the results of our baseline specification using our 
aggregate definition of work (Any Work) on the righthand side. Recall, this is a binary 
indicator of whether a primary female respondent is working according to any of our 
three definitions.  

Across all three models (cooking, schooling, and appliance purchases), the coefficient on 
Any Work is positive and significant at the 99 per cent confidence level. Women who are 
engaged in any type of work exhibit greater agency across all three domains, although 
the magnitude of the association is twice as large for the cooking index as for the 
appliance index. Working is linked to a 7-8 per cent increase in the value of the cooking 
decision-making index but just a 3 per cent increase in the appliance purchase index. 
The effect on the index capturing agency over educational decisions is situated in 
between the two extremes (4-5 per cent), though closer in size to the appliance model.  

Table 8: Multivariate regression analyses 
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Regression Results 

 Model 1: Individual Model 2: Household Model 3: Position 

 Cooking School Apps Cooking School Apps Cooking School Apps 

Any work (Yes) 
0.072*** 0.043*** 0.026*** 0.066*** 0.042*** 0.034*** 0.077*** 0.053*** 0.034*** 

(0.008) (0.008) (0.005) (0.008) (0.009) (0.005) (0.009) (0.010) (0.005) 

Age: 30-39 
0.074*** -0.025*** 0.015*** 0.075*** -0.020* 0.018*** 0.059*** -0.032*** 0.016*** 

(0.009) (0.010) (0.006) (0.010) (0.010) (0.006) (0.011) (0.011) (0.006) 

Age: 40-49 
0.125*** -0.060*** 0.036*** 0.129*** -0.051*** 0.039*** 0.092*** -0.083*** 0.021*** 

(0.011) (0.011) (0.006) (0.011) (0.012) (0.006) (0.012) (0.013) (0.007) 

Age: 50+ 
0.108*** -0.085*** 0.028*** 0.115*** -0.077*** 0.031*** 0.086*** -0.103*** 0.018** 

(0.012) (0.014) (0.007) (0.012) (0.014) (0.007) (0.014) (0.016) (0.008) 

Highest 
Education: 
Primary School 

0.020** 0.007 0.006 0.022** 0.012 0.007 0.034*** 0.019* 0.010* 

(0.009) (0.009) (0.005) (0.009) (0.010) (0.005) (0.010) (0.011) (0.006) 

Highest 
Education: 
Secondary 
School 

-0.001 0.006 -0.001 0.006 0.010 -0.0001 0.006 0.012 -0.004 

(0.009) (0.010) (0.006) (0.010) (0.011) (0.006) (0.011) (0.012) (0.006) 

Highest 
Education: Post-
Secondary 
School 

-0.058** 0.032 -0.011 -0.056** 0.039 -0.006 -0.044 0.046 -0.018 

(0.026) (0.030) (0.015) (0.027) (0.030) (0.016) (0.031) (0.035) (0.018) 

Highest 
Education: Post-
Graduate 

-0.047*** 0.009 0.002 -0.047*** 0.013 0.008 -0.021 -0.008 0.004 

(0.015) (0.018) (0.009) (0.016) (0.019) (0.010) (0.019) (0.022) (0.011) 

Marital Status: 
Married 

-0.489*  0.022 -0.515**  0.023    

(0.250)  (0.147) (0.249)  (0.147)    

Marital Status: 
Widowed 

-0.398 0.253*** 0.312** -0.435* 0.258*** 0.311** -0.033 0.098* 0.046* 

(0.251) (0.026) (0.148) (0.250) (0.026) (0.147) (0.043) (0.050) (0.024) 

-0.692** 0.152 0.033 -0.714** 0.123 0.031 -0.059  -0.017 
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Marital Status: 
Divorced 

(0.283) (0.333) (0.167) (0.282) (0.332) (0.166) (0.200)  (0.113) 

Marital Status: 
Separated 

-0.683** 0.244* 0.005 -0.702** 0.230* -0.020 -0.288** 0.205 -0.023 

(0.274) (0.126) (0.161) (0.272) (0.126) (0.161) (0.123) (0.135) (0.069) 

1 Child 
0.081***  0.019** 0.086***  0.015 0.096***  0.019* 

(0.016)  (0.009) (0.016)  (0.009) (0.019)  (0.011) 

2 Children 
0.106*** 0.031** 0.023*** 0.113*** 0.029** 0.018** 0.109*** 0.030* 0.016* 

(0.015) (0.014) (0.009) (0.015) (0.014) (0.009) (0.017) (0.016) (0.010) 

3 Children 
0.130*** 0.046*** 0.024*** 0.129*** 0.041*** 0.020** 0.114*** 0.029* 0.010 

(0.015) (0.015) (0.009) (0.015) (0.015) (0.009) (0.018) (0.017) (0.010) 

4+ Children 
0.113*** 0.049*** 0.016* 0.106*** 0.041*** 0.014 0.089*** 0.032* 0.013 

(0.016) (0.015) (0.009) (0.016) (0.015) (0.009) (0.018) (0.017) (0.010) 

Urban Dweller 
   0.047*** -0.024*** 0.001 0.021** -0.034*** -0.010* 

   (0.008) (0.009) (0.005) (0.009) (0.010) (0.005) 

Assets 
   -0.016*** 0.013** 0.007*** 0.001 0.020*** 0.014*** 

   (0.005) (0.005) (0.003) (0.005) (0.006) (0.003) 

Religion: Hindu 
(OBC) 

   0.003 0.026** 0.016** 0.012 0.039*** 0.012* 

   (0.011) (0.012) (0.007) (0.013) (0.014) (0.007) 

Religion: Hindu 
(SC) 

   0.018 0.031** 0.013* 0.027* 0.040** 0.009 

   (0.012) (0.014) (0.007) (0.014) (0.016) (0.008) 

Religion: Hindu 
(ST) 

   0.005 0.078*** 0.048*** 0.004 0.089*** 0.036*** 

   (0.019) (0.021) (0.011) (0.020) (0.023) (0.012) 

Religion: Muslim 
   0.014 0.048*** 0.032*** 0.012 0.047*** 0.025*** 

   (0.015) (0.016) (0.009) (0.017) (0.018) (0.009) 

Religion: Other 
   -0.055 0.130** -0.026 -0.063 0.114** -0.023 

   (0.047) (0.052) (0.028) (0.050) (0.057) (0.029) 

City: Indore 
   0.088*** -0.024** -0.050*** 0.137*** 0.007 -0.043*** 

   (0.010) (0.011) (0.006) (0.011) (0.013) (0.007) 

City: Patna 
   0.085*** 0.042*** -0.026*** 0.089*** 0.044*** -0.029*** 

   (0.010) (0.011) (0.006) (0.010) (0.011) (0.006) 
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As Table 8 indicates, several of the control variables reach statistical significance, 
although the effects are not necessarily consistent across models and outcome 
variables. With respect to age, older women enjoy greater agency with regards to 
cooking and appliance purchases but less agency on schooling decisions (the reference 
category is women below the age of 30). Furthermore, the effects are not always linear. 
For instance, women between the ages of 40 and 49 are more likely to exercise agency 
on matters of cooking and appliance purchases than either women older or younger 
than them.  

There is modest evidence of a U-shape relationship between education and the cooking 
index, but the education variables are not consistently significant. Women with a 
primary education do report a significantly higher degree of agency on cooking decisions 
than women with little or no education (the reference category), but this effect is not 
present for the other decision domains and dissipates at higher levels of education. 

When it comes to the number of children, women who are mothers do enjoy an agency 
advantage across the board, one that generally (though not universally) grows along 
with the number of children she has. 

Columns 4-6 of Table 8 incorporate additional household-level factors. Rural/urban 
status has no clear impact; urban women enjoy more agency in cooking but less on kids’ 
schooling. There is no clear impact of urbanity on household purchases. There is no 
clear relationship between a household’s asset index and individual agency; the 
coefficient is negative and significant when it comes to cooking but positive and 
significant for schooling and appliances). Finally, there is the matter of religion and 
caste. Relative to General Caste Hindus (the reference category in the regressions), OBC, 

City: Varanasi 
   0.088*** -0.024** -0.050*** 0.137*** 0.007 -0.043*** 

   (0.010) (0.011) (0.006) (0.011) (0.013) (0.007) 

Household 
Position: 
Daughter-in-Law 

      -0.066*** -0.010 -0.015* 

      (0.014) (0.016) (0.008) 

Household 
Position: Wife 

      0.037*** 0.045*** 0.015* 

      (0.014) (0.015) (0.008) 

Household 
Position: Mother 

      -0.068 0.018 0.008 

      (0.048) (0.052) (0.027) 

N 11,550 8,307 11,550 11,438 8,217 11,438 8,750 6,450 8,750 

*p < .1; **p < .05; ***p < .01        
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SC, ST, and Muslim women enjoy greater agency on schooling and appliance decisions. 
The effects are the most pronounced for ST women.  

In Columns 7-9 of Table 8, we include indicator variables for a woman’s position in the 
household (daughters are the reference category). Wives emerge in the strongest 
position, with significantly higher levels of agency across all three categories. Daughters-
in-law, on the other hand, have the least agency (for cooking and household purchases). 
There is no statistical difference between the agency of women and daughters across 
domains. 

As a final step, we re-run these models for each of our definitions of work. While we do 
not present the full regression results here due to space constraints, Figure 4 contains 
coefficient plots for our work variables across each of our three decision domains. These 
OLS regressions include the full complement of control variables specified above as well 
as city fixed effects. The plots are instructive insofar as they convey a consistency across 
models.  

First, the coefficient on the work variable (however specified) is typically positive and 
significant, with a few exceptions. Second, the coefficient on the Non-HH Work variable 
is consistently the largest, followed by Any Work (the aggregate work variable), HH Non-
Farm Work, and HH Farm Work. Non-HH Work is associated with a 6 to 9 per cent 
increase in the decision-making index, depending on the decision domain in question. 
Third, the size and significance of the coefficient on the non-farm business (HH Non-
Farm Work) and agricultural work (HH Farm Work) variables are regularly smaller in 
magnitude and significance. While the HH Non-Farm Work variable is positive and 
significant across models, its significance is notably greater for the cooking model 
compared to the other two. Agricultural labour, on the other hand, is only significantly 
associated with greater agency on cooking decisions. In the other two models, the 
coefficient on the HH Farm Work variable is both small and statistically insignificant. 

Figure 4: Coefficient plots for work variables on HHDI 
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In sum, even after controlling for a host of individual and household-level variables, 
work remains significantly associated with greater levels of agency. However, the type 
of work clearly matters. When one disaggregates work, it appears that work outside of 
the household (what some refer to as “traditional employment”) is the most connected 
to enhanced agency while agricultural labour offers the least payoffs from an agency 
perspective. 

Conclusion 

The analyses contained in this article, by design, cannot establish a clear, causal 
relationship between female economic empowerment and a greater say in household 
decision-making and, by extension, greater agency. However, they do reveal a strong 
association between women participating in the labour force and household decision-
making agency. This association is robust across cities, work categories, decision 
domains, and decision types. This suggests that work and greater agency within the 
household do proceed hand-in-hand to a certain extent. However, there are important 
sources of variation and questions that remain unanswered. 

While working women exhibit greater agency across all three domains, the work 
advantage is the most consequential in the domain of cooking. Because cooking is seen 
to be in the purview of women’s household responsibilities in most Indian homes to 
begin with (Desai, Dubey, Joshi, Sen, Shariff, and Vanneman 2010), it is perhaps not 
surprising that this is the area where women are able to exercise the greatest agency 
and where work has the greatest payoffs. Working women see smaller advantages in 
the domains of children’s education and household purchases, where their say is 
minimal to begin with.  
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It is clear that on matters of finance, women’s agency remains highly constrained (Khera 
2019). Working women’s influence on financial decision-making in each of the three 
decision domains examined here is severely curtailed when compared to other decision 
types. And, therefore, the fact that women have the least say in the domain of 
household appliance purchases makes intuitive sense.  

The evidence presented here makes clear that the payoff to work is greatest for women 
who work for pay or goods in more traditional employer-employee relationships outside 
of the home. While the agency advantage does exist for other categories of work, it is 
less pronounced and, for certain decision domains, statistically small or insignificant. 
Women who are engaged in household farm work enjoy almost no agency benefits to 
their labour. This is largely in keeping with existing studies, which find that, in many 
Indian households, women (and men) consider women’s household farm labour to be 
just another element of their domestic repertoire (Dutta 2017). Therefore, members of 
the household may not even perceive work on the household farm as work per se. 

A women’s household position vis-à-vis the head of household clearly matters. 
Compared to daughters, daughters-in-law are at a distinct disadvantage. This resonates 
with literature on the constrained social and physical mobility daughters-in-law 
experience in joint family households (Anukriti, Herrera-Almanza, Pathak, and Karra 
2020). Wives fare better than either daughters or daughters-in-law, although this is not 
true across all decision domains. 

Several questions emerge from this study and are deserving of further study. 

Why is a woman’s ability to make financial decisions that impact other family members 
limited, regardless of employment status? This is a question worthy of greater 
exploration. It is possible that those working women who have independent funds 
under their control wield greater decision-making power on spending matters inside the 
household (Field, Pande, Rigol, Schaner, and Moore 2019). In other words, perhaps 
working women enjoy higher agency when they are able to exert greater autonomy 
over proceeds derived from their own work.  

This leads to a second question: are males in Indian households more likely to be making 
financial decisions? If it is found that, regardless of work, men are likely to make the 
final decision on the budget across decision domains, it implies that women’s labour 
force participation has a more positive effect on household purchasing power rather 
than women’s agency within the household. 
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