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MEASUREMENT OF WOMEN’S AUTONOMY ACCORDING TO 
WOMEN AND THEIR HUSBANDS: 

RESULTS FROM FIVE ASIAN COUNTRIES*

ABSTRACT

We illustrate the difficulty of measuring gender relations in surveys by comparing couple responses to
survey items on the wife’s autonomy in various domains using data from 23 communities in India,
Pakistan, Malaysia, Philippines and Thailand.  We employ an item response model to show that the level
of women’s autonomy depends on whether wives or husbands are respondents and that the response
categories do not have the same cognitive or semantic meanings to men and women.  The disagreement
between men and women varies across communities for reasons that are not easy to explain.  The items
also contain random measurement error that attenuates the correlation between spousal reports.  We
conclude that these survey questions are of limited utility for understanding differences in gender
stratification across context.

KEY WORDS: Women’s autonomy, item response model, survey measurement, couple agreement,
confirmatory factor analysis, child survival.



1Thus these are taken to be platonic constructs, in the sense that their validity could conceivably be
judged relative to some behavioral measure or standard (Bohrnstedt 1983). Our own view is closer to that
of Bartholomew (1996, p. 20-21), who observes that “there is an element of circularity in any definition of
validity.... The validity of a measure is to be judged, therefore, by the extent to which its role in the theory
that we construct corresponds to the one that it plays in ordinary usage.” 

2

MEASUREMENT OF WOMEN’S AUTONOMY ACCORDING TO
WOMEN AND THEIR HUSBANDS: 

RESULTS FROM FIVE ASIAN COUNTRIES

Gender is a salient source of social stratification across many societies and the study of the

autonomy and power of women relative to men reveals important insights about women’s well-

being (Presser 1997). Constraints on women’s autonomy are also thought to relate to a variety of

demographic and health outcomes. Accordingly, a series of studies have examined the correlation

between various survey measures of autonomy and a) fertility (Balk 1994; Dharmalingam and

Morgan 1996; Mason and Smith 1999; Morgan and Niraula 1995; Vlassoff 1991); b) child survival

(Durrant and Sathar 2000; Ghuman 2003; Hossain et al. 2000; Jejeebhoy 1998; Kishor 2000); c)

marriage formation and kinship (Niraula and Morgan 1996); and d) maternal health or health

seeking behaviors (Bloom, Wypig and Gupta 2001; Das Gupta 1996).  These works have taken

women’s autonomy as an objective circumstance and rely on the face validity of survey indicators

of this construct.1 These studies use self-reports from women alone often because these are the only

data available. 

The basic tenet of theories linking women’s autonomy and power in the household to

outcomes (such as fertility or mortality) is that the greater relative power of women allows them to

successfully negotiate for and execute their preferences related to these outcomes within the

marriage irrespective of men’s preferences (e.g. Kabeer 1994; Mason 1984; Sen 1990). An implicit

assumption is that there is a divergence between the goals and interests of men and women. For an

outcome we consider in this paper, child survival, it is hypothesized that restrictions on women’s

freedom of movement and decision-making related to children prevent them from seeking medical

treatment or allocating nutrition in ways that benefit children’s health (Caldwell 1986). A parallel

body of research documents that mothers are generally more favorable to children in how they allocate

time, earnings, and nutrition compared to fathers (see studies reviewed in Kabeer 1994 and work by

Thomas 1993). 

The differing interests of men and women are in turn relevant for whether, as in studies

cited above, survey items on women’s status can be taken prima facie. Women’s (and men’s)

assessments of women’s influence in a particular domain are likely to depend upon their own
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understandings of the situation at hand and the role they play in it (Mason and Smith 2001). The

responses to survey items on women’s autonomy are especially likely to be gender-specific since

they ask respondents about areas of potential conflict between men’s and women’s views and

customary roles. This poses a fundamental measurement problem because we can no longer be

confident that survey items are capturing an underlying level of autonomy, or something else, like

respondents’ different understandings of these items. Spouses may have different interpretations of

an objective circumstance whose “objectivity” thus resides primarily in the theoretical structure of

the researcher or data analyst. One way to illustrate these issues is to compare how men and

women respond to identical survey questions that attempt to measure women’s autonomy.

We examine the utility of survey measures of women’s autonomy by taking advantage of

the availability of both husband’s and wives’ assessments of the wife’s autonomy in 23

communities in India, Pakistan, Malaysia, Philippines and Thailand. Our main approach is a model

for item response that addresses the source of disagreement between couples. It assumes some

common reality or social construction within couples, differences between couples, and also allows

for different perspectives for husbands and wives as groups. Many of the couple responses on

items purporting to measure women’s autonomy conflict with each other. The nature of the

disagreement between men and women varies substantially across the settings in our study, often in

ways that are inexplicable. We also show that the cognitive and/or semantic meanings of possible

response categories to couples are not the same across context. These findings cast doubt upon the

validity of these survey items for understanding differences in women’s autonomy across

communities.

The value of being able to compare women’s status across contexts cannot be understated.

Whether women reside, as in our data, in Muslim or non-Muslim areas, urban or rural ones, North

or South India, these contexts represent structural conditions that have important implications for

gender stratification. But we recognize that not all researchers wish to (nor are they often able to)

conduct such comparisons. The studies cited earlier consider single contexts and focus on the

magnitude and strength of the association between features of women’s autonomy and

demographic and health outcomes. How does the disagreement between men’s and women’s

evaluations we document here inform that line of research? We address this question by comparing

the association of the wife’s report of her own autonomy with child mortality to the corresponding

correlation obtained when the husband is assessing her autonomy. We argue that this is an example

where the differing motivations and perspectives of men and women on the latter’s autonomy can be used

to differentiate between the utility of the responses of each spouse for understanding child survival. 

Specifically, women’s assessments of their own autonomy and roles as caretakers of children are



2More formally, this is referred to as a concurrent form of “criterion validity,” or the practice of validating
a measure by correlating it with an external variable based on available theory and hypotheses (e.g.
Bohrndstedt 1983, page 97; see also note 1). 

3Examples include whether the wife should work, the job the husband should take, purchasing cars
and life insurance, doing the grocery shopping and keeping track of money and bills. The possible
responses for the 16 decision/task items were “husband always,” “husband more than wife,” “husband
and wife exactly the same,” “wife more than husband,” and “wife always” (Blood & Wolfe 1960, p. 20,
50).  
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consistent with available theory suggesting a positive association between women’s autonomy and

child well-being in ways not found for the assessments of fathers.2 

Aside from the item response model, we also assess the reliability of our items using factor

analytic models that relate sets of our observed measures to some latent or unobserved

understanding of the wife’s autonomy to each spouse. The results show that the observed

correlation between couple responses is often biased downward due to the presence of

measurement error that is random and varies substantially across context. Both approaches suggest

that these survey items–some of which have a long history and are widely employed–are often of

limited utility for doing comparative research on gender stratification.

BACKGROUND

The difficulty of measuring power relations between men and women has been a concern

within research from the U.S. since the 1960s. This is due in no small part to a long tradition of

considering the point of view of both spouses on the power of women in the household, which

began with a seminal study by Blood and Wolfe (1960). The researchers asked a sample of

respondents in Detroit and rural Michigan about who makes the “final decision” in various areas

and eight questions about who does certain tasks.3  They questioned only the wife and argued that

there should be a close correlation between husband and wife responses, but acknowledged that

interviewing husbands “would nevertheless add valuable detail” because they might provide

different responses than their wives (Blood and Wolfe 1960: 6). 

Subsequent studies interviewed both spouses and found moderate to high disagreement on

decision-making items similar to those in Blood and Wolfe’s study (e.g. Brinkerhoff and Lupri

1978; Granbois and Willett 1979; Meyer and Lewis 1976; Turk and Bell 1972). They also found

distinct patterns in the responses of men and women such that husbands ascribed more dominance

in family decision-making to the wife than the wife did to herself (Meyer and Lewis 1976; Turk

and Bell 1972). According to Safilios-Rothschild (1969, p. 291), an 



4As noted by Bartholomew (1996, p. 20), conceptually, validity and reliability are difficult to distinguish
from one another in the conventional measurement perspective.

5

... explanation of discrepancies between the responses of husbands’ and wives’ may

be the possibility of two ‘realities,’ the husband’s subjective reality and the wife’s

subjective reality—two perspectives which do not always coincide. Each spouse

perceives “facts” and situations differently according to his own needs, values,

attitudes, and beliefs.

The patterns in the differences between husbands and wives noted above–wherein men

have a tendency to attribute more power to the wife than she does to herself–also suggest that men

and women differ considerably in how they view a supposedly objective construct. Husbands may

wish to present themselves in a favorable light relative to reality (Meyer and Lewis 1976; Scanzoni

1965) and/or wives may be socialized to be more passive and understate their own power (Olson

and Rabunsky 1972). 

Another perspective on the measurement of the relative power of women is that the above

couple disagreement is due to random errors that arise in the survey process (Douglas and Wind

1978; Quarm 1981; Thomson and Williams 1982). Such error may arise from confusing and

ambiguous questions of low salience to respondents or trouble with recalling events. Using

confirmatory factor analysis, Moffitt et al. (1997) show that the correlation between couple

responses to questions on physical and psychological abuse by either partner increases by .17 to

.27 when random measurement error is accounted for. The remaining portion of the correlation

diverges from unity, prompting the authors to suggest that: “Research to uncover systematic

sources of bias may thus be warranted” (p. 54).4  As they suggest, random error is not the full

story, since systematic differences in the understandings of men and women will result in

inconsistencies couple reports even in the absence of such measurement error. 

A more recent ethnographic literature on gender relations in developing countries also

highlights the difficulties of measuring women’s position in surveys. In Nepal, women are thought

to be socialized to be subservient to men and to not question men’s authority. Their survey reports

on their ability to, for instance, travel alone to various places, may be consistent with their own

internalized beliefs about what is appropriate for women rather than the actual situation on the

ground (Neidell 1999). Women exert influence subtly and indirectly through their relationships

with husbands, father in-laws and other men, and their autonomy will vary across time and from

one situation to the next. This is difficult to capture in survey questions that are typically asked at a



5For more detail on sampling and field procedures see Chayovan and Ruffolo n.d.; Jejeebhoy n.d.;
Nagaraj and Hock 1995; Raymundo and Domingo n.d.; and Sathar and Kazi 1997, which, along with the
data themselves, are available at www.pop.upenn.edu/swaf.
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single point in time, only address the wife’s role, or offer close ended “yes” or “no” responses

(Neidell 1999; Schatz 2002). 

The literature reviewed above suggest various reasons for why measuring the relative

power of women using survey items is a difficult exercise. We take up this issue with reference to

parallel surveys of women and their husbands in five countries in South and Southeast Asia, which

are described in the next section.

DATA AND SETTINGS

Our data were collected in 1993-94 through interviews with married women ages 15-39

and their husbands in a total of 26 community strata in India, Pakistan, Malaysia, Philippines, and

Thailand. In most cases a stratum is a set of one or more clusters of “communities” –villages or

urban neighborhood. Within each cluster either a probability sample or a complete census of

women was interviewed .5 At the national level, the South Asian countries of India and Pakistan are

characterized by greater gender stratification than the Southeast Asian countries of Malaysia,

Philippines, and (especially) Thailand. Within countries, the selection and definition of strata was

essentially quasi-experimental (Smith 1989): we purposively selected communities in all countries

except Thailand, where we used probability selection of all regions of the country. Several

dimensions of ethnic, religious, social and economic variability were used in selecting the

communities on the (testable) assumption that they are related to gender stratification. 

An important criterion used for community selection in all countries except Pakistan was to

include Muslim and non-Muslim areas because of the idea that Islam restricts women’s activities in

ways that other religions do not (Caldwell 1986). The Indian sample is further stratified between

North and South, with communities chosen from the less gender restrictive southern state of Tamil

Nadu and the more conservative Uttar Pradesh state in the North (Dyson and Moore, 1983). In

Pakistan, where almost everyone is Muslim, communities were chosen from three agro-climactic

zones and one peri-urban area in the Punjab state. In Malaysia, the three major ethnic groups

(Malays, Chinese and Indians) were sampled in an urban area and in three rural areas. In Thailand,

both villages and urban areas were selected from the four major regions of the country (South,

Central, North and Northeast) as well as Bangkok. In the Philippines, areas were chosen from five

provinces: Muslim communities were selected from Zamboanga, and rural Christian communities



6For more detail on the procedure used to verify the quality of couple matches in the Malaysia data, see
http://www.pop.upenn.edu/swaf/datasets/COUPLEmalay.notes.pdf.
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from La Union, Camarines Sur, Mindoro and Metro Manila (also see Mason and Smith, 2000 for

further details and comments).

In each country, husbands and wives were interviewed independently. In a paper using the

consistency of reports between spouses, an important question is: how well matched are the data on

husbands and wives? We would not want to attribute “disagreement” (or even agreement) to any

comparisons between responses of men and women who are not in fact married to one another. In

all countries, we conducted checks by comparing couple reports on variables where the responses

should either be identical or proximate to one another. In India and Pakistan, we compared reports

on the husband’s age, number of children, number of children who live with the couple and an

additional item on the husband’s religion in India. In Philippines and Thailand, we compared

couple responses on the husband’s age, number of children, husband’s ethnicity, and husband’s

religion. In all of these countries, couples provided either identical or reasonably discrepant

responses. In Malaysia, comparison of couple reports on these variables revealed that in three of

the six sampled areas we could not be confident that the couple matches were actual husband-wife

dyads.6 This led us to discard 213 couples and precluded use of sample data from Urban Malay,

Rural Malay, and Rural Indian areas. Our efforts to assess the quality of the couple matches assure

that in all of the communities, our analysis is based on comparing the responses of true husband

and wife pairs.

DESCRIPTION OF AUTONOMY ITEMS

The items we examine are necessarily limited to those that were included in both the

husband and wife interview. Since a wide range of items meet this criteria, we chose them based on

the additional consideration that they represent the types of items used in the literature. Many

studies use items that are phrased in terms of whether women are permitted to go to or need

permission to go to a set of places (e.g., Balk 1994; Ghuman 2003; Mason and Smith 1999; Mason

Smith and Morgan 1998). Accordingly, we include three items on whether the wife has to ask

permission to go any place outside the house or compound, to the local health center, or to the

local market.

Others consider the relation between the health of infants and children and measures of the

mother’s capacity to decide on the children’s affairs (e.g., Bloom et al. 2001; Durrant and Sathar

2000; Ghuman 2003; Hossain et al. 2000). Here we analyze three items on whether the woman



7Kappa is typically introduced as a measure of agreement–the clustering of cases not attributable to
independence on the diagonal of a square table–but is also interpretable as a measure of reliability (Traub
1994, chap. 9); and the correlation coefficient, which is functionally an intra-class correlation (considering
couples as classes), can be derived as a standard weighted function of kappa (Fleiss and Cohen 1973).

8The kappa is less useful for summarizing agreement when most couples are located in a corner cell of
the two-by-two table cross classifying their responses to a question. Its values for the Muslim community
in the Philippines or the Malay Chinese for the permission item are close to zero due to exceptionally high
agreement between couples. 
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decides on what to do when a child falls sick, the amount of schooling children should have, and

who children should marry. We also include five measures of the wife’s influence in the household

similar to those used in various other studies (e.g., Kishor 1995, 2000; Mason and Smith 1999,

2000; Niraula and Morgan 1996). Three items pertain to whether she participates in making

decisions on what food to buy, the purchase of major household goods, and her decision to work

outside the home; two items ask who has the greatest say over the number of children to have and

the purchase of major household goods. The questions as they appear in the interview schedule for

the wife and husband are in the Appendix. In cases where phrasing of an item is slightly different

for the wife and husband, they are shown separately for each spouse. Not all items or response

categories were asked in all countries and exceptions are noted.

Table 1 shows the percentage of couples agreeing and values of the kappa statistic obtained

from cross classifying the husband and wife responses to four of these items–whether the wife

needs permission to go outside the home, and three questions concerning “who decides?” Kappa is

positive when observed agreement exceeds that expected due to chance under the hypothesis of

independence (Cohen 1960).7 The tendency is for 25 to 50 percent of couples to disagree on the

response to each of the four items shown. There are a few instances of remarkably high

agreement–in South India (Tamil Nadu) most couples respond that the wife is not required to seek

permission to leave the home (see also Jejeebhoy 2002). Either within or across countries, it is

difficult to locate any patterns in crude agreement. 

[Table 1 about here]

 The kappas in Table 1 are most consistently positive and significant across Thailand, and

in most cases, in North India (Uttar Pradesh) and the Philippines.8 In Pakistan, South India and

Malaysia, the kappas are generally small in absolute value, indicating that agreement is not

appreciably higher among married couples than among men and women who might be randomly

paired to each other from our sample.
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Both the percentage of couples agreeing and the kappa provide a concise summary of the

level of couple agreement, but do not allow us to examine the source of disagreement or

characterize it in a more systematic way. Is the observed disagreement in Table 1 due to differences

in how men as a group and women as a group respond to the items? This can be described in terms

of the marginal distributions of the variables whose cross-classification was measured in Table 1.

Figure 1 compares these marginal differences through a plot of the percentage of wives and

husbands responding “no” to the item on whether the wife has to ask permission to go to the health

center for the 16 communities with available data. The level of the wife’s freedom of movement (as

assessed by couples) is lowest in North India, Pakistan and the Muslim area in the Philippines. The

South Indian areas lie intermediate between these communities and the Christian and Chinese areas

in the Philippines and Malaysia. This is consistent with prior studies that note the higher level of

women’s seclusion found in North compared to South India or among Muslims compared to non-

Muslims (Ghuman 2003; Morgan et al. 2002). The graph also confirms the higher levels of gender

stratification (on this dimension) in South compared to Southeast Asia. 

 Points that lie close to the line indicate that husbands and wives have, on average, similar

propensities to respond “no” to the question. This occurs in the case of Philippines and Malaysia. In

Pakistan and much of India, the points on the graph lie appreciably below the line. This means that

for any given level of the wives’ tendency to say “no,” men are much more likely to say “no”

when asked whether their wives have to ask permission to visit a health center.

[Figure 1 about here]

Figure 2 compares the percent of husbands and wives who respond “yes” to the question:

“Does your wife decide on to whom to marry children?” The wife’s decision-making in this area as

evaluated by men and women is generally higher in India and Pakistan compared to Thailand and

much of Malaysia. The communities in the Philippines are scattered throughout with the Muslim

couples expressing universal agreement that the woman can decide on this matter. Similar to Figure

1, in India and Pakistan, for a given level of wives who say “yes,” husbands are more likely to say

“yes” when asked whether their wives can decide on the child’s marriage partner. In Thailand,

Malaysia and much of the Philippines, couples display a higher degree of marginal similarity on

this item. Both Figures 1 and 2 display an interesting feature of husbands in South Asia–they

provide more egalitarian assessments of their wives’ autonomy than the wives themselves.

In both Figures 1 and 2, Indian couples in Malaysia and India look very similar despite the

geographic (and national) distance separating them. This is also evident for a question on whether

the wife decides on the amount of the child’s schooling (figure not shown here). This is suggestive
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evidence that these patterns of responses are sensitive to context–in this case, ethnicity–and against

the nagging hypothesis that inter-country comparisons are due to varying field operations rather

than actual differences in women’s autonomy. Our Indian samples–North and South, Hindu and

Muslim, in India or in Malaysia–are characterized by husbands who report more decision-making

authority for wives than do wives themselves.

[Figure 2 about here]

Table 1 showed the association in responses between couples. Figures 1 and 2 focused on

aggregate differences between husbands and wives. The two forms of correspondence are not the

same, although they are often confused. There is therefore some utility in embedding the two

perspectives into one, as is done in the item response model.

A MODEL FOR ITEM RESPONSE

In a survey interview, we ask a woman a series of questions about her autonomy. For

example: “Do you need to ask your husband or a senior family member for permission to go any

place outside your house or compound?” In a separate interview, we ask her husband a parallel

question:  “Does your wife have to ask permission from you or another senior family member to go

any place outside your house or compound?” Each gives a response. The item response model

provides a theoretical perspective for comparing a couple’s response to these two questions, and

for using this comparison to assess whether we can use these items to conduct comparisons, in this

instance freedom of movement, across communities.

Ideally, the necessity of seeking permission to go outside can certainly vary between men

and women, but the understanding of what it means to seek permission should not. Both wives and

husbands understand what it means to say “yes” (as opposed to “no”) to this item. But what if the

understanding of what “yes” means differs between wives as a social class and husbands as a

social class? Wives may view the need for permission as occurring at a lower threshold of within-

family relations, expectations, and prerogatives than might husbands who are evaluating the same

set of relations, expectations, and prerogatives. A wife (or a husband) then measures the state of

affairs in her (or his) household against the threshold required to assent to the item and responds

accordingly. By “responds accordingly,” we mean that the probability of answering “yes”

increases as, in this example, the need for permission to go outside in this household grows relative

to gender-specific understanding of what it means to need to obtain permission in order to go out.
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The model that we have just sketched is one for item response. It has been explicated

formally for paired respondents within households by Hout, Duncan and Sobel (1987), Smith and

Furstenberg (1994), Smith and Morgan (1994), and Smith, Gager and Morgan (1998). These

papers, following Duncan (1984), note that the item response model can be estimated as a

log-linear model, and a fairly simple one at that, especially when–as with many of our

items–responses are dichotomous (Smith and Furstenberg 1994, p. 141-142):

   F
rcg rg cg cg rcg

= β β α δ(1)

where  is the fitted count of responses in the rth row and cth column formed by the cross-Frcg

classification of husband’s response by wife’s response in the gth table; r=1,2 (husband’s response

[e.g., “agree,” “disagree”]), c=1,2 (wife’s response [e.g., “agree,” “disagree]), and g=1,...,G

(stratum [e.g., North India Muslims, North India Hindus, South India Muslims, South India

Hindus]). Normalizing constraints are  for r=1 and c=1; and  .δrcg = 1 α1 1g =
We also set , which makes  interpretable as marginal dissimilarity. Thisβ βrg cg= α2g

parameter, which we refer to below as alpha, is our measure of how much men as a class differ

from women as a class. In Figures 1 and 2 we saw that husbands and wives may differ as groups in

how they assess the wife’s autonomy. The alpha parameters in Eq. (1), however, have a

couple-specific interpretation. They thus differ from odds-ratios as formed from the marginal

distributions of the variables, or the percentages graphed in Figures 1 and 2, which are a

population-averaged effect (Agresti et al. 2000).

Taken simply by itself, Eq. (1) is a re-parameterization of a set of observed counts (e.g. as

used by Miller Zulu and Watkins, 2001). What makes it a measurement model? It is the stipulation

that  or alpha is constant across strata (or settings). If this parameter is not invariant acrossα2g

context, then the comparison of items across couples or settings risks confounding differences in

women’s autonomy between couples with differences between couples in the understanding of the

meaning of these items. The differences between men and women become specific to couples or

settings. In the analyses that follow, we consider whether these items appear to have shared

meanings–to the extent that husbands as a class and wives as a class offer similar responses–across

the various communities that we might wish to compare.

Two other points before proceeding:

(1) The item response model is agnostic with respect to the association between responses for

husbands and wives since, within couples, responses are assumed to be uncorrelated

conditional on the experience that the couple shares. The  (delta) parameters in Eq. (1)δrcg

thus refer to associations of responses within strata or sub-populations, not couples, and will



9The input data are polychoric correlations between husband and wife items, which are appropriate
given the categorical nature of our items (Bollen 1989). In order to obtain valid standard errors, the
asymptotic covariance matrix of these correlations was also included.
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vary with the marginal density of the unobserved autonomy variables that we seek to

measure. There is no particular reason to expect or require that these delta parameters

should be fixed across strata or settings. We report them in the results because they are a

feature of the model, but beyond this they are not as interesting to us as the behavior of the

alphas across context.

(2) The corresponding log-linear models for Eq. (1) are more complex for polytomous

responses, since they involve additional parameters for locating the relative distances

between response categories. With two categories, we simply accept that the evaluative

distance between “agree” and “disagree” does not vary across settings; but with

polytomous response categories, this is a testable proposition–and another stipulation of the

measurement model. In Table 5, we consider the case of three response categories (e.g.

wife, both husband and wife, husband) to items asking about who has the “greatest say”

over making two types of decisions.

An alternative perspective on joint response is structural equation modeling (Bollen 1989),

and has been applied to the issue of husband-wife response by Thomson and Williams (1982). We

shall also consider this perspective, but we note that it lacks a basic theoretical model for response,

relying instead on “true score” theory (e.g., Bohrnstedt 1983; Traub 1994). We use a sub-model of

the general structural equation model often referred to as “confirmatory factor analysis.” It focuses

on correlations to the exclusion of marginal differences between the responses of husbands and

those of their wives. It relates a set of husband and wife responses to items on wife’s autonomy in

each dimension, say freedom of movement or decision-making regarding children, to latent or

unobserved understandings of the wife’s autonomy to men and women respectively.9 If we believe

this model, it allows us to calculate a correlation between husband and wife responses that is

corrected for random error. This is useful since some of the discrepancy between their observed

responses may be due to such error, which is generally not considered in the item response model.

More explanation on this is provided in Table 6, Figure 3 and related discussion.  
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RESULTS

Item Response Model

Table 2 shows the estimates for the three freedom of movement questions. The odds ratio

for alpha exceeds 1 if the wife is more likely than the husband to report that she does not have to

ask permission to leave the house, go to the local health center or to the local market. They are (as

in Figure 1) smallest in magnitude in India and Pakistan–wives in these areas are at most only about

half as likely as their husbands to report that they do not have to ask permission to go to these

places.

[Table 2 about here]

In India, Pakistan and the Philippines, the alphas generally display an inconstancy that

shows no pattern across questions or communities. In India, Muslim wives have a higher

propensity to respond “no” (or, to report that they do not need permission) to these items compared

to their husbands than Hindu women do. This is curious given that Muslim women report less

freedom of movement than the Hindus in South India (Morgan et al. 2002). In Malaysia, Thailand

and for one of the three items in the Philippines, the marginal differences between husbands and

wives are the same across community. 

We now consider Table 3, which shows the fitted alpha and delta parameters for the three

items on decision-making regarding children. In the Philippines, most couples agree that the wife

can make the decision or all wives respond “yes” to some of the questions. This precludes

obtaining estimates for two of the three items. Across Malaysia and Thailand, the fitted alphas

generally exceed 1, indicating that wives are more likely than their husbands to say that they

decide on these matters. As in Table 2, husbands in India offer much more egalitarian responses to

these questions–the alpha odds ratios do not exceed .41, indicating that wives are less than half as

likely as their husbands to report that they can make decisions regarding children. This pattern is

also found for decision-making on the child’s marriage in Pakistan.

[Table 3 about here]

The cross-strata consistency of the item response model is worst in the case of India and

Pakistan. In contrast is Thailand, where marginal differences between wives’ and husbands’

responses to these questions do not vary across area. Intermediate to these two countries is
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Malaysia, where the alphas are constant across community for the item on whether the wife

decides on what to do when a child is sick, but not for the other two questions.

Table 4 shows estimates for three items related to the wife’s decision-making on what food

to buy, whether to work outside the home, and buying major household goods. The differing

evaluations of wives and husbands as estimated by the alphas again vary across India. For two of

the items, wives in South India are more likely than husbands to report that they make decisions in

these realms (odds ratio>1), which is not the case in North India. This may be due to the less

gender stratified atmosphere in the south. In Pakistan, while wives are more likely than husbands to

say that they decide on buying food or own employment, they are only about half as likely to

report deciding on major household purchases. It is plausible that women are less likely to ascribe

influence to themselves in decisions that are not routine or are usually under the discretion of

others in the household. In the Philippines, the alphas vary across community for all items. Here,

Muslim wives and those residing in La Union show the largest tendency to say “yes” to these items

compared to their husbands for reasons unknown to us. In Thailand and Malaysia, for some of the

items the alphas are constant across communities, but in other cases they vary erratically.

[Table 4 about here]

In the case of more than two response categories, in addition to differences in the evaluations of

husbands and wives as groups, we can also assess their different semantic or cognitive understandings of

what response categories mean. We choose two items related to who has the greatest say over the

number of children to have and buying major household goods where wife, both husband and wife, or

husband were possible responses. These two questions speak to the wife’s influence over important

matters such as family size and household economy. 

[Table 5 about here]

In Table 5, we omit parameter estimates and simply summarize the fit of the four possible models

for each country separately by item. According to our model, if these items have good measurement

properties across areas both of the following conditions must hold: 1) the understanding of each question

for husbands as a class and wives as a class as measured by the alpha parameter is the same across

context and 2) the relative meanings of response categories wife, both husband and wife, and husband

are the same across context. These two conditions are stipulated by Model I (or the fully restricted

model). Model II is nested in Model I: it allows the relative distance between response categories to differ

by context but not the marginal differences between men and women. Model III is similarly obtained by
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placing the constraint on Model I that marginal differences can vary by context but not the relative

distance between responses. Finally, Model IV is the fully unrestricted model that allows both relative

distances between response categories and marginal differences between men and women to vary across

context. 

The goodness of fit statistics indicate that Model I is not the best for describing the data for either

item across all countries. The two exceptions are Thailand and Malaysia for the item on decision-making

over major household purchases. The Malaysian result should be interpreted with caution. No urban

Indian wives responded husband and wife, which required excluding this community and analyzing only

the two Chinese areas. The superior model fit may be an artifact of the reduced variation between

communities due to excluding the Indians. And though Model I has an acceptable fit to the data in

Thailand, a likelihood ratio test comparing Models I and II indicates that Model II has a relatively

better fit. 

The main implication of the results shown in Table 5 is that we cannot treat wife, both husband

and wife, and husband as equidistant categories.  For example, the model parameters (omitted) show

that in the Muslim area in the Philippines, the response both is conceptually closer to the husband

exercising the greatest say in fertility and household purchases. But in Camarines Sur, the couples see

joint decision-making over buying household goods as being semantically closer to the wife having the

greatest say as opposed to the husband. Thus creating scales by rank ordering these three responses as

high, intermediate, and low (i.e., assigning them values such as 2, 1 and 0) is inadvisable. Whether we

compare single items or scales created from them, since the semantic meanings of these three response

categories vary across context, cross-community comparisons are problematic. And the results from

Tables 2 through 4 indicate that husbands and wives respond to questions about the wife’s autonomy very

differently from one another in ways that vary across context. In some instances, there are regularities in

these group differences across place, but this is not the norm. 

This leads us to conclude that these items must be situationally interpreted and cannot be

used to conduct comparisons across context. Next, we consider the possibility that these items may

not be the best measurement tools for reasons that have less to do with systematic differences

between men and women and are closer to random error common in survey interviews. 

Confirmatory Factor Analysis

The factor analytic approach produces a correlation between latent or unobserved constructs of

women’s autonomy as understood by themselves and their husbands. The survey interview is replete with

opportunities for random error, and the latent correlation is corrected (or disattenuated) for such error.

The difference between the actual correlation between couples reports we observe and the latent



10The two items phrased as who has the “greatest say” over the number of children and buying major
household goods are not included here since their correlations with other similar items were low. Thus,
they are poorly suited for constructing scales required for this exercise.
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correlation suggests how much random measurement error is contained in our items.  In an ideal world,

where husbands and wives are perfectly reliable reporters on the wife’s autonomy, the latent and

observed correlation between their reports must be equal and one. If there is substantial error, the latent

correlation should be appreciably higher than the observed Pearson correlation, which is biased downward

by such error. Since these models consider sets of items, in Table 6, we compare the latent correlation

with the Pearson correlation between summative scales created from the wife and the husband items

respectively.10 Note that in Malaysia and the Muslim community in the Philippines, we are unable to

estimate models for the freedom of movement items because most couples are in agreement that the wife

has to ask permission to leave the house or compound, go to the local market or health center. For

decision-making on children’s affairs in the Philippines, high agreement between couples that the wife

makes the decision precluded model estimation. 

[Table 6 about here]

As shown in Table 6, the latent correlation is larger than the Pearson correlation in almost all

cases. The absolute magnitude of the difference between the two is often quite large–for example, as for

decision-making regarding children in India or decisions on household tasks and purchases in Thailand.

This is illustrated in Figure 3, which graphs the latent and Pearson correlation between husband and wife

evaluations of the wife’s decision-making regarding children where results are available. The points lie

nowhere near the 45 degree line, indicating that most latent values far exceed the Pearson correlations. 

[Figure 3 about here]

We are left with the finding that random error is present in our data. Similar to the results from

the item response model, the amount of such error varies across context in a way that resists

characterization. Given that the latent correlations are usually appreciably below one, this suggests to us

that: 1) husbands’ and wives’ reports are not reliable measures of the true level of the wife’s autonomy

and 2) random measurement error is not the sole reason why husbands’ and wives’ responses

diverge. Systematic differences between the perspectives of husbands and wives as considered in



11These would be done by estimating means of the latent variables, which involves using covariances
rather than polychoric correlations between items. Using covariances is, however, problematic since they
are biased downward compared to correlations, especially given the non-continuous nature of our items.
The item response and factor analytic perspectives are conceptually distinct. The former is a theoretical
model for response while the latter is simply a descriptive tool. We elected not to incorporate means in the
latter to force these perspectives to look more like each other. 

12 Note that the percentage of couples agreeing on whether a child has died in the family exceeds 95% in
all countries except Malaysia where agreement is lower at 85%. The patterns in Table 7 cannot be
attributed to disagreement on the dependent variable. They are also evident across all communities within

(continued...)
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the item response model are difficult to incorporate into factor analysis.11 They are clearly an

important reason for why men and women’s responses diverge. 

DIFFERING PERSPECTIVES OF WIVES AND HUSBANDS AND 

DEMOGRAPHIC OUTCOMES: AN EXAMPLE

In Table 7, we turn to our aim of understanding how the gender based differences in

responses inform the attempt to relate women’s autonomy to demographic outcomes, namely child

mortality. This table contains logit coefficients for the regression of a dichotomous variable

indicating whether the wife experienced an infant or child death on the husband and wife responses

about the wife’s decision-making regarding children respectively. Communities have been pooled

within each country.

[Table 7 about here]

In four of the five countries (save Pakistan) there is a striking pattern. The association

between autonomy and child mortality is generally negative if the wife is reporting on her own

decision-making and positive if her husband is assessing her autonomy.  For example, on the item

asking whether the wife decides on what to do when the child falls sick, when the wife reports that

she makes the decision in India, she is 23 percent less likely to experience a child death. On the

other hand, if the husband says she makes the decision on this matter, she is 1.4 times more likely

(e.34) to experience an infant or child death. In a few cases both the wife and husband reports

produce a positive association, though the coefficient based on the wife’s response is always

smaller in magnitude (e.g. in the Philippines for the item on whether wife decides on what to do

when the child falls sick).12



12(...continued)
country, though we only present country level estimates in Table 7.
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This is a case where the import of the husband’s evaluation for child survival differs

considerably in a counterintuitive, and we argue, informative way from that of the wife. How men

and women evaluate the wife’s role in relation to children is conditional on past mortality experience. This

will color their response to these items and imbue it with motivation to, as perhaps in the case of husbands,

to justify or explain past child deaths as the failings of the mother. Note the contrast between spouses is

strong for the item on whether the wife cares for children, an item that arguably does not tell us

much about the wife’s autonomy vis a vis others. But the fact that we observe such different

associations depending on whether the husband or wife responds to this question lends itself to the

hypothesis that men may be relegating responsibility for child welfare (and any poor performance

in this area) to their wives. 

And though it is possible that the observed associations occur because some women are

understating their own influence when it comes to children’s affairs, this seems unlikely given the

literature documenting their greater contribution of resources to children referred to earlier. It is also

interesting that only when it comes to items related to children or their care do the responses of wives’

and husband’s have such differing significance for child survival–we did not find the pattern in Table 7 for

other items shown earlier. Taken together, this is suggestive evidence that when it comes to discretion

over child well being, as measured by these items, the evaluations of mothers are more consistent with

theory and previous literature than those of fathers. 

CONCLUSION

In this paper we show that in these 23 communities in India, Pakistan, Malaysia, Philippines and

Thailand, wives and husbands offer considerably different assessments of the wife’s autonomy in various

domains. They also have different cognitive understandings of the responses to these questions. The

nature of these differences vary across contexts in ways that generally shown no pattern, though there a

few interesting regularities. Whether asked about their wives’ freedom of movement, decision making

related to children or other household matters, husbands in South Asian communities ascribe higher

autonomy to their wives than wives do for themselves. We conclude that these items cannot be used with

confidence for establishing contextual differences in women’s autonomy. Another finding that speaks to

the measurement properties of these items is that they contain often substantial random error that also

varies across community. The poor measurement properties of these items, in turn, vitiates the effort to

correlate them with demographic outcomes. The results based on the items in these data provide tentative
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evidence that associations between an outcome such as child death and women’s self reports of their own

autonomy appear to have some criterion-based validity, even if they are not useful for doing comparative

research. 

The difficulty of comparing these items across context may suggest the need to spend more time

in a locale to understand the nature of gender relations, do more pre-testing, and generally tailor items to

the conditions observed on the ground. This may make surveys a more faithful representation of a

particular context, but will also render relating information from local observations to explanations of

demographic change on a larger scale very problematic (Mason and Smith 2001). While such local studies

can suggest hypotheses, they cannot provide a rigorous test of them.  Taken together, we end by

suggesting that rather than replicate the types of survey items shown here without question, future data

collection efforts should involve careful consideration of whether they represent contexts faithfully and

are adequate for capturing women’s empowerment.  At the same time, it is important to ensure that

localized research on gender can be balanced with (and can contribute to) the need to continue to

generalize and build better theories of gender inequality that can be used across multiple contexts. 
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APPENDIX
Freedom of Movement

1. Wife: Do you have to ask your husband or a senior family member for permission to go
anyplace outside your house or compound? (1 = No, 0 = Yes)
Husband: Does your wife have to ask permission from you or another senior family
member to go anyplace outside your house or compound? (1 = No, 0 = Yes)

2. Wife: Do you have to ask your husband or a senior family member for permission to go to
the local health center? (1 = No, 0 = Yes)
Husband: Does your wife have to ask permission from you or another senior family
member to go to the local health center? (1 = No, 0 = Yes).

3.  Wife: Do you have to ask your husband or a senior family member for permission to go to
the local market? (1 = No, 0 = Yes)
Husband: Does your wife have to ask permission from you or another senior family
member to go to the local market? (1 = No, 0 = Yes)

Note: Items 2 and 3 were not asked in Thailand.

 Decision-Making Regarding Children

Please tell me who in your family decides the following:

1. What to do when a child falls sick? (1 = Wife, 0 = Others)

2. How much schooling to give to your children? (1 = Wife, 0 = Others)

3. To whom to marry your children? (1 = Wife, 0 = Others)

Household Tasks and Decisions

Please tell me who in your family decides the following:

1. What food to buy for family meals? (1 = Wife, 0 = Others)

2. Whether to purchase major goods for the household such as a T.V....? (1 = Wife, 0 =

Others)

3. Wife: Whether or not you should work outside the home? (1 = Wife, 0 = Others)

Husband: Whether or not your wife should work outside the home? (1 = Wife, 0 = Others)

Please tell who in your family usually has the greatest say in this decision:

4. Purchasing major goods for the household such as a T.V....? (0 = Wife, 1 = Both Husband

and Wife, 2 = Husband)

5. The number of children to have? (0 = Wife, 1 = Both Husband and Wife, 2 = Husband)

Note: For Items 4 and 5, the option “Both Husband and Wife” is unavailable in India and
Pakistan.
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Table 1: Percent of Couples Agreeing and Kappaa  Statistics for Select Items on Wife’s Autonomy

Country 
and community (N)

Wife has to ask permission to
go anyplace outside the house

or compound?

Wife decides amount of
schooling for children? 

Wife decides whether to
work outside the home? 

Wife decides purchase of
major household goods?

% agreement Kappa % agreement Kappa % agreement Kappa % agreement Kappa

Pakistan (Punjab) 

Most feudal area (108) 58.9 .24** 46.3 -.05 50.0 -.04 65.7 -.06

Central plains (153) 53.6 .05 52.3 .04 66.0 .21* 73.2 .18*
Least Feudal (159) 54.9 .06 57.2 .14+ 64.7 .06 63.5 .02
Peri-Urban Town (50) 52.1 .11 52.0 .00 58.0 .00 60.0 .05
India

Uttar Pradesh Muslim
(420) 64.7 .23** 70.1 .25** 62.1 .10** 60.6 .03

Uttar Pradesh Hindu (419) 63.0 .16** 70.6 .21** 60.6 .12** 60.9 .04

Tamil Nadu  Muslim
(406) 86.7 .09* 57.6 .05 49.8 .01 52.2 .06+

Tamil Nadu Hindu (414) 94.3 .05 57.4 .07+ 61.0 .14** 47.8 -.03

Malaysia 

Rural Chinese (87) 94.2 -.02 56.0 .05 52.3 .07 60.9 .24*

Urban Indian (88) 62.5 .04 61.7 .14+ 60.9 .14+ 51.1 .07

Urban Chinese (80) 94.9 -.02 57.9 .18* 48.7 .06 53.8 .08

Thailand 

Muslim (88) 75.0 .01 69.6 .21* 57.0 .23** 68.2 .37**

Other rural South (144) 66.0 .30** 80.6 .24** 67.7 .32** 59.2 .18*

Rural Northeast (203) 62.7 .21** 74.2 .11+ 59.0 .17** 55.5 .09+

Rural North (203) 64.9 .23** 65.7 .23** 65.6 .29** 69.5 .39**

Rural Central (227) 63.9 .28** 72.3 .16** 53.5 .11* 58.6 .13*

Other Urban (178) 70.1 .40** 71.7 .13* 60.5 .22** 59.3 .18**

Bangkok (169) 56.8 .13* 71.9 .15* 60.6 .20** 57.7 .12+

Philippines 



Country 
and community (N)

Wife has to ask permission to
go anyplace outside the house

or compound?

Wife decides amount of
schooling for children? 

Wife decides whether to
work outside the home? 

Wife decides purchase of
major household goods?

25

Zamboanga Muslims
(199) 80.1 .03 88.0 .00 90.0 -.03 94.5 -.02

La Union (200) 78.0 .30** 63.8 .07 55.0 .08+ 60.5 .16**

Camarines Sur (197) 72.6 -.02 88.9 .23** 71.3 .23** 87.7 .36**

Mindoro (199) 75.9 .50** 92.5 .09 88.4 .21** 94.0 .11*

Metro Manila (183) 72.7 .38** 73.9 .18* 67.6 .19** 72.1 .18**

a where  is the observed proportion of cases that fall on the main diagonal and is the expected proportion of cases( ) / ( )∏ − ∏ − ∏o e e1 ∏ o ∏ e

that fall on the main diagonal under the hypothesis of independence (Cohen, 1960).

+Significant, .10 level *Significant, .05 level **Significant .01 level
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Table 2: Marginal Dissimilarity and Couple Associations for Husband and Wife Responses to Items
on Wife’s Freedom of Movement (Odds Ratios)

Country 
and community (N)

Wife has to ask
permission to go

anyplace outside the
house or compound?

Wife has to ask
permission to go to the

local health center?

Wife has to ask
permission to go to
the local market?

Model Parameters Alpha Delta Alpha Delta Alpha Delta

Pakistan (Punjab) 

Most feudal area (108) .19** 1.85** .49+ 1.36 .35** 1.43**

Central plains (153) .19** 1.85** .24** 1.36 .35** 1.43**

Least Feudal (159) .62+ 1.85** .56* 1.36 .35** 1.43**

Peri-Urban Town (50) .21** 1.85** .26** 1.36 .35** 1.43**

India

Uttar Pradesh Muslim (420) .52** 2.75** 1.29 4.13** 1.75+ 9.45**

Uttar Pradesh Hindu (419) .25** 2.75** .44** 7.03** .61+ 8.41**

Tamil Nadu  Muslim (406) .54* 2.75** .66** 1.24 .61* 1.52

Tamil Nadu Hindu (414) .39* 2.75** .40** 1.78** .24** 3.51*

Malaysia 

Rural Chinese (87) .91 1.20 1.56+ 1.47 1.28 .67

Urban Indian (88) .91 1.20 1.56+ 1.47 1.28 .67

Urban Chinese (80) .91 1.20 1.56+ 1.47 1.28 .67

Thailand 

Muslim (88) .78* 1.46 b b

Other rural South (144) .78* 3.40** b b

Rural Northeast (203) .78* 2.45** b b

Rural North (203) .78* 2.76** b b

Rural Central (227) .78* 3.17** b b

Other Urban (178) .78* 5.44** b b

Bangkok (169) .78* 1.65 b b

Philippines

Zamboanga Muslims (199) 1.25+ 1.26 .75 5.36* 2.13+ 12.43**

La Union (200) 1.25+ 4.77* 1.50 5.36* 1.30 1.53

Camarines Sur (197) 1.25+ .80 1.41 5.36* 1.16 4.38**

Mindoro (199) 1.25+ 9.30** 2.04 5.36* 2.70** 3.94**

Metro Manila (183) 1.25+ 5.46** .52* 5.36* .46* 8.31**
b Items not available.    
+Significant, .10 level *Significant, .05 level **Significant .01 level
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Table 3: Marginal Dissimilarity and Couple Associations for Husband and Wife Responses to Items
on Wife’s Decision-Making Regarding Children (Odds Ratios)

Country 
and community (N)

Wife decides what to
do when a child falls

sick?

Wife decides amount
of schooling for

children?

Wife decides to
whom to marry

children? 
Model Parameters Alpha Delta Alpha Delta Alpha Delta
Pakistan (Punjab) 

Most feudal area (108) .99 1.48+ .49+ 1.23+ 0.52+ 1.26
Central plains (153) .99 1.48+ .97 1.23+ 0.40* 1.26
Least Feudal (159) .99 1.48+ .95 1.23+ 0.47* 1.26
Peri-Urban Town (50) .99 1.48+ 1.00 1.23+ 0.09* 1.26

India
Uttar Pradesh Muslim (420) .15** 6.96* .15** 6.03** .33** 1.77**
Uttar Pradesh Hindu (419) .41** 6.69* .21** 4.16** .38** 3.82**
Tamil Nadu  Muslim (406) .26* 8.33* .36** 1.31 .13** 2.56*

Tamil Nadu Hindu (414) .21* 15.2* .22** 1.48 .13** 2.32**
Malaysia 
Rural Chinese (87) 1.69* 6.17* 4.17** 2.06* 1.25 2.32
Urban Indian (88) 1.69* 2.38 0.21** 2.06* .36** .30

Urban Chinese (80) 1.69* .53 3.31** 2.06* .67 1.47
Thailand 
Muslim (88) 2.20** 2.25** 2.09** 2.68** 1.18 2.38**
Other rural South (144) 2.20** 2.25** 2.09** 2.68** 1.18 2.38**

Rural Northeast (203) 2.20** 2.25** 2.09** 2.68** 1.18 2.38**
Rural North (203) 2.20** 2.25** 2.09** 2.68** 1.18 2.38**
Rural Central (227) 2.20** 2.25** 2.09** 2.68** 1.18 2.38**
Other Urban (178) 2.20** 2.25** 2.09** 2.68** 1.18 2.38**
Bangkok (169) 2.20** 2.25** 2.09** 2.68** 1.18 2.38**

Philippines
Zamboanga Muslims (199) a a 4 2.36** a a
La Union (200) a a 2.80** 2.36** a a
Camarines Sur (197) a a 1.40 2.36** a a

Mindoro (199) a a 1.00 2.36** a a
Metro Manila (183) a a 1.38 2.36** a a
a model does not converge
+Significant, .10 level  *Significant, .05 level **Significant .01 level
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Table 4: Marginal Dissimilarity and Couple Associations for Husband and Wife Responses to Items
on Household Tasks and Decisions (Odds Ratios)
Country 
and community (N)

Wife decides what
food to buy?

Wife decides whether
she should work

outside the home?

Wife decides
purchase of major
household goods?

Model Parameters Alpha Delta Alpha Delta Alpha Delta
Pakistan (Punjab) 

Most feudal area (108) 2.88* 2.02* 1.29 1.52+ .56* 1.35
Central plains (153) 2.88* 2.02* 1.72+ 1.52+ .56* 1.35
Least Feudal (159) 2.88* 2.02* 4.48* 1.52+ .56* 1.35
Peri-Urban Town (50) 2.88* 2.02* 2.13 1.52+ .56* 1.35

India
Uttar Pradesh Muslim (420) .40** 1.80* .05** 4.14** .15** 1.2
Uttar Pradesh Hindu (419) .39** 3.58* .10** 3.06** .22** 1.2
Tamil Nadu  Muslim (406) 1.18 1.25 1.68** 1.05 .54** 1.2

Tamil Nadu Hindu (414) 1.37 1.95+ 2.28** 2.01** .47** 1.2
Malaysia 
Rural Chinese (87) 1.09 4.18* 1.97* 1.52 .34** 1.83*
Urban Indian (88) 1.09 1.11 1.25 1.52 .34** 1.83*
Urban Chinese (89) 1.09 .29 4.80** 1.52 .34** 1.83*

Thailand 
Muslim (88) 2.87* 3.94** 6.20** 2.84** 1.14 4.85**
Other rural South (144) .85 3.94** 1.56 2.84** 1.14 1.95+
Rural Northeast (203) 1.34 3.94** 2.30** 2.84** 1.14 1.45
Rural North (203) 4.09** 3.94** 2.06** 2.84** 1.14 5.18**
Rural Central (227) 1.60+ 3.94** 4.52** 2.84** 1.14 1.73+
Other Urban (178) 2.24** 3.94** 3.10** 2.84** 1.14 2.08*
Bangkok (169) 2.07** 3.94** 3.93** 2.84** 1.14 1.60
Philippines 

Zamboanga Muslims (199) 6.89** 5.70** 6.77** 2.60** 2.87 3.02**

La Union (200) 4.66** 5.70** 5.59** 2.60** 2.55** 3.02**
Camarines Sur (197) .76 5.70** 2.01** 2.60** .88 3.02**
Mindoro (199) 3.16 5.70** 2.88* 2.60** 1.91 3.02**
Metro Manila (183) 1.55 5.70** 2.09** 2.60** .88 3.02**

+Significant, .10 level *Significant, .05 level **Significant .01 level
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Table 5. Goodness of Fit Statistics for Models Fitted to Items with Three Response Categories in
Thailand, Philippines and Malaysia

Item Greatest Say Number of
Children to Have

Greatest Say Purchase of
Major Household Goods

Model  Typea Country:
L2, df, p valueb

Country: 
L2, df, p valueb,c

I: Fully restricted
model

Thailand: 
35.4, 25, p<.10

Malaysia: 
74.9, 9,  p<.001

Philippines: 
208.9, 17, p<.001

Thailand: 
30.2, 25, p>.10

Malaysia: 
2.4, 5, p>.10
Philippines: 

96.2, 17, p<.001

II:  Relative
distances between
response
categories differ
by context

Thailand: 
28.3, 19, p<.10

Malaysia: 
17.7, 7, p<.05
Philippines: 

81.0, 13, p<.001

Thailand: 
13.5, 19, p>.10

Model II Versus Model I:
L2 = 16.7, 6, p<.05

III: Marginal
differences
between men and
women differ by
context

Thailand: 
8.70, 13, p>.10

Thailand: 
18.1, 13, p>.10

Philippines: 
27.1, 9, p<.01

IV: Fully
unrestricted
model

Malaysia: 
0.72, 3, p>.10
Philippines: 
5.9, 5, p>.10

Philippines: 
6.7, 5, p>.10

a See text for a description of each model. 
b A p-value less than .10 for each likelihood ratio test is defined as poor model fit.  
c For tests comparing two models, p<.10 leads to rejection of model listed higher in the table.
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Table 6: Latent Correlation and Pearson Correlation between Scales for Couple Reports on Wife’s
Autonomy, by Community
Country 
and community (N)

Freedom of Movement Decision-Making
Regarding Children

Household Tasks and
Decisions

Correlations Latent Pearson Latent Pearson Latent Pearson
Pakistan (Punjab) 

Most feudal area (108) .48 .18 -.00 .02 .12 -.04
Central plains (153) .32 .15 .38 .21 .62 .34
Least Feudal (159) .08 .05 .21 .13 .35 .26
Peri-Urban Town (50) a .30 .42 .13 a .18
India

Uttar Pradesh Muslim (420) .43 .28 .73 .44 .06 .15
Uttar Pradesh Hindu (419) .54 .37 .68 .41 -.19 .22
Tamil Nadu  Muslim (406) .10 .09 .48 .19 .04 .05
Tamil Nadu Hindu (414) .21 .13 .64 .27 .17 .04

Malaysia 
Rural Chinese (87) a a .17 .14 .61 .22
Urban Indian (88) a a .42 .13 -.26 .10
Urban Chinese (80) a a -.09 .19 -.58 .22
Thailand 

Muslim (88) b b .33 .33 .85 .53
Other rural South (144) b b .52 .30 b .29
Rural Northeast (203) b b -.26 .03 .32 .23
Rural North (203) b b .69 .37  .65   .38
Rural Central (227) b b .49 .21 .56 .21
Other Urban (178) b b 1.00 .29 .47 .32
Bangkok (169) b b b .26 .31 .09
Philippines
Zamboanga Muslims (199) a .27 a -.03 a -.06

La Union (200) .56 .32 a .14 .54 .28
Camarines Sur (197) .58 .33 a .25 .83 .32
Mindoro (199) .63 .49 a .37 a .28
Metro Manila (183) .68 .48 a .16 .83 .24

Error covariances are constrained to be zero, except decision-making on children in Malaysia, and
economic decision-making for Urban Chinese in Malaysia and all of Thailand. 
a Model does not converge.   b Item unavailable.
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Table 7.  Logit Regression Coefficients Predicting Infant or Child Death from Husband and Wife
Reports on Wife’s Autonomya

Country Wife decides
what to do

when child falls
sick?

Wife cares for
children?

Wife decides
what food to

buy?

Wife decides
amount of

schooling for
children?

N
(min/ma

x)

Report of... Husba
nd

Wife Husba
nd

Wife Husba
nd

Wife Husba
nd

Wife

Pakistan
(Punjab)

-.25 .20 -.67 1.47*
*

.05 .28 -.28 .34+ 469/47
0

India .34 -.26+ .78** -.29 .11 -.21 .22 -.31* 1660

Thailand .19 -.26 1.44 -1.33+ .38 -.44 .26 -.11 843/11
84

Philippines .91 .13 .47 -.06 .63 -.05 .36 -.16 827/97
6

Malaysia c -.17 .49 -.31 c -.40 .32 -.66 193/25
3

a Pairs of husband and wife coefficients in bold indicates that they are significantly different from each
other at p<.10. In all countries regressions include a quadratic for wife’s age and a control for religion in
India.
b Items not available
c Insufficient cases of women who have experienced a child death–regression predicts failure perfectly.

+Significant, .10 level *Significant, .05 level **Significant .01 level



Figure 1 
Does wife have to ask permission to go to health center?

Percentage of Wives Compared to Husbands saying "No"

0

10

20

30

40

50

60

70

80

90

100

0 10 20 30 40 50 60 70 80 90 100

Percentage of Husbands Saying "No"

Pe
rc

en
ta

ge
 o

f W
iv

es
 S

ay
in

g 
"N

o"

PAK N. IND S. IND PHIL MAL PHIL-MUS MAL-IND



Figure 2
Does Your Wife Decide on to Whom to Marry Your Children?

Percentage of Wives Compared to Husbands Saying "Yes"
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Figure 3
Latent Compared to Observed Correlation between Couples

Wife's Decision Making Regarding Children
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