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Abstract

This paper investigates the role of (perceived or own) norm cost in the relationship

between female labour supply and decision power, which we define as the say women

have in major household decisions. We propose a model where female labour supply

and decision power are jointly set following a bargaining process. Taking into account

the fact that men may lose status when having a working wife, we show that decision

power and female labour supply can be negatively correlated. We test the predictions

of our model using Indian panel data. We find that the relationship is negative in

contexts where the norm cost of having a working wife is high.
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1 Introduction

Policy debates show a tendency to take the empowering effect of female labour force partic-

ipation for granted. And indeed, some authors have put forward a positive link (Blumberg
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and Coleman, 1989; Anderson and Eswaran, 2009; Majlesi, 2016; Kabeer et al., 2011). How-

ever a growing literature provides a more nuanced description (Hanmer and Klugman, 2016).

First, cultural factors and community norms may weigh down on the capacity of women to

translate additional earnings into increased power (Oppenheim-Mason, 2005; Heath and Tan,

2019; Field et al., 2021). Second, female labour force participation may backlash through

increased domestic violence (Krishnan et al., 2010; Heath, 2014; Bhalotra et al., 2021).

In this paper, we show, theoretically and empirically, that female labour supply can be

negatively correlated to the capacity to make decisions within the household, arguably an

important aspect of empowerment. The theoretical mechanism we provide is grounded in

the assumption that men may suffer from letting their wives work, either by fear of be-

ing stigmatized as unable to provide for their families (as in Kabeer (1997); Basu (2006);

Bernhardt et al. (2018)), or by incurring an identity cost if they are unable to keep their

wives home.1 Our theory illustrates the necessity of distinguishing between two different

dimensions of female empowerment: 1) the ability to participate in household decision mak-

ing and 2) the bargaining power, the former being derived from the latter, together with

other determinants of the utility. This distinction is in line with the recent literature that

underlines that empowerment is multi-dimensional (Kabeer, 1999) and that differentiating

between the different dimensions is key to understand the effect of programs that aim at

enhancing female power (Peterman et al., 2021; Richardson, 2018).

What we call bargaining power reflects the conditions under which a marriage exists

and is captured by the weight given to each spouse’s utility, as has become standard in the

models of intra-household bargaining (Lundberg and Pollak, 1993; Chiappori, 1997). It is

determined by a threat option and is a structuring parameter of the marriage contract. We

think of bargaining power as being essentially set at marriage and depending on factors such

as the relative wealth of spouses’ families, or payments made at marriage such as dowry or

bride price, spouses relative social standing, age etc. as argued by Quisumbing and Maluccio

1We follow the terminology introduced by Field et al. (2021) and we use perceived norm cost to refer to
the stigma and own norm cost to refer to the identity cost.
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(2003) and Brown (2009). What we call decision power reflects the operating conditions of

such a marriage and results in decisions taken in everyday life. It is envisaged as having a

say in households’ choices of public goods. It is distinct from bargaining power in the sense

that involvement in household’s decisions is not a parameter that structures the lives and

power relationships within the household, but rather a way to handle current affairs, given

such a power relationship.23 We therefore hypothesize decision power to be an outcome of

the bargaining process.

In our model, husbands’ utility depends on their status, which is determined by both

their decision power and the labour of their wives. As labour supply and decision power are

both the outcomes of the bargaining process, husbands’ loss in utility can be compensated by

greater decision power over choices that are of importance to the household such as fertility

for instance. Hence, female labour supply can be negatively correlated to decision power, as

women surrender their decision power to their husbands in order to compensate for their loss

in status and hence in utility. Our argument has similar consequences as the argument that

women buy peace by surrendering their wages to their opposing husbands, thereby cancelling

the potentially empowering effect of labour in their households, as investigated by Kabeer

(1997). In both cases, an increase in female labour supply coincides with a reallocation of

household’s decision making to the advantage of men. Importantly, a loss in decision power

for women does not necessarily entail a loss in their utility, as it may just be the compensation

women provide to work more, have greater material well-being and more utility.

The theoretical model generates predictions that we are able to test using panel data

from the India Human Development Survey (IHDS). India seems a particularly relevant case

study as it has been documented that men care about the norm of keeping a wife at home

(Bernhardt et al., 2018).4 We show that women’s participation in the labour force and an

2The relevance of such distinction is mentioned in Bernard et al. (2020)
3The assumption that bargaining power is set at marriage and fixed over time is unnecessarily strong.

What we want to emphasize, however, is that bargaining power is less flexible and adjusts less to changes in
the external environment than decision power.

4Bernhardt et al. (2018) not only clearly put forward that men believe, largely more than women, that
female work is costly to them, but the authors also set forth that men perceive the community’s disapproval
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increase in their labour time, measured in terms of number of days worked over the last

twelve months, are negatively associated with their decision power measured as having a say

over the choice of important household public goods related to fertility, large expenses and

children’s marriage. This negative relationship is primarily found in rural settings, which

are presumably more conservative in terms of gender norms, and where female labour may

be more easily observable. Moreover, the correlation between labour supply and decision

power is significantly negative not only for paid labour but also for labour supplied to the

household farm or business. This suggests that the effect is unlikely to capture a change

in the threat option or bargaining power, as unpaid work is often thought as having little

effect on these dimensions (Anderson and Eswaran, 2009). It also highlights that the effect

cannot be interpreted as a search for more automony outside their home when women face a

decrease in their decision power, as working on the household farm or business is not likely

to bring more autonomy.

We also explore alternative explanations to the observed negative correlation between

female labour supply and decision power. Our results are not consistent with explanations

that involve changes in family structure, in female relative wealth or income, in time al-

location between spouses, in health status of household members or in the reallocation of

bargaining power.

The literature that explores the heterogeneous relationship between female labour supply

and female empowerment mainly focuses on the capacity of women to retain control over

their income (Heath and Tan, 2019; Field et al., 2021). Our paper adds to this literature by

exploring an additional mechanism, the role of the cost that men may incur from having a

wife who works. In doing so, it also complements the literature on social norms on female

employment (Dildar, 2015; Dean and Jayachandran, 2019; Jayachandran, 2021; Field et al.,

2021). By showing that a change in labour force participation or in the number of days

of female labour to be much higher than it actually is. Other papers have investigated the extent of such
misperception (see for instance Bursztyn et al. (2020) in the context of Saudi Arabia or Jayachandran (2020)
for a review). Although these studies do provide a solid ground for our claim that men resent their wives’
labour, discussing the existence and extent of such a gap in perceptions is beyond the scope of this work.
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worked recast the allocation of decision power within the household, we show that this

norm, not only has an impact at the extensive margin but also on the intensive margin of

female labour supply. Finally, our paper suggests that decision power, as observed by the

say a wife may have in important household decisions, is a poor proxy of her unobserved

bargaining power.

The rest of the paper is structured as follows. Section 2 sets out the model and Section

3 presents the data and the empirical strategy. Section 4 sets out and comments on the

empirical results, while Section 5 investigates potential alternative explanations.

2 Model

A key novelty of the paper lies in the distinction we make between bargaining power and

decision power. On the one hand, the allocation of bargaining power is assumed to be

exogenous to household decisions, while, on the other hand, the distribution of decision

power results from the bargaining between spouses and is set concurrently with the amount

of labour supplied by the wife.5

Women and men’s utility, uf and um, depend on their respective material well-being, mi,

as well as on their status, si, i ∈ {f,m}. Their material well-being is a classical function

increasing in consumption ci and decreasing in labour time ℓi:

mi = ci − hi(ℓi),

where the disutility of labour function hi satisfies: h
′
i > 0 and h′′

i > 0, i ∈ {f,m}.

The status of women depends on their decision power within the household, df , and on

5Our assumption that household decisions do not affect the relative bargaining power of the spouses does
not prevent this relative power from depending on exogenous parameters, such as the wife’s wage. In the
Appendix, we present a variant of the model in which the relative bargaining power depends on the wife’s
wage and the basic results still hold.
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their labour time, according to the function

sf = df + δℓf ,

where δ represents the importance of her labour time in a woman’s status. A positive δ,

the intuition that is found in the literature, means that working for pay or in the household

farm or business provides additional status to women. A negative δ means that women gain

social status by staying home, for instance because their time home allows them to build

and entertain their social network.

The status of men depends on their decision power within the household, dm, and on

their wife’s labour allocation, according to the function

sm = dm − γℓf ,

where γ ≥ 0 represents the strength of the cost incurred by husbands for being unable to

keep their wives home. The value of γ may differ across households. The assumption that sm

is linear in its two arguments is made for simplicity, but it is central that there is substitution

between decision power and female labour time.

To be relatively neutral in terms of the complementarity or substitutability between

material well-being and status, we assume

uf (mf , sf ) = mfsf ,

um(mm, sm) = mmsm.

The constraints facing the household are first that its members need to work to earn

money and consume. We assume that they have a non-earned income (or wealth) of y and
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each spouse works at a wage of wi, i ∈ {f,m}. The constraint can be written

cf + cm ≤ y + wfℓf + wmℓm. (1)

The second constraint is that the decision power is divided among the spouses:

df + dm = 1. (2)

Spouses have to decide on ℓf , ℓm, df , dm, cf and cm. We assume that all these variables are

chosen through a bargaining process. We model the bargaining as a Nash bargain, where

the bargaining power of the wife (resp., the husband) is equal to λ (resp., 1− λ), that is the

household solves the following program

max
ℓf ,ℓm,df ,dm,cf ,cm

N = uλ
fu

1−λ
m

under constraints (1) and (2).

We would like to set out a correlation between df and ℓf , for a fixed λ, as a consequence

of a higher γ in the household. We simplify the problem by assuming that men always work

full time, so that ℓm is fixed. Taking constraints into account and taking the log of the Nash

product, we rewrite the problem as

max
ℓf ,df ,cf

λ ln(cf − hf (ℓf )) + λ ln(df + δℓf )

+(1− λ) ln(y + wfℓf + wmℓm − cf − hm(ℓm)) + (1− λ) ln(1− df − γℓf ).

We denote the optimal values of the endogenous variables with a ∗.

The derivative of the objective with respect to cf gives us

∂N
∂cf

=
λ

c∗f − hf (ℓ∗f )
− (1− λ)

y + wfℓ∗f + wmℓm − c∗f − hm(ℓm)
= 0,
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which can be simplified into
m∗

f

m∗
m

=
λ

1− λ
,

that is, material well-being is distributed proportionally to the bargaining power. This is

not a surprise, given the separability assumptions that we made.

More interesting is the derivation of the optimal division of decision power within the

household. We have

∂N
∂df

=
λ

d∗f + δℓ∗f
− (1− λ)

1− d∗f − γℓ∗f
= 0,

which can be rewritten

d∗f = λ− (λγ + (1− λ)δ)ℓ∗f , (3)

so that
dd∗f
dℓ∗f

= −(λγ + (1− λ)δ), (4)

that is, the correlation between the optimal decision power and labour time of the wives

is a convex combination of the two perceived norm parameters, γ and δ. The sign of the

derivative depends on the sign and size of γ and δ according to

dd∗f
dℓ∗f

≤ 0 ⇔ λγ ≥ (1− λ)(−δ).

If they are both equal to 0, that is, if there is no status concern associated with female

labour, then there is no reason for the decision power to change as a function of female

labour. Indeed, the division of the decision power is a matter of the bargaining power, and

the decision about women work is a purely economic one: the household trade-off between

the utility of consuming more and the disutility of labour. As a consequence, if it turns out

to be interesting for the household to have the wife work outside for money or to work at
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the household farm, she is compensated for it with a larger consumption.6

A positive δ means that working outside gives status to wives. When this is so, both γ

and δ push in favor of a negative relationship between labour time and decision power: as the

husband dislikes letting his wife work whereas she likes working outside the house, then the

husband gets a compensation in terms of decision power. The relationship between female

labour participation and her decision power is more subtle when her status also suffers from

working outside. If the dominating effect is a large γ, that is, if being able to keep their wife

home is of high value to men, then a higher female labour time goes together with a lower

female decision power, because the husband’s decrease in status due to the larger female

labour has to be compensated with a larger decision power.

The model so far assumes that the female labour time is a continuous variable. As a

result, the optimal female labour time adjusts to external shocks at the intensive margin, so

that small changes in the environment leads to small adjustments of the labour supply. A

simplified version of the model could restrict this adjustment to be at the extensive margin,

which is particularly relevant if status is determined only as a function of whether the wife

works or not, instead of how long she works. In this case, we can restrict our attention to

ℓf ∈ {0, 1}. If the optimal labour time is 0, then we have
df

1−df
= λ

1−λ
at equilibrium, so

that df = λ. If the optimal labour time is 1, then we have
df+δ

1−df−γ
= λ

1−λ
at equilibrium, so

that df = λ− (λγ + (1− λ)δ). If the wife takes a job outside, her decision power decreases

by (λγ + (1− λ)δ). We test our predictions below by looking at both the intensive and the

extensive margins.

It is typical to define the Nash product in terms of utility gains and not utilities them-

selves, with utility gains being evaluated with respect to some threat option utility level.

Anderson and Eswaran (2009) point out the influence of the threat option. While the threat

6The derivative of the Nash product with respect to the labour time of the wives gives us

∂N
∂lf

=
−λh′

f (ℓ
∗
f )

c∗f − hf (ℓ∗f )
+

λδ

d∗f + δℓ∗f
+

(1− λ)wf

y + wf ℓ∗f + wmℓm − c∗f − hm(ℓm)
− (1− λ)γ

1− d∗f − γℓ∗f
= 0,

which, together with the previous equation, determines the optimal labour time.
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option is key to determining the relative utility of the agents at the equilibrium, which is the

focus of the analysis of Anderson and Eswaran (2009), our result, captured by Eq.4, is less

related to the relative utilities obtained by spouses than to the shape of the Pareto frontier

(in the six-dimensional space of consumption, decision power and labour time of spouses) at

the equilibrium.7

We can summarize the main result of the model in the following three predictions, which

we test in the next sections.

Prediction 1 It is possible to have a negative relationship between the wife’s labour supply

and her decision power within the household. This comes from the fact that λγ + (1 − λ)δ

can be positive.

Prediction 2 A negative relationship between the wife’s labour supply and her decision

power within the household is more likely in households in which it is important for men

to keep their wives home. This comes from the fact that a larger γ goes together with a lower

dd∗f
dℓ∗f

.

Prediction 3 A negative relationship between the wife’s labour supply and her decision

power within the household is more likely in households in which the work for pay of the

wife conveys status. This comes from the fact that a larger δ goes together with a lower
dd∗f
dℓ∗f

.

7Assume, indeed, that there is a threat option, determined by material well-beings and social statuses
mf , mm, sf and sm. The Nash product becomes

max
ℓf ,df ,cf

λ ln(cf − hf (ℓf )−mf ) + λ ln(df + δℓf − sf )

+(1− λ) ln(y + wf ℓf + wmℓm − cf − hm(ℓm)−mm) + (1− λ) ln(1− df − γℓf − sm).

The derivation with respect to df leads to the following variant of Eq. (3)

d∗f = λ(1− sm) + (1− λ)sf − (λγ + (1− λ)δ)ℓ∗f ,

so that
dd∗

f

dℓ∗f
is not affected by the threat option. The key point is that we are on the Pareto frontier, at a

point which is determined by the threat option and the relative bargaining power, but Eq. (4) comes from
both the efficiency condition and the relative bargaining power.
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3 Data and Descriptive statistics

To test our theoretical predictions, we use data from the India Human Development Survey

(IHDS), which is a two-year panel collected in 2006 and 2012 (Desai et al., 2019). It is a

nationally representative survey that contains information on households throughout India.

In each household, at least one woman who has ever been married is interviewed in 2006 and

2012. To avoid household composition effects, we focus on households whose composition

has not dramatically changed over the two periods, namely on households that are either

nuclear or extended in both waves. The final sample is composed of 32,086 households.

Table 1 provides descriptive statistics on our key variables of interest and reads as follows:

the first three columns provide the sample mean of the variables, for the two waves pooled

(column 1) or separately (columns 2 and 3), while column 4 displays the fraction of the

sample which has a different value for the variable in 2006 compared to 2012. Column 5

and 6 further decompose the change: for the fraction of the sample which had a change

between 2006 and 2012, column 5 displays the fraction for which the change is an increase

and column 6 the fraction for which the change is a decrease.

Our measures of decision power are binary variables that are equal to one if the respondent

declares that she takes part to the decision regarding (a) what to cook on a daily basis (b)

what to do if a child falls sick (c) whether to buy an expensive item such as a fridge or a TV

(d) how many children to have and (e) to whom children should marry. Although we use

all these variables, they do not equally translate relevant decision power. Cooking and child

care are traditionally under women’s purview and hence may not starkly reveal enhanced

decision power. We refer to these decisions as “routine” ones. In comparison, large expenses,

fertility choices and family unions through marriages are important decisions that are less

likely to be the domain of women, and that we term “major” decisions. Although women

seem to largely take part in all these decisions, they are relatively less involved in major

ones. There are also relatively more variations over time in women’s declared participation

in major decisions: 28 to 37% of the women witnessed a change of their decision power for
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Table 1: Descriptive Statistics - main variables

Mean Mean Mean Prop. Change Prop. ↗ Prop. ↘
both years 2006 2012 2006-2012 2006-2012 2006-2012

Decision power variables

(a) Cook 0.95 0.95 0.94 0.10 0.48 0.52
(0.23) (0.22) (0.23)

(b) Sick 0.87 0.85 0.90 0.26 0.55 0.45
(0.33) (0.36) (0.30)

(c) Major expenditure 0.75 0.71 0.80 0.37 0.63 0.37
(0.43) (0.46) (0.40)

(d) Fertility 0.85 0.80 0.91 0.28 0.75 0.25
(0.35) (0.40) (0.29)

(e) Marry 0.82 0.77 0.87 0.34 0.58 0.42
(0.38) (0.42) (0.33)

Labour variables - Women

Labour force participation 0.52 0.48 0.55 0.29 0.63 0.37
(0.50) (0.50) (0.50)

Labour time (days) 88.62 82.20 95.04 0.64 0.56 0.44
(111.65) (107.93) (114.90)

Work for wage (days) (days) 44.45 41.03 47.87 0.40 0.56 0.44
(88.13) (83.52) (92.39)

Work in HH activity (days) 44.93 41.69 48.18 0.45 0.55 0.45
(81.55) (78.19) (84.65)

Labour variables - Husbands

Labour force participation 0.94 0.95 0.93 0.10 0.42 0.58
(0.24) (0.23) (0.26)

Labour time (days) 239.49 239.84 239.13 0.93 0.54 0.46
(104.37) (98.00) (110.37)

Work for wage (days) 150.41 149.26 151.55 0.75 0.54 0.46
(131.96) (127.46) (136.31)

Work in HH activity (days) 93.40 93.71 93.08 0.60 0.51 0.49
(120.44) (120.62) (120.27)

N Observations 32,086 16,043 16,043

Column 1-3 report the sample mean and the standard deviation (in parenthesis) for each variable. Column 1 in-
cludes both waves, column 2 only year 2006, and column 3 year 2012. Column 3-6 report changes between the
two waves: column 4 reports the proportion of the sample that declares a different value in 2012 compared to
2006 ; column 5 and 6 report the proportion of those (among the ones who declared a different value) who de-
clared an increase (column 5) and a decrease (column 6).
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major decisions compared to 10 to 26% of the women for routine decisions.

Data also provide information about the amount of labour supplied by members of the

household either on the household farm or business or in the labour market. We use two

variables: first, whether the respondent participates in the labour force and second, the

total number of days of labour she has supplied over the last 12 months, which is self-

reported. These variables are eventually disaggregated between labour supplied, if any, to

the household business or farm on the one hand, and to the labour market for a wage on

the other hand. Summary statistics show that 48% of women in the sample participated in

the labour force in 2006 and 55% in 2012, but 29% changed their labour force participation

status, among which 63% went from not working in 2006 to working in 2012 and 37%

experienced the opposite change.

Figure 1: Changes in female labour time between 2006 and 2012
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With respect to labour time, women supplied on average 89 days of labour divided in

44 days of labour to the market and 45 days to the household farm or business. Figure
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1 graphs the difference in the number of days worked between 2006 and 2012 for the 64%

of women who declare a different value in 2006 and 2012. As can be seen from the graph,

there are positive and negative changes over a large range of value. Therefore, Table 1 and

Figure 1 do not depict a general increase in labour force participation. A large fraction of

the sample did not experience any change between the two waves, and, among those who

experienced a change, many have decreased their labour participation. That should warn

us against explaining the correlations that we uncover by simple long run trends imposing

themselves to everyone.

Not surprisingly, husbands participate much more in the labour force and work more

time. Two-thirds of their labour time is for wage, while two-thirds is in the household farm

or business. Other descriptive statistics on our control variables are shown in Table B.1 in

Appendix.

4 Results

Our model emphasizes a correlation between female labour supply and female decision power.

As both variables are, per our model, jointly determined in the bargaining process, the

empirical strategy does not need to identify a causal relationship between labour supply and

decision power. However, we need to make sure that the correlation that we observe is not

due to other unrelated (unobserved) factors. To do so, we exploit the panel dimension of our

data that allows us to control for individual and household level factors that are fixed over

time, such as the bargaining power and the status variables, λ, γ and δ, which we assume

heterogenous across households but fixed over time (an assumption that we test in Section

5.5). To control for time-varying factors, we rely on a rich set of time-varying controls. We

discuss potential alternative explanations in Section 5.
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4.1 Decision power and female labour supply

We begin with prediction 1 that states that the correlation between decision power and

female labour supply can be negative:

Prediction 1 It is possible to have a negative relationship between the wife’s labour supply

and her decision power within the household. This comes from the fact that λγ + (1 − λ)δ

can be positive.

To test prediction 1, we estimate the following equation using a linear probability model:8

Pr(DPi,t = 1) = α + βLi,t + γXit + ci + jt + ui,t (5)

DPi,t is a dummy equal to one if woman i has a say in the dimension considered at time t:

cooking, children’s healthcare, major expenses, fertility or who the children should marry.

Li,t is either a dummy that takes the value 1 if the respondent has supplied any labour over

the year t, or it is the number of days she has worked over the period either for wage or on

the household farm or business. Xit is a vector of time varying individual and household

characteristics. It includes the respondent’s and husband’s age and its squared form as

decision power and the capacity to work may evolve along the life cycle. We control for the

presence of either of the in-laws who may be in demand of the woman’s time and at the

same time exert a direct influence on her capacity to decide. Similarly, we control for the

dependency of other household members by including the number of children below schooling

age and of individuals in the household. We also control for standard correlates of labour

supply such as household’s income, excluding that of the respondent, as well as wealth, by

8The use of least squares to model a dichotomous variable may lead to increasingly biased and inconsistent
estimates as the proportion of predicted probabilities that fall out of the [0,1] interval increases (Horrace and
Oaxaca, 2006). We, nevertheless, resort to a Linear Probability Model for two reasons: first the proportion
of predicted probabilities that are out of range is modest so that the extent of the bias should be limited.
Second, the alternative would be to resort to non-linear models such as probit or logit. However, given
that we include individual fixed effects, estimates would suffer from incidental parameter bias. We test the
robustness of our results with respect to the bias identified by Horrace and Oaxaca (2006) by excluding
observations with predictions out of the interval [0,1] in Panel 3 of Table 2.
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including the amount of land owned by the household as land is the main source of wealth in

rural, and to some extent in urban India, and an index for assets owned. Other controls relate

to the characteristics of the woman’s work, such as the woman’s earned daily wage rate and a

proxy for the status of the work (a dummy that indicates if the wife works in the agricultural

sector), that may relate to their bargaining power within the household. Finally we include

binary variables equal to one if the household operates a farm or a business as it is likely

to determine women’s labour supply, and the month and year the interview was conducted.

ci are individual fixed effects that control for individual and household characteristics that

are fixed over time.9 jt is a time dummy and ui,t is the error term. In order to account for

the potential spatial correlation of the disturbance term, standard errors are clustered at the

Primary Sample Unit level which is either the village in rural areas or the neighborhood in

urban areas.

Panel 1 in Table 2 presents the estimation results for the link between decision power and

labour force participation (A) and between decision power and the number of days worked

over the year (B).10 The labour time variable is standardized, such that the coefficient can

be interpreted in terms of standard deviations.

Columns (1) and (2) show no significant relationship between female labour force par-

ticipation or labour time and decisions that are traditionally in the hands of women such

as cooking and child care. However, columns (3), (4) and (5) exhibit a statistically signifi-

cant and negative relationship between women’s involvement in major household’s decisions

such as large expenses, number of children to have or family alliances through marriage

and female labour force participation as well as labour time.11 Participating in the labour

force decreases the probability to take part in decisions regarding major expenses by 4.5

9In particular, the individual fixed effects capture the heterogeneity in terms of bargaining power across
households, and in the status variables, λ, γ and δ, which we consider as fixed or changing very slowly over
time. This assumption is discussed in Section 5.5.

10For the sake of clarity and conciseness we only present the coefficients related to women labour supply.
The coefficients associated with the control variables are displayed in Table B.2 in Appendix.

11The relationship is not significant between the decision on whom the child should marry and labour
force participation but the coefficient becomes significantly different from 0 in the robustness checks shown
in Panel 3 and 4 and when we restrict to rural areas in Table 3.
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Table 2: Main specification and robustness checks

Routine Decisions Major Decisions
(1) (2) (3) (4) (5)

Cook (w) Sick (w) Maj. exp. (w) Fert. (w) Marry (w)
Panel 1: Main specification
A - Labour Force Participation -0.0120 0.00498 -0.0449*** -0.0254** -0.0210

(0.00754) (0.0122) (0.0146) (0.0117) (0.0129)
R2 0.018 0.044 0.061 0.101 0.080
N 32024 30156 31866 31034 29488
B - Labour Time (days) -0.00609 -0.00890 -0.0297*** -0.0237*** -0.0248***

(0.00402) (0.00616) (0.00653) (0.00612) (0.00642)
R2 0.018 0.044 0.063 0.103 0.082
N 32024 30156 31866 31034 29488
Panel 2: Controlling for district FLFP
A - Labour Force Participation -0.0107 0.00567 -0.0448*** -0.0233** -0.0199

(0.00731) (0.0125) (0.0149) (0.0117) (0.0130)
District FLFP 0.0137 -0.151** -0.140* -0.0700 -0.127*

(0.0275) (0.0694) (0.0823) (0.0707) (0.0765)
R2 0.020 0.050 0.065 0.103 0.083
N 30961 29144 30807 29980 28497
B - Labour Time (days) -0.00276 -0.00397 -0.0271*** -0.0203*** -0.0191***

(0.00335) (0.00594) (0.00656) (0.00571) (0.00604)
District FLFP 0.0139 -0.150** -0.137* -0.0679 -0.124

(0.0275) (0.0692) (0.0818) (0.0703) (0.0762)
R2 0.019 0.050 0.066 0.105 0.084
N 30961 29144 30807 29980 28497
Panel 3: Excluding observations with out of interval [0, 1] predictions
A - Labour Force Participation -0.0127 0.00175 -0.0461*** -0.0304** -0.0230*

(0.00825) (0.0115) (0.0147) (0.0134) (0.0138)
R2 0.018 0.034 0.061 0.050 0.058
N 27964 26730 31392 22220 25026
B - Labour Time (days) -0.00661 -0.0103* -0.0313*** -0.0191*** -0.0256***

(0.00436) (0.00602) (0.00644) (0.00723) (0.00730)
R2 0.019 0.036 0.062 0.051 0.061
N 28122 26596 31388 22480 25212
Panel 4: Excluding women with small var in labour days
B - Labour Time (days) -0.00583 -0.00937 -0.0274*** -0.0227*** -0.0226***

(0.00399) (0.00598) (0.00659) (0.00625) (0.00658)
R2 0.031 0.051 0.085 0.129 0.107
N 18668 17540 18542 18052 17180

Notes: Standard errors in parentheses clustered at the village/neighborhood level with ∗∗∗, ∗∗, and
∗ respectively denoting significance at the 1%, 5%, and 10% levels. All equations include indi-
vidual fixed effects and time dummies (month and year of the survey) as well as the following
controls at the individual level: respondent’s and huband’s age and age2, relation to the head,
number of children under 5, whether the woman works in the agricultural sector and her earned
average daily wage. The household level controls are: number of household members, presence
of the father or mother-in-law, amount of land owned (in log), whether the household cultivates
a farm or operates a non farm business, yearly income (in log, without the female respondent in-
come). The labour days variable is standardized.
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percentage points from an average of 75% to 70%, and to have a say in fertility decisions by

2.5 percentage points from an average of 85% to 82%. It is of the same magnitude but not

significant for marriage decisions. A one standard deviation increase in labour time (i.e. by

112 days) lowers the probability to have a say in major expenses from an average of 75% to

72%, in the number of children to have from an average 85% to 83% and in whom children

should marry from an average of 82% to 79%.12

Our results set forth a negative relationship between decision power and on one hand

labour force participation and on the other hand labour time, an effect we attribute to the

cost that men incur for not being able to keep their wives at home. In Panel 2 to 4 we test

the robustness of the relationship. First, the cost that men incur may evolve over time. In

order to proxy for the acceptability of female work, we compute the average labour force

participation at the district - sector (i.e urban or rural) level using the 62 and 68 rounds

of the National Sample Survey Data.13 Panel 2 of Table 2 shows that the addition did not

significantly alter the results.

Second, given that our specification includes a large number of fixed effects, we adhere to

a linear probability model. According to Horrace and Oaxaca (2006), however, coefficients

may be biased if a large proportion of predicted probabilities falls outside the [0, 1] interval.

The authors suggest, as a robustness check, re-estimating the coefficients on a sample that

is reduced to observations whose predicted probabilities fall within the [0, 1] interval. Panel

3 of Table 2 confirms that the bias, if any, was limited and led, in broad terms, to underesti-

mating the relationship. For instance, participation to marriage decisions is now significantly

correlated with the decision to enter the labour market and most coefficients are bigger in

12In Appendix B.3 we explore whether the relationship between labour supply and decision power depends
on the direction of the change in labour supply between 2006 and 2012 by dividing the sample into women
who increase their labor supply and women who decrease it. For labour force participation, the negative
relationship is mostly driven by women who declared that they work in 2012 but not in 2006. This is
consistent with an asymmetry between the effect of an increase in women’s labour force participation on
their husband’s status and the effect of a decrease: the loss of status is larger in the former case than the
(re)gain of status in the latter case, suggesting some stickiness in the social stigma or the identity cost of
having a working wife. When looking at labour time the effect is the same across both groups.

13Dharmalingam and Philip Morgan (1996) show that the participation of women to the local labour
market partially captures the acceptability of female work
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absolute terms. Finally, we investigate whether changes in the number of days worked is due

to inaccuracies in respondents’ answers or possibly to noise in the data. In order to test that

possibility, estimates are computed excluding households who declared the smallest change

in the number of days worked, that is the lowest 5th percentile and displayed in Panel 4 of

Table 2. The relationship remains significant and negative and of similar magnitude.

4.2 Men’s status and decision power

Predictions 2 and 3 deal with two possible sources of heterogeneity in the relationship between

decision power and female labour supply. Prediction 2 is about heterogeneity in the social

status of men:

Prediction 2 A negative relationship between the wife’s labour supply and her decision

power within the household is more likely in households in which it is important for men

to keep their wives home. This comes from the fact that a larger γ goes together with a lower

dd∗f
dℓ∗f

.

We test this Prediction by looking at the heterogeneity of the relationship between decision

power and female labour supply with respect to the localization of the household. While

we cannot measure the norm cost of having a wife who works, we can hypothesize that it

is higher in rural areas. On one hand because rural areas tend to be more conservative

(Allendorf and Pandian, 2016; Jensen and Oster, 2009):14 in an urban environment having

a working wife may not be as frowned upon, or at least by less people, and on the other

hand, because the behavior of individuals is likely to be more observable in a village than in

a city. To test Prediction 2, Equation 5 is estimated on rural and urban samples separately.

The localization is fixed in our sample as IHDS only re-interviewed households who had

not changed location. Results are presented in Table 3. The negative relationship between

14Allendorf and Pandian (2016) document that marriage arrangements are much more traditional in rural
areas: for instance future spouses are less often consulted in the choice of a match than in urban areas and they
more often meet on the day of the wedding. Jensen and Oster (2009) also show how the introduction of cable
television in rural India, by exposing rural households to urban attitudes and values, led to improvements
in the status and autonomy for rural women, that lagged behind that of urban dwellers.

19



Table 3: Test of Prediction 2: Heterogeneity of the effect with respect to the local-
ization

Routine Decisions Major Decisions
(1) (2) (3) (4) (5)

Cook (w) Sick (w) Maj. exp. (w) Fert. (w) Marry (w)
Panel 1: Urban sample
A - Labour Force Participation 0.0130 0.00791 0.00819 0.00664 0.0145

(0.00803) (0.0165) (0.0196) (0.0187) (0.0194)
R2 0.019 0.071 0.052 0.072 0.062
N 11148 10528 11122 10838 10238
B - Labour Time (days) 0.00233 -0.00460 -0.00625 -0.00382 -0.00627

(0.00356) (0.00660) (0.00857) (0.00746) (0.00834)
R2 0.019 0.071 0.052 0.072 0.062
N 11148 10528 11122 10838 10238
Panel 2: Rural sample
A - Labour Force Participation -0.0207** 0.000488 -0.0598*** -0.0356** -0.0324**

(0.00967) (0.0138) (0.0177) (0.0138) (0.0156)
R2 0.026 0.048 0.089 0.127 0.100
N 20876 19628 20744 20196 19250
B - Labour Time (days) -0.0102* -0.0111 -0.0376*** -0.0310*** -0.0313***

(0.00550) (0.00789) (0.00817) (0.00781) (0.00813)
R2 0.026 0.049 0.090 0.130 0.102
N 20876 19628 20744 20196 19250

Notes: Standard errors in parentheses clustered at the village/neighborhood level with ∗∗∗, ∗∗, and
∗ respectively denoting significance at the 1%, 5%, and 10% levels. All equations include indi-
vidual fixed effects and time dummies (month and year of the survey) as well as the following
controls at the individual level: respondent’s and huband’s age and age2, relation to the head,
number of children under 5, whether the woman works in the agricultural sector and her earned
average daily wage. The household level controls are: number of household members, presence
of the father or mother-in-law, amount of land owned (in log), whether the household cultivates
a farm or operates a non farm business, yearly income (in log, without the female respondent in-
come). The labour days variable is standardized.
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female labour supply and decision power is only found in rural areas (Panel 2), which is in

line with Prediction 2: we expect the norm cost for men to be higher in rural areas than

urban areas.

4.3 Women’s status and decision power

Finally, Prediction 3 states that the relationship may also be heterogeneous with respect to

the occupation of the wife:

Prediction 3 A negative relationship between the wife’s labour supply and her decision

power within the household is more likely in households in which the work for pay of the

wife conveys status. This comes from the fact that a larger δ goes together with a lower
dd∗f
dℓ∗f

.

Unfortunately, there is no precise information in the dataset about the level of qualification

of women’s work. We hypothesize that within wage work, being employed in agriculture

is considered lowly work, and explore whether the relationship between wage work and

decision power is different for agricultural labourers. If Prediction 3 holds, we expect the

relationship between decision power and wage work to be less negative for agricultural jobs.

We differentiate between wage work and work for the household, and interact wage work with

a dummy indicating whether the woman works as agricultural labourer. Table 4 presents

the estimates. The first finding is that the relationship between labour supply and decision

power is negative for both types of work. As we will discuss again in Sections 5.5 and 5.6,

this result highlights that the negative correlation between labour supply and decision power

cannot be interpreted as coming from a change in the threat point, as labour supply on the

household farm or business is not likely to impact outside options. It also shows that the

results are hard to reconcile with an alternative story where a decrease in decision power

were to lead women to search for more autonomy outside their home, as working on the

household farm or business is not conducive of more autonomy. Second, the relationship

between wage work and decision power is only negative for non-agricultural work. When
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Table 4: Test of Prediction 3: Heterogeneity of the effect with respect to the type
of work

Routine Decisions Major Decisions
(1) (2) (3) (4) (5)

Cook (w) Sick (w) Maj. exp. (w) Fert. (w) Marry (w)
A - Labour Force Participation
Work for wage (dum.) -0.0527*** -0.0163 -0.0409 -0.0410* -0.0334

(0.0196) (0.0316) (0.0314) (0.0247) (0.0302)
Work for wage × Agr. Lab. 0.0369* 0.0688** 0.163*** 0.121*** 0.111***

(0.0221) (0.0341) (0.0396) (0.0328) (0.0359)
Work in HH act. (dum.) -0.0142 -0.00146 -0.0481** -0.0330** -0.0360*

(0.0103) (0.0145) (0.0190) (0.0158) (0.0185)
R2 0.028 0.048 0.088 0.128 0.100
N 20876 19628 20744 20196 19250
Effect of Work for wage when Agr. Labourer
Work for wage (dummy) -0.0158 0.0525* 0.122*** 0.0799*** 0.0779**

(0.0165) (0.0312) (0.0355) (0.0281) (0.0330)

B - Labour Time (days)
Work for wage (days) -0.0153** -0.0123 -0.0302*** -0.0309*** -0.0192*

(0.00671) (0.0118) (0.0114) (0.00866) (0.0106)
Work for wage × Agr. Lab. 0.0189** 0.0176 0.0317 0.0171 0.0110

(0.00934) (0.0198) (0.0205) (0.0168) (0.0202)
Work in HH activity -0.00569 -0.00842 -0.0317*** -0.0206*** -0.0265***

(0.00487) (0.00694) (0.00817) (0.00723) (0.00798)
R2 0.027 0.049 0.091 0.130 0.103
N 20876 19628 20744 20196 19250
Effect of Work for wage when Agr. Labourer
Work for wage (days) 0.00364 0.00531 0.00150 -0.0138 -0.00817

(0.00671) (0.0156) (0.0170) (0.0145) (0.0164)

Notes: Standard errors in parentheses clustered at the village/neighborhood level with ∗∗∗, ∗∗,
and ∗ respectively denoting significance at the 1%, 5%, and 10% levels. All equations include
individual fixed effects and time dummies (month and year of the survey) as well as the fol-
lowing controls at the individual level: respondent’s and huband’s age and age2, relation to
the head, number of children under 5, whether the woman works in the agricultural sector
and her earned average daily wage. The household level controls are: number of household
members, presence of the father or mother-in-law, amount of land owned (in log), whether the
household cultivates a farm or operates a non farm business, yearly income (in log, without
the female respondent income). The labour days variable is standardized.
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women are hired as agricultural labourers, the relationship is either positive (for labour force

participation), or not significantly different from zero (for labour time). If our assumption

is correct, i.e. that working as an agricultural labourer brings little status, then this result

is in line with Prediction 3.

5 Alternative Stories

Our empirical strategy sets out a correlation between, on one hand a change in the decision

to work and in the amount of labour supplied, and on the other hand a change in decision

power. The main threat to our empirical strategy is the occurrence of other changes at the

individual or household level that may have altered decision power within the family and

labour supply over the six-year period. We control for as many factors as possible, including

individual fixed effects. However, to test the robustness of our results, this Section examines

competing explanations.

5.1 Changes in Family Structure

Changes in the family structure, such as the birth of additional children or the death of

in-laws may simultaneously alter decision power and female labour supply. It also seems

plausible that changes in status within the household, such as becoming a mother-in-law,

may generate negative or positive correlations between decision power and female labour

supply. We already take into account these various changes in the household, by controlling

for the presence of either of the in-laws, the number of children under the age of 5 living in

the household and the position of the woman in the household with respect to that of the

head (wife, daughter-in-law, etc...). Our sample is also restricted to households that do not

drastically change between 2006 and 2012, as we focus on households that are extended or

nuclear in both waves. In any case, to ensure that the composition of the extended family,

whatever it might be, is not driving our results, we replicate the estimation using only nuclear
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households. The results, displayed in Panel 1 of Table 5 are robust to this restriction.15

5.2 Changes in Female Relative Wealth or Wage

Another potential threat to our estimation could be a change in the wife’s wealth relative

to that of her husband. For example, an increase in female relative wealth would boost her

bargaining power and ultimately her decision power. This could yield a spurious negative

correlation between decision power and labour supply, should such an increase in female

relative wealth decrease her labour supply. We do not have information about the wealth

of individual family members, so we cannot control for such changes in the estimation. Yet,

increased relative wealth does not necessarily imply a reduction in female labour supply. In

fact, Heath and Tan (2019) use an exogenous shock to female relative wealth, the Hindu

Succession Act of 2005 that improved women’s capacity to inherit property, to show that

in India, female labour supply increases when women become relatively wealthier. The

underlying mechanism is that an increase in their relative wealth increases their control over

their earnings, and they gain more from working. Thus, although higher relative wealth may

lead to additional decision power, it also leads to an increase, and not a decrease, in female

labour supply so that it cannot account for the negative correlation we set forth between

decision power and labour supply.

The same reasoning should apply to a change in relative income. If an increase in female

relative income bolsters female bargaining power, we should expect an increase in her labour

supply. However, to check whether this is the case, we control for the labour income of the

wife and of the husband in Panel 2 of Table 5. The results are robust to this inclusion.

15The coefficients on labour force participation loose significance for fertility and marriage decisions. It
may be due to the smaller sample size as the size of the coefficients does not change much.
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Table 5: Alternative stories

Routine Decisions Major Decisions
(1) (2) (3) (4) (5)

Cook (w) Sick (w) Maj. exp. (w) Fert. (w) Marry (w)
Panel 1: Only nuclear HH
A - Labour Force Participation -0.0160 0.0163 -0.0540** -0.0288 -0.0215

(0.0103) (0.0196) (0.0234) (0.0188) (0.0221)
R2 0.031 0.053 0.096 0.144 0.111
N 12074 11408 11958 11632 11236
B - Labour Time (days) -0.00535 -0.0110 -0.0448*** -0.0335*** -0.0307***

(0.00566) (0.00892) (0.0106) (0.00934) (0.0100)
R2 0.031 0.053 0.100 0.148 0.114
N 12074 11408 11958 11632 11236
Panel 2: Controlling for Income
A - Labour Force Participation -0.00988 0.00606 -0.0566*** -0.0293* -0.0293*

(0.00943) (0.0138) (0.0191) (0.0150) (0.0171)
Income of the husband -0.0000805 -0.00114 -0.00348* -0.00275* -0.00233

(0.00101) (0.00152) (0.00202) (0.00141) (0.00168)
Income of the wife -0.00467** -0.00270 -0.00472 -0.00164 -0.00123

(0.00229) (0.00347) (0.00370) (0.00309) (0.00353)
R2 0.028 0.049 0.089 0.128 0.100
N 20876 19628 20744 20196 19250
B - Labour Time (days) -0.00427 -0.0104 -0.0377*** -0.0315*** -0.0338***

(0.00558) (0.00830) (0.00957) (0.00826) (0.00905)
Income of the husband -0.0000657 -0.00129 -0.00355* -0.00291** -0.00249

(0.00102) (0.00153) (0.00203) (0.00143) (0.00169)
Income of the wife -0.00466** -0.000652 -0.00257 0.00135 0.00215

(0.00234) (0.00361) (0.00389) (0.00303) (0.00364)
R2 0.028 0.049 0.090 0.131 0.103
N 20876 19628 20744 20196 19250
Panel 3: Labour supply - husbands
A - Labour Force Participation -0.0213** 0.00129 -0.0595*** -0.0353** -0.0321**

(0.00959) (0.0138) (0.0177) (0.0138) (0.0156)
LFP - Husband 0.0298 -0.0367 -0.0169 -0.0112 -0.0135

(0.0200) (0.0249) (0.0260) (0.0229) (0.0243)
R2 0.027 0.049 0.089 0.127 0.100
N 20876 19628 20744 20196 19250
B - Labour Time (days) -0.00982* -0.00778 -0.0318*** -0.0277*** -0.0271***

(0.00530) (0.00793) (0.00805) (0.00754) (0.00793)
Labour Time - husband -0.00127 -0.0123** -0.0216*** -0.0122** -0.0160**

(0.00458) (0.00604) (0.00672) (0.00568) (0.00664)
R2 0.026 0.050 0.092 0.131 0.104
N 20876 19628 20744 20196 19250
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Table 5: Alternative stories (continued)

Routine Decisions Major Decisions
(1) (2) (3) (4) (5)

Cook (w) Sick (w) Maj. exp. (w) Fert. (w) Marry (w)
Panel 4: Controlling for health shocks
A - Labour Force Participation -0.0212** 0.000346 -0.0600*** -0.0353*** -0.0315**

(0.00965) (0.0137) (0.0176) (0.0136) (0.0155)
R2 0.028 0.051 0.092 0.132 0.102
N 20876 19628 20744 20196 19250
B - Labour Time (days) -0.0105* -0.0111 -0.0376*** -0.0310*** -0.0312***

(0.00544) (0.00784) (0.00817) (0.00773) (0.00809)
R2 0.028 0.052 0.094 0.134 0.105
N 20876 19628 20744 20196 19250
Controls
Any disease (w) -0.0097 -0.0353 0.0388 -0.0014 0.0116

(0.0229) (0.0306) (0.0295) (0.0260) (0.0283)
Unable to do normal act. (w) -0.0001 -0.0002 -0.0008*** -0.0004* -0.0000

(0.0001) (0.0003) (0.0003) (0.0002) (0.0002)
Days hospitalised (w) -0.0002 0.0004 0.0007 0.0006* -0.0002

(0.0004) (0.0003) (0.0004) (0.0003) (0.0003)
Cost of treatment (w) -0.0018 0.0027 0.0006 0.0008 -0.0009

(0.0014) (0.0024) (0.0028) (0.0022) (0.0024)
Physical difficulty (w) -0.0148 -0.0372 -0.0453 -0.0528* -0.0102

(0.0211) (0.0304) (0.0325) (0.0275) (0.0299)
Any disease (HH) -0.0252 0.0044 0.0089 0.0197 0.0112

(0.0167) (0.0204) (0.0252) (0.0195) (0.0233)
Unable to do normal act. (HH) -0.0000 -0.0002*** -0.0002 -0.0002** -0.0001

(0.0001) (0.0001) (0.0001) (0.0001) (0.0001)
Days hospitalised (HH) -0.0003 -0.0008 0.0010 0.0004 -0.0011

(0.0005) (0.0006) (0.0009) (0.0006) (0.0009)
Cost of treatment (w) 0.0017 0.0029 -0.0016 0.0011 0.0004

(0.0014) (0.0021) (0.0022) (0.0018) (0.0022)
Physical difficulty (HH) -0.0032 -0.0088 -0.0223 -0.0381** -0.0494**

(0.0128) (0.0181) (0.0207) (0.0157) (0.0204)
Panel 5: First-difference
B - Labour time (diff 2012 - 2006) -0.0129* -0.0167* -0.0386*** -0.0255*** -0.0249**

(0.00659) (0.00975) (0.0104) (0.00962) (0.0104)
Labour time (2006) -0.00553 -0.0106 -0.00185 0.0110 0.0138

(0.00732) (0.0116) (0.0137) (0.0117) (0.0132)
R2 0.026 0.038 0.069 0.083 0.068
N 10363 9749 10372 10041 9562

Notes: Standard errors in parentheses clustered at the village/neighborhood level with ∗∗∗, ∗∗, and
∗ respectively denoting significance at the 1%, 5%, and 10% levels. All equations include individ-
ual fixed effects and time dummies (month and year of the survey) as well as the following controls
at the individual level: respondent’s and huband’s age and age2, relation to the head, number of
children under 5, whether the woman works in the agricultural sector and her earned average daily
wage. The household level controls are: number of household members, presence of the father or
mother-in-law, amount of land owned (in log), whether the household cultivates a farm or operates
a non farm business, yearly income (in log, without the female respondent income). The labour days
variable is standardized.
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5.3 Time Reallocation Between Spouses

It could be assumed that decision power is just a correlate of the time spent at home. A

working wife, having less time at home, may want or have to pass on responsibilities for

making decisions to her husband, just for the sake of an efficient household management.

Hence a reallocation of time at home could drive the allocation of decision power. Additional

female labour could go hand in hand with less decision power, due to a lack of time.

Two points need to be made. First, if the negative relationship between female labour

and decision power was just a question of time at home, then we should observe a negative

relationship with all sorts of decisions, be they mundane, or major. But among all decisions,

only those regarding time consuming activities such as cooking or child care are not affected

by female labour, suggesting that reallocation of time cannot be the driving force behind

our results.

Second, on the basis of this argument, an increase in male labour supply should imply a

greater female decision power, holding all other factors constant. Panel 3 in Table 5 sets out

our main relationship and additionally controls for the work supplied by the respondent’s

husband. The negative correlation still holds even after controlling for the labour supplied

by the husband, and the relationship between decision power and the labour supply of the

husband is negative.

5.4 Health Shocks

Adverse health shocks to the women or a household member may affect a woman’s capacity

to work, and her decision power. Intuitively, if they were to have an influence, health

shocks would be negatively correlated with labour supply and decision power, such that their

omission would lead to an upward bias, which means that our coefficients of interest could

be even more negative. Panel 4 of Table 5 presents our main coefficients after controlling for

the onset of a long term disease for the woman, the number of days she could not conduct

normal activities because of the disease, the number of days spent at the hospital, the cost
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of treatment or whether she has experienced any physical difficulty. We also control for the

same set of health related variables for other members of the household. Our main results

remain unchanged.

5.5 Changes in bargaining power and status variables

An important assumption of our theory is that bargaining power, λ, and the status variables

γ and δ are stable over time. We believe it is unlikely that our results capture changes in

bargaining power. Indeed, decision power is correlated to labour both when it is supplied

for a wage and to the family farm or business. Labour in the family farm or business is

unpaid, and, therefore, it is often thought as having little effect on the threat point and

bargaining power. Nonetheless, to test the possibility that our results are driven by changes

in the parameters that we consider exogenous, let’s assume that the bargaining power had

changed over time and that what we observe in 2006 is the outcome of a bargaining process

based on different parameters from the ones in 2012. Our model would then apply to these

two processes, so that we would get

d∗06f = λ06 − (λ06γ06 + (1− λ06)δ06)ℓ∗06f

d∗12f = λ12 − (λ12γ12 + (1− λ12)δ12)ℓ∗12f .

Taking the difference d∗12f − d∗06f and rearranging the terms leads to

d∗12f − d∗06f = (λ12 − λ06) + β1ℓ
∗06
f − β2(ℓ

∗12
f − ℓ∗06f ), (6)

where

β1 = (λ06γ06 + (1− λ06)δ06)− (λ12γ12 + (1− λ12)δ12),
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which is the difference in the impact of a change in the labour time on the decision power

between 2006 and 2012, and

β2 = (λ12γ12 + (1− λ12)δ12),

which is the (absolute value) of this impact in 2012.

Equation 6 suggests to estimate our model in differences, providing the female labour

time in 2006 is added to the specification. The result of this regression is shown in Panel 5 of

Table 5. The coefficient on labour time in 2006, which measures an aggregate change in the

three relevant parameters of the model, is not significantly different from 0, suggesting that

these parameters have remained stable between 2006 and 2012. The coefficient on labour

time difference is negative and significant, as the model predicts.

It may be worth insisting that what is key to our story is not that these parameters

remain stable in society, but within households. This is consistent with younger couples

being more egalitarian in bargaining power and less influenced by traditional norms than

older ones.

5.6 Reverse Causality

As the changes in female labour time that we observe are not exogenous to the observed

decision power, our empirical work identifies a correlation between these two variables. This

does not exclude, therefore, a causality from decision power to labour time. Even if possible,

such a causality is unlikely.

First, the main difficulty comes from the fact that this alternative theory should be con-

sistent with the finding of Heath and Tan (2019), according to which an increased autonomy

of the wife goes together with an increase in her labour time. The exogenous increase in a

woman’s decision power should then lead to a decrease in her autonomy, which is largely

counterintuitive. Moreover, even if we were to assume that as a woman’s decrease in decision
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power would lead her to take on a job in order to gain autonomy from her husband, such

a reasoning would not explain why the relationship is also observed when she works on the

household farm or business, which would not be conducive to greater autonomy.

Second, the starting point of the alternative theory needs to be an exogenous shock on

the distribution of decision power, which, let us insist on this again, should be distinguished

from a change in bargaining power. Such a change in decision power cannot come from a

change in family composition, or a change in income, because we control for them in all our

specifications. Our results are also robust to the accounting of health shocks.

6 Conclusions

This paper provides empirical evidence and a plausible mechanism for a negative relationship

between female labour supply, both at the extensive and intensive margins, and decision

power. We argue that this correlation is rooted in the loss in status experienced by men

as a result of their wives’ labour and that husbands’ loss in utility receives a compensation

in the form of enhanced decision power. In other words, when new work opportunities for

women arise, or needs of the household increase, the bargaining process between husbands

and wives leads to a decision that the wife increases her labour supply, and her power of

decision decreases in compensation. This correlation is primarily found in conservative rural

areas where men incur in all likelihood a higher norm cost if their wives work and where it

may also be more easily observable.

The results found in this paper and the arguments put forward depart from the literature

that assumes that female labour strengthens women’s power. Our point is that a distinc-

tion should be introduced between bargaining power, which is to be viewed as a structural

parameter of the marriage and that is only occasionally adjusted, and decision power, that

relates to the ability to influence important decisions in the life of the household and that

is frequently updated. In our mechanism, decision power and labour supply are simultane-
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ous outcomes of the bargaining within the household. If we are to consider wives’ decision

power as a dimension of empowerment, our results suggest that less decision power does not

necessarily go together with less utility. Labour time should be complemented with other

variables, such as decision power, to measure women’s empowerment.
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Bursztyn, Leonardo, Alessandra L. González, and David Yanagizawa-Drott, “Mis-

perceived Social Norms: Women Working Outside the Home in Saudi Arabia,” American

Economic Review, October 2020, 110 (10), 2997–3029.

32



Chiappori, Pierre, “Introducing Household Production in Collective Models of Labor

Supply,” Journal of Political Economy, 1997, 105 (1), 191–209.

Dean, Joshua T and Seema Jayachandran, “Changing family attitudes to promote

female employment,” in “AEA Papers and Proceedings,” Vol. 109 2019, pp. 138–42.

Desai, Sonalde, Reeve Vanneman, and National Council Of Applied Economic

Research, New Delhi, “India Human Development Survey Panel (IHDS, IHDS-II),

2005, 2011-2012,” 2019.

Dharmalingam, Arunachalam and S. Philip Morgan, “Women’s Work, Autonomy,

and Birth Control: Evidence From Two South Indian Villages,” Population Studies, 1996,

50 (2), 187–201.

Dildar, Yasemin, “Patriarchal norms, religion, and female labor supply: Evidence from

Turkey,” World Development, 2015, 76, 40–61.

Field, Erica, Rohini Pande, Natalia Rigol, Simone Schaner, and Charity Troyer

Moore, “On Her Own Account: How Strengthening Women’s Financial Control Impacts

Labor Supply and Gender Norms,” American Economic Review, July 2021, 111 (7), 2342–

75.

Hanmer, Lucia and Jeni Klugman, “Exploring Women’s Agency and Empowerment in

Developing Countries: Where do we stand?,” Feminist Economics, 2016, 22 (1), 237–263.

Heath, Rachel, “Women’s Access to Labor Market Opportunities, Control of Household

Resources, and Domestic Violence: Evidence from Bangladesh,” World Development,

2014, 57, 32 – 46.

and Xu Tan, “Intrahousehold Bargaining, Female Autonomy, and Labor Supply: Theory

and Evidence from India,” Journal of the European Economic Association, 07 2019.

33



Horrace, William C and Ronald L Oaxaca, “Results on the bias and inconsistency of

ordinary least squares for the linear probability model,” Economics Letters, 2006, 90 (3),

321–327.

Jayachandran, Seema, “Social norms as a barrier to women’s employment in developing

countries,” Technical Report, National Bureau of Economic Research 2020.

, “Social norms as a barrier to women’s employment in developing countries,” IMF Eco-

nomic Review, 2021, pp. 1–20.

Jensen, Robert and Emily Oster, “The power of TV: Cable television and women’s

status in India,” The Quarterly Journal of Economics, 2009, 124 (3), 1057–1094.

Kabeer, Naila, “Women, Wages and Intra-household Power Relations in Urban

Bangladesh,” Development and Change, 1997, 28 (2), 261–302.

, “Resources, Agency, Achievements: Reflections on the Measurement of Women’s Em-

powerment,” Development and Change, 1999, 30 (3), 435–464.

, Simeen Mahmund, and Sakiba Tasneem, “Does Paid Work Provide a Pathway

to Women’s Empowerment? Empirical Findings from Bangladesh,” 2011. Institute of

Development Studies Working Paper.

Krishnan, Suneeta, Corinne H. Rocca, Alan E. Hubbard, Kalyani Subbiah, Jef-

frey Edmeades, and Nancy S. Padian, “Do changes in spousal employment status

lead to domestic violence? Insights from a prospective study in Bangalore, India,” Social

Science and Medicine, 2010, 70 (1), 136 – 143.

Lundberg, Shelly and Robert A. Pollak, “Separate Spheres Bargaining and the Mar-

riage Market,” Journal of Political Economy, 1993, 101 (6), 988–1010.

Majlesi, Kaveh, “Labor market opportunities and women’s decision making power within

households,” Journal of Development Economics, 2016, 119, 34–47.

34



Oppenheim-Mason, Karen, “Measuring Women’s Empowerment: Learning from Cross-

National Research,” in Deepa Narayan, ed., Measuring Empowerment : Cross Disciplinary

Perspectives, Washington, DC: World Bank, 2005, chapter 4, pp. 89–102.

Peterman, Amber, Benjamin Schwab, Shalini Roy, Melissa Hidrobo, and

Daniel O. Gilligan, “Measuring women’s decisionmaking: Indicator choice and sur-

vey design experiments from cash and food transfer evaluations in Ecuador, Uganda and

Yemen,” World Development, 2021, 141, 105387.

Quisumbing, Agnes R. and John A. Maluccio, “Resources at Marriage and Intrahouse-

hold Allocation: Evidence from Bangladesh, Ethiopia, Indonesia, and South Africa*,”

Oxford Bulletin of Economics and Statistics, 2003, 65 (3), 283–327.

Richardson, Robin A, “Measuring women’s empowerment: A critical review of current

practices and recommendations for researchers,” Social Indicators Research, 2018, 137 (2),

539–557.

35



A Endogenous bargaining power

In this Appendix, we comment on what our theory would predict in case the bargaining

power is a function of the wage at which women can find a job: λ = λ(wf ). We assume that

λ′(wf ) is positive. Because wf is exogenous, the derivation of the optimum is the same as

above, with λ being replaced with λ(wf ). We then obtain from the derivation of the Nash

product w.r.t. the wife’s decision power, that the following equation must hold:

d∗f = λ(wf )− (λ(wf )γ + (1− λ(wf ))δ)ℓ
∗
f . (7)

An increase in wf would now have three first order effects, which can be intuitively presented

as follows. First, the couple adjusts the wife’s labour time by considering the effects on

consumption and the disutility of labour time. There are both a substitution and an income

effects, so that the net effect is impossible to predict theoretically. The other effects are

more mechanical. Let us assume that the wife’s equilibrium labour time increases. That

creates an imbalance between husband’s and wife’s status, which can only be compensated

by a decrease in the wife’s decision power. On the other hand, the new balance of decision

power needs to be obtained at a ratio more favorable to the wife. As can be seen from Eq. 7,

that entails an immediate positive effect on the wife’s decision power proportional to λ′(wf ).

That is the second effect. Finally, we have the same negative effect as before, proportional to

the increase in labour time with a factor of (λ(wf )γ + (1− λ(wf ))δ). It is of course possible

to find values of parameters γ, δ and λ(·) such that the total effect on the wife’s decision

power is positive, but we see as well that if λ′(wf ) is small in magnitude compared to γ, the

most likely case is that of a decrease in decision power.

B Additional tables and figures
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Table B.1: Descriptive Statistics - controls

Mean Mean Mean Prop. Change Prop. ↗ Prop. ↘
both years 2006 2012 2006-2012 2006-2012 2006-2012

Women’s characteristics

Education 4.28 4.19 4.37 0.34 0.56 0.44
(4.64) (4.62) (4.66)

Age 35.97 32.41 39.54 0.99 0.99 0.01
(8.56) (7.60) (7.96)

Age - Husband 41.40 37.76 45.03 0.99 0.99 0.01
(9.44) (8.52) (8.89)

Nb child. < 5 0.44 0.63 0.25 0.41 0.18 0.82
(0.75) (0.84) (0.58)

Households’ characteristics

Nb persons HH 5.42 5.50 5.35 0.61 0.42 0.58
(2.31) (2.27) (2.34)

Household Farm 0.48 0.46 0.49 0.16 0.60 0.40
(0.50) (0.50) (0.50)

Household Business 0.22 0.22 0.22 0.20 0.50 0.50
(0.41) (0.41) (0.41)

HH income (excl. woman) 10.54 10.04 11.05 1.00 0.86 0.14
(1.75) (1.71) (1.65)

Land owned (acres, in log) 0.51 0.52 0.50 0.47 0.46 0.54
(0.75) (0.77) (0.73)

Nb Assets 12.96 11.29 14.63 0.92 0.86 0.14
(6.18) (5.90) (5.99)

Father-in-law in HH 0.18 0.21 0.15 0.06 0.08 0.92
(0.38) (0.40) (0.36)

Mother-in-law in HH 0.28 0.30 0.26 0.05 0.16 0.84
(0.45) (0.46) (0.44)

Work characteristics

Agr. Lab. 0.16 0.16 0.16 0.16 0.49 0.51
(0.36) (0.37) (0.36)

Earned daily wage 23.93 11.21 36.65 0.40 0.76 0.24
(66.88) (32.50) (86.98)

N Observations 32,086 16,043 16,043

Column 1-3 report the sample mean and the standard deviation (in parenthesis) for each variable. Column
1 includes both waves, column 2 only year 2006, and column 3 year 2012. Column 3-6 report changes be-
tween the two waves: column 4 reports the proportion of the sample that declares a different value in 2012
compared to 2006 ; column 5 and 6 report the proportion of those (among the ones who declared a different
value) who declared an increase (column 5) and a decrease (column 6).
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Table B.2: Parameters for the controls of Panel 1 in Table 2

Routine Decisions Major Decisions
(1) (2) (3) (4) (5)

Cook (w) Sick (w) Maj. exp. (w) Fert. (w) Marry (w)
Age 0.0118*** 0.0337*** 0.0302*** 0.00683 0.0302***

(0.00442) (0.00796) (0.00914) (0.00705) (0.00822)
Age sq. -0.000159*** -0.000367*** -0.000374*** -0.0000785 -0.000322***

(0.0000547) (0.0000963) (0.000111) (0.0000820) (0.0000966)
Age - Husband -0.00706* -0.0198** -0.0167** 0.00779 -0.00860

(0.00423) (0.00921) (0.00846) (0.00669) (0.00779)
Age sq. - Husband 0.0000812* 0.000206** 0.000163* -0.0000754 0.0000723

(0.0000450) (0.0000986) (0.0000911) (0.0000679) (0.0000800)
Nb child. < 5 0.00194 0.0221*** -0.0110 0.00444 0.00918

(0.00431) (0.00679) (0.00748) (0.00618) (0.00755)
Father-in-law in HH 0.0141 -0.0595 0.00912 0.0432* 0.0197

(0.0174) (0.0703) (0.0299) (0.0236) (0.0286)
Mother-in-law in HH -0.0248 -0.0182 -0.0676** -0.00653 -0.0148

(0.0165) (0.0217) (0.0284) (0.0242) (0.0267)
Nb persons HH -0.00445 0.00313 -0.00286 -0.00251 -0.00142

(0.00287) (0.00619) (0.00406) (0.00319) (0.00362)
HH income (excl. woman) 0.00154 -0.00206 -0.00191 -0.00212 -0.00394

(0.00175) (0.00276) (0.00341) (0.00243) (0.00320)
Household Farm -0.00527 -0.0584** -0.00117 0.00482 0.0134

(0.0115) (0.0297) (0.0222) (0.0180) (0.0214)
Household Business 0.00245 -0.000916 -0.00839 -0.0205 -0.0146

(0.00791) (0.0133) (0.0176) (0.0136) (0.0153)
Nb Assets 0.00228** 0.00170 0.00390 0.00457** 0.00135

(0.00111) (0.00199) (0.00245) (0.00182) (0.00227)
Land owned (acres, in log) 0.00606 0.00268 -0.0265 -0.0170 -0.0283*

(0.00896) (0.0150) (0.0170) (0.0132) (0.0161)
Agr. Lab. 0.00827 0.0186 0.0337* 0.0411** 0.0363*

(0.00862) (0.0172) (0.0194) (0.0170) (0.0192)
Earned daily wage -0.0000308 0.0000125 0.000110 0.000115 0.000152**

(0.0000460) (0.0000639) (0.000124) (0.0000702) (0.0000746)
Relation to head Yes Yes Yes Yes Yes
Interview Year Yes Yes Yes Yes Yes
Interview Month Yes Yes Yes Yes Yes
R-squared 0.018 0.044 0.061 0.101 0.080
N 32024 30156 31866 31034 29488

Notes: Standard errors in parentheses clustered at the village/neighborhood level with ∗∗∗, ∗∗, and ∗

respectively denoting significance at the 1%, 5%, and 10% levels.
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Table B.3: Heterogeneity of the effect with respect to the direction of the change in
labour supply

Routine Decisions Major Decisions
(1) (2) (3) (4) (5)

Cook (w) Sick (w) Maj. exp. (w) Fert. (w) Marry (w)
Panel 1: Increase or no change in labor supply from 2006 to 2012
A - Labour Force Participation -0.00553 -0.00240 -0.0523*** -0.0395*** -0.0358**

(0.0105) (0.0150) (0.0187) (0.0144) (0.0162)
R2 0.018 0.045 0.060 0.104 0.084
N 30112 29004 30023 29535 28635
B - Labour Time (days) -0.0144** -0.0150 -0.0394*** -0.0254*** -0.0220**

(0.00694) (0.00937) (0.00980) (0.00817) (0.00930)
R2 0.018 0.040 0.047 0.088 0.066
N 23816 22788 23719 23204 22435
Panel 2: Decrease or no change in labor supply from 2006 to 2012
A - Labour Force Participation -0.0199** 0.0144 -0.0316 -0.000513 0.00219

(0.00982) (0.0206) (0.0238) (0.0184) (0.0208)
R2 0.017 0.048 0.066 0.103 0.082
N 27354 26384 27283 26921 26059
B - Labour Time (days) 0.00140 -0.000841 -0.0193 -0.0250** -0.0267**

(0.00514) (0.0109) (0.0124) (0.0108) (0.0116)
R2 0.014 0.051 0.065 0.099 0.081
N 20482 19602 20421 20104 19281

Notes: Standard errors in parentheses clustered at the village/neighborhood level with ∗∗∗, ∗∗, and
∗ respectively denoting significance at the 1%, 5%, and 10% levels. All equations include indi-
vidual fixed effects and time dummies (month and year of the survey) as well as the following
controls at the individual level: respondent’s and huband’s age and age2, relation to the head,
number of children under 5, whether the woman works in the agricultural sector and her earned
average daily wage. The household level controls are: number of household members, presence of
the father or mother-in-law, amount of land owned (in log), whether the household cultivates a
farm or operates a non farm business, yearly income (in log, without the female respondent in-
come). The labour days variable is standardized.
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