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ABSTRACT

This paper analyses the relation between women’s educational

status relative to their spouse and their autonomy. Using the large-scale

nationally representative Indian Human Development Survey (IHDS)

conducted in 2011-12, we find that around 20% of the women in the

marriages have education more than their spouses. In particular, among

all those who married five years before the survey, 31% of women in

rural India and 37% of women in urban India were educated more than

their spouses. Women with more education than their spouses are

younger, with fewer children, married at an older age, had known their

husbands before marriage longer, and earn a higher share of the

household incomes as compared to those with equal or lesser education

than the spouses. We find that relative spousal education, defined as the

difference between woman’s education and her spouse’s education is

positively related to decision making autonomy and physical mobility,

but it is negatively associated with emotional autonomy. It does not

have any relation with economic and social autonomy. The study also

performs a disaggregated analysis of the same for rural and urban samples,

cohorts based on years of marriage, and education levels of the women.

The findings remain similar across various levels of disaggregation.

Keywords:  Women’s autonomy, Relative Education, India, Indian

Human Development Survey

JEL Classification:  J16, D13, I21
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Introduction

Educational attainment and employment of women are factors

that enable them to fight inequality and provide access to opportunities

(Mehra, 1997; Kabeer, 1999; Basu, 2002; Gupta and Yesudian, 2006;

Murphy-Graham, 2010). Around 130 countries have attained gender

reversal in terms of educational attainment, with the proportion of women

aged 25-29 years with college education surpassing the men in the same

age group. This trend has been predominantly found in high and middle-

income countries and projected to be attained by most countries in the

world by 2050,  (Samir et al., 2010). On similar lines, India has seen a

steady increase in the participation of women in education (Nayak and

Mahanta, 2009). When it comes to higher education, the Gender Parity

Index (GPI)1 has increased from 0.7 in 2006-07 to 0.97 in 2017-18

(Joshi and Ahir, 2019). With increasing educational attainments, there

is an increasing trend of women marrying men with lesser educational

attainments. There is not just an increase in the absolute educational

achievements of women but also on their attainments relative to their

spouses. This phenomenal growth of women’s education warrants

investigation of its effects on various aspects of women’s lives,

particularly their agency in the household decision making process.

1 GPI is calculated by dividing GER (Gross Enrolment Ratio) of females with
the GER of males at a particular level of education (Joshi and Ahir, 2019:
p. 77). GER stands for Gross Enrolment Ratio.
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The resource theory identifies education, employment, and

earnings as factors that determine the bargaining power of individuals

in romantic/intimate relationships (Blood and Wolfe, 1960; Eapen and

Kodoth, 2003; Weitzman, 2014; Bhandari et al., 2016).  In line with this

argument, women with higher education are likely to be more

autonomous and  have an equal or greater voice in household decision

making. However, research investigating the relationship between

women’s educational status and  their autonomy in household decision

making is inconclusive and contradictory. Further, these studies have

only used absolute measures of educational status rather than relative

measures. Few studies have focussed on educational attainments of

women relative to their husband. They find that higher educational

attainment of women compared to their husband leads to a higher

probability of intimate partner violence (Rahman et al., 2011; Heath,

2013; Weitzman, 2014).These findings are in line with the status

inconsistency theory (Gong, 2007). It is in this background that the

present study investigates the relationship between relative spousal

educational status and women’s autonomy.

Women’s Autonomy and Relative Spousal Education

Women’s autonomy has been a central concern among researchers

for around three decades, particularly in developing countries. The

concept of women’s autonomy is primarily situated in the household

context and encapsulates women’s control over resources and

environment and freedom from  control of others (Singh, 2010). Women’s

autonomy is defined as ‘the extent to which they have an equal voice

with their husbands in matters affecting themselves and their families,

control over material and other resources, access to knowledge and

information, the authority to make independent decisions, freedom from

constraints and physical mobility, and the ability to forge equal power

relationships within families’ (Jejeebhoy and Sathar, 2001: p.688).

Women’s autonomy is a multi-dimensional concept which is difficult
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to measure (Agarwala and Lynch, 2006) due to its contextual nature

(Dyson and Moore, 1983) and variations it entails owing to diverse

profiles of women (Jejeebhoy and Sathar, 2001). Further, due to multiple

indicators tightly interwoven with the contextual factors, presenting a

clear generalization about what predicts women’s autonomy  may be

challenging.  Nonetheless, studies have been using direct measures which

are a combination of indicators and observable items (Agarwala and

Lynch, 2006) such as physical mobility, access and control over

resources, fertility and child care, and freedom from domestic violence

(Jeejebhoy, 2000; Jejeebhoy and Sathar, 2001; Sujatha and Reddy,

2009; Eswaran and Malhotra, 2011). These multiple and interlinked

indicators are categorized into different forms of autonomy, such as

decision-making power, physical mobility, economic and social

autonomy, and emotional autonomy (Dharmalingam and Morgan, 1996;

Bloom et al., 2001; Jejeebhoy and Sathar, 2001; Jejeebhoy, 2002). These

dimensions are said to be a departure from broad-based  conceptualization

such as women empowerment and highlight the specific elements of

women’s power within the household (Malhotra and Mather, 1997).

Women’s autonomy is found to have a positive relationship with

women’s health-seeking behaviour (e.g., Bloom et al., 2001; Wado,

2017), fertility behaviour (Sujatha and Reddy, 2009), contraceptive use

(Saleem and Bobak, 2005), reduced infant mortality (Adhikari and

Sawangdee, 2011), access to pregnancy and maternal health care (Misty

et al., 2009; Thapa and Niehof, 2013), and increased birth-to-conception

intervals (Jatrana and Pashupaleti, 2015). Studies also record the

influence of contextual factors that lead to different outcomes

concerning  women’s autonomy. Dyson and Moore, (1983) analyse  the

role of contextual factors to examine the difference in women’s autonomy

in North and South India and note the implications of local-level kinship

arrangements in deciding to what extent women can pursue their self-

interest and of their children. On similar lines, studies have identified

kinship patterns (Rahman and Rao, 2004), religion, region, caste, class
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and community’s institutional structure (Niraula and Morgan, 1996;

Mason, 1997; Deshpande, 2002; Singh, 2010) to be influencing

women’s autonomy and the related outcomes. Educational attainment

and employment are linked to women’s status that provides them

bargaining power (Blood and Wolfe, 1960; Xu and Lai, 2002), access to

resources (Carlsson et al., 2009), and voice in household decision making

(Oropesa, 1997). Several studies identify a positive relationship between

education and women’s autonomy in various contexts (e.g., Dutta, 2000;

Moursund and Kravdal, 2003; Acharya et al., 2010; Srivastava and

Srivastava, 2010). Education positively influences women’s decision

making in matters related to fertility (Basu, 2002), birth-to-conception

intervals (Jatrana and Pushupuleti, 2015), and partner choice (Banerjee

et al., 2013). Regardless of the positive evidence, several studies have

been ambivalent about the role of women’s educational status in

influencing her agency (e.g., Mason, 1997; Sultana, 2011).

Apart from the contextual factors such as gender role ideologies

(Kulik, 1999), the ambiguous and inconclusive results can also be a

result of using absolute measures, since relative spousal measures can

better predict the bargaining power in a household. For example, in the

context of China, Carlsson et al. (2009) find that women who contributed

relatively more to the household income, women more educated than

their spouse, had significantly stronger influence in joint decisions.

Furthermore, absolute measures can fail to take into account the dynamics

brought in by the gender status reversal suggested by status inconsistency

theory (Gong, 2007) in the household decision-making process. The

insecurities or threats to male dominance emerging based on gender

role expectations can be more acute in the case of women having

relatively higher resources or status than their husband. In the US, Schwartz

and Gonalons-Pons (2016) observe a higher risk for divorce in households

where women out-earn their husband, and such risk is higher in couples

married in the 1970s than 1990s. While women’s income and educational

attainment reduce their susceptibility to physical violence, the status
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incompatibility that emerges from the traditional role reversal makes

women vulnerable to emotional abuse (Kaukinen, 2004). On similar

lines, Weitzman (2014) notes that the relative higher position of women

in a marriage can question the perceived dominance of men and make

them feel threatened, leading to intimate interpersonal violence. In this

context, we contend that relative spousal status is a better measure for

understanding the relationship between women’s educational attainment

and their autonomy in the household decision-making process. We take

a relative measure of education than absolute educational achievements

as we believe that it better predicts the bargaining power women hold in

a household.

The paper is structured as follows. In the next section, we discuss

the data and methodology adopted. The results are discussed in the

subsequent section. In the last section on discussion, we highlight how

the relative higher educational status of women acts as a double-edged

sword with simultaneously facilitating and denying different elements

of women’s autonomy.

Data and Methodology

We use the data from the Indian Human Development Survey

(IHDS) conducted in 2011-12. IHDS is a large scale nationally

representative survey that was conducted under the supervision of the

National Council of Applied Economic Research (NCAER) in

collaboration with the University of Maryland. The survey used two-

stage stratification and was conducted over a sample of 42,152

households, including 27,579 households in around 1503 villages and

14,573 urban households in around 971 urban neighbourhoods. The

survey collected data related to various social, economic, and political

aspects. It has various unique modules which collect data on education,

health, occupation, economic status, marriage, fertility, and gender

relations. The study surveyed the ever-married women in the household

between 15 to 49 years in the household. They were administered
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questions on fertility, marriage, and gender relations in the household.

The survey also collected data on practices related to marriage. These

aspects were used in our analysis to understand the relation between the

spousal education differential and the autonomy of the women in the

household.

As discussed previously, women’s autonomy is a complex

phenomenon and there are difficulties with coming up with measures

for autonomy. One of the ways in which autonomy is measured is by

estimating multiple dimensions of autonomy – decision making

autonomy, economic and social autonomy, physical mobility, and

emotional autonomy (Jejeebhoy and Sathar, 2001). It is also essential to

account for the interlinkages between these different dimensions of

autonomy.  We would expect that the women with high decision-making

autonomy to also have higher emotional autonomy and those with higher

physical mobility to also have high economic and social autonomy and

so on. When we identify the relation between various factors on

autonomy, we need to acknowledge the linkages between these various

dimensions of autonomy. To include these linkages, we use a multivariate

regression model. Using this model, we estimate the relationship between

spousal education differential and the different dimensions of autonomy.

We estimate the following model to understand the hypothesized

relationships:

 Ai = f  (SEi ,Di , MCi , Ei ) ... (1)

Where,

 Ai is the vector consisting of four dimensions of autonomy –

decision making autonomy, economic and social autonomy, physical

mobility, and emotional autonomy. The model is estimated in a

multivariate manner.
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SEi  is defined as the spousal educational differential measured as

the difference in number of years of education of the woman and the

spouse.

Di  is the set of demographic factors of the woman including the

age, education, number of children, whether the household is in rural or

urban area and the caste of the household.

MCi   is the set of marriage related characteristics including the age

of the woman at the marriage, the period before marriage that the woman

knew her husband, and whether the woman married a relative and

Ei  is the set of economic variables, including share of women’s

wage income in the household income, and assets of the household.

By estimating a multivariate regression model, we are accounting

for the correlations between the different dimensions of women’s

autonomy. This kind of modeling provides a better estimate than the

univariate regression model. In this model, we test if the spousal

educational differential is related to different dimensions of autonomy,

and if so, estimate the magnitude of this relationship. The next section

presents the key results of the paper.

Results

In this section,  we  first discuss the findings related to relative

spousal education in the sample. Then, we look at aspects related to

women’s autonomy and the relation between women’s autonomy and

relative spousal education in the subsequent sub-sections.

Relative Spousal Education

We first explore the relative spousal education in the data. We

define relative spousal education as the difference between the number

of years of schooling of the woman and her spouse. We categorize the
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sample of women into seven cohorts based on the years of marriage –

those married 5 years or before the survey, those married 6 to 10 years

before the survey, and so on till those married 31 years or before. Table

1 presents the summary of the relative spousal education for women

across different years of marriage.

Table 1: Relative Spousal Education

Years of Average Relative Spousal Education
Marriage (Proportion of women educated more than

their spouses)

    Rural India Urban India All India

5 years or lesser -0.82 -0.09` -0.58

(31.3%) (36.9%) (33.1%)

6 to 10 years -1.47 -0.59 -1.17

(24%) (31.3%) (26.5%)

11 to 15 years -1.92 -0.91 -1.57

(19.4%) (29.0%) (22.7%)

16 to 20 years -2.40 -1.33 -2.03

(14.9%) (24.8%) (18.3%)

21 to 25 years -2.54 -1.75 -2.25

(12.5%) (20.9%) (15.3%)

26 to 30 years -2.63 -2.37 -2.54

(9.3%) (15.8%) (11.6%)

31 years or more -2.78 -3.05 -2.86

(6.1%) (12.9%) (8.1%)

All -2.06 -1.39 -1.83

(17%) (24.9%) (19.7%)

N 24,370 12,466 36,836



13

From Table 1, we find that there has been a huge change in both

average relative spousal education and the proportion of women

educated more than their spouses. The average relative spousal education

increased from -1.83 years to -0.58 years across different marriage

cohorts. In rural India, it improved from -2.06 years to -0.82 years in

different cohorts. The proportion of women educated more than their

husband grew from 19.7% to 33.1% across various cohorts. In rural

India, it went up from 17% to 31.3% while in urban India, this went up

from 24.9% to 36.9% across the cohorts. The growth in the last cohort

was particularly higher than any other cohorts, both in rural and urban

India.

We now look into  other characteristics of  women studied in the

survey.  We also test if the various characteristics differ among women

who were more educated than their spouses and those who were not.

Table 2 presents the summary statistics and the differences among the

same between women with more education than their spouses and those

with equal or lesser education than their spouses.

Table 2 presents the characteristics of the women in the sample –

demographic characteristics, marriage-related characteristics, and

economic characteristics. The study surveyed women in the age group

of 15 to 49 years. The average age of the women in the sample is 35.8

years. Women with education more than their spouse were younger,

with an average age of 32.9 compared to 36.6 years in the women with

education equal to or lesser than their spouses. The average years of

schooling among the women with more education (9.4 years) than their

spouses were 5.1 years more than those with education equal to or lower

than their spouses (4.3 years). The average years of schooling of the

spouses of women with education higher than their spouses (6 years)

was 1.4 years lesser than those (7.4 years) of the spouses of women with

equal or lesser education than their spouses. Women with more education

than their spouses on average had lesser children (2) than those (2.7)
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with education equal to or lesser than their spouses. Though this

difference is statistically significant, this difference may not be only

due to a better spousal relative education. The difference could be due

to the age difference between the two categories of women. If we look at

the caste composition of the women, the sample had 21% belonging to

Schedule Caste (SC) households, 8% belonging to Scheduled Tribe

(ST) households, 34% belonging to Other Backward Category (OBC)

caste households, and 37% belonging to other caste households. This

proportion was different across the two categories of women with different

relative spousal education. There were a larger proportion of women in

the other castes (42%) among women with education more than their

spouses as compared to those (36%) with education equal to lesser than

their spouses. Also, there was a more substantial proportion of women in

urban areas in those with education more than their spouses. This

indicates that the practice of women marrying spouses with less

education than them is more prominent in urban areas and among other

castes.

There were also some crucial observations related to marriage

related characteristics in the sample and there were significant differences

in these characteristics among women belonging to the two categories.

The average age at the time of marriage was higher (19.4 years) among

women with more education than their spouses as compared to those

(17.6 years) among those with equal or lesser education. In the whole

sample in the study, we find that 65% of the women knew their husbands

only on the day of marriage. 15% of women knew their husbands a

month before the marriage, 9% knew their husbands between a month to

a year before their marriage, 5% knew their husbands for more than a

year before marriage, and 6% knew their husbands since childhood.

Knowing the husband since childhood could also be due to the practice

of marriage among relatives. We find that 7.9% in the sample married

their relatives (cousin, uncle, or other relatives), and also 63% of these

women knew their husbands since childhood. In such a context, we
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could infer that marriage in India mostly happens among people who do

not know each other for a long time. The percentage of women who

knew their spouses for more than a year is slightly higher when the

woman is educated more than their spouse. Almost  55% of the women

who were educated more than their spouse knew their husbands on the

wedding day compared to 68% in women who were equally or less

educated than their spouse. Interestingly, we also find that among the

women with education more than their spouses, there is a more significant

proportion (9.3%) who are married to their relatives than those (7.6%)

who are educated equal to or lesser than their spouses. This observation

could be possibly explained by the possibility that when marriages

happen among relatives, custom and maintaining the relational bonds

might matter more than the relative spousal endowments.

In terms of economic variables, we find that women on average

earn Rs.13,509 annually as wages. The difference between the two groups

of women is only Rs.655 is not statistically significant at a 10%

confidence level. We also tested if there are differences in participation

in employment and the average wages earned by those working in the

employment. We find a small but statistically significant difference in

employment of women in casual and regular employment. We find that

the participation is 1% higher among women with lesser or equal

education that spouses (25.6%) than women with higher education  than

their spouses (24.6%). The difference in wages of the employed women

is not very different and the difference is not statistically significant.

The average annual income earned by women in casual and regular

employment is Rs. 53,438 with women educated less than or equal to

spouses earning Rs. 53,104 while those educated more than their spouses

earning Rs. 54,859. The average annual household income in the sample

is Rs. 1,40,918. The average income in households with women having

higher education than their spouse was slightly higher than the other

households by Rs. 3,641. This difference was not statistically significant,

which indicates that the economic status of the households with the two
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different categories of women might not be very different. The average

share of woman’s wage income in household income was 11% for the

whole sample – 11.2% for the women with an education equal to or

lesser than the spouses and 12% for women with education higher than

their spouses. This difference was statistically significant, indicating

women with higher education than their spouses contributed more to

the economic status of the households than those with equal or lower

education than their spouses. The assets in the households were

measured as the number of assets the households had from the list of 33

items, including mobile phones, television, and radio. We find that the

average assets were 16 in the sample, and households with women

educated more than the spouses had 1.8 more assets than those with

women with an education equal to or lesser than their spouses.

In summary, we find that there were significant differences across

the demographic and marriage related characteristics of women with

education more than their spouses and those with education equal to or

lesser than their spouses. The difference in economic categories among

the two categories of women was lesser and less significant. We now

explore if the autonomy of women was related to their relative spousal

education.

Women’s Autonomy and Relative Spousal Education

The survey involved a series of questions that elicited the status

of the women in the household across varying activities. We selected

the questions which elicited the autonomy of the women. In particular,

Jejeebhoy and Sathar (2001) describes four types of autonomy – decision

making autonomy, economic and social autonomy, physical mobility,

and emotional autonomy. Table 3 presents the definitions of the four

types of autonomy as defined by Jejeebhoy and Sathar (2001), the

questions in the survey which are used to measure each of the defined

autonomy, and the level of autonomy in the sample. The table also

provides the differences in autonomy among rural and urban women.
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There were three questions we identified in the survey that were

related to decision making autonomy of the women. The three questions

were related to decision making in day-to-day activities and in major

decisions related to life. They deal with decision making related to the

number of children to have, decision on what to do when the respondent

was sick, and decision related to employment of the woman. In the

study sample, we find that only 22% had the most say in how many

children to have, only 20% had most say in what to do when they were

sick, and 35% had the most say in decisions related to their work. We

also find that there were significant differences in decision making

autonomy among the rural and urban women. The urban women had a

higher say in decisions related to number of children and health care

whereas a higher proportion of women had a say in decisions related to

their work. This is an interesting observation as we find that a higher

proportion of rural women had a say in decisions related to their work.

We normalize the answers from these three questions in the range 0 to 1.

In the overall context of decision-making authority, there is no

statistically significant difference in this dimension across rural and

urban women.

There were five questions in the study related to economic and

social autonomy – autonomy in buying an expensive item, having a say

in buying land or property, autonomy in expenditure in a  social  function

like a marriage, having a bank account with their name, and having

their name in ownership or rental papers of household property. The

autonomy in this dimension is least for women. There seems to be very

little say of women in decisions related to the economic dimension. We

find only 7% of women had a say in buying any expensive item, only

4% had a say in buying land or property, and 12% had a say in expenditure

on a marriage or a social function. 38% women had their name on any of

the bank account and 15% had their names on property or rental papers

of the household. Across all the parameters of economic and social

autonomy, the urban women have better autonomy than the rural women
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and the difference is statistically significant. When it comes to having a

say in purchasing a land or property, both urban and rural women have

very little say. Only 4.2% of rural women and 5% of urban women have

any say in purchase of land or property. In the overall normalized index

of economic and social autonomy, urban women seem to have more

autonomy than rural women.

There were four questions in the study related to physical mobility

– mobility to local health center, mobility to home of relatives or friends,

mobility to nearby kirana (grocery) shop, and mobility to short distance

by bus or train. We find that 69% of the women in the sample can go

alone to local health center without permission. 75% of the women in

the sample can move without permission and move alone to home of

friend or relative and to a nearby kirana shop.  Only 51% of the women

can move without permission to a short distance by a bus or train. Across

all mobility parameters and the normalized index on physical mobility

autonomy, we find that urban women have higher autonomy than rural

women.

There were nine questions related to emotional autonomy. Four

of the questions were related to positive aspects like spending time with

the spouse, talk with the spouse on issues related to work, household

expenditure, and politics. The last three questions were asked on a scale

of 1 to 3 (1 indicating spouse never talks, 2 indicating talk sometimes,

and 3 indicating talk always). There were also five questions related to

violence. These questions were not asked in a direct manner on whether

the women respondent had to face any violence, but whether women in

their community had to face violence for going out without permission

of the husbands, on suspicion of relationship with other men, for not

getting money or jewellery from natal family, for neglecting the house

or children, for not respecting elders of the family, or for not cooking

properly. We find that 58% of the women get to spend time with spouses.

In terms of autonomy related to violence, we find that the 51% of the
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women felt it was normal for husbands in community to beat their wives

if she went out without   permission and 84% felt it was usual for husbands

to beat on suspicion of her having relation with other men. 32%, 42%,

47%, and 32% of the sampled women felt it was usual for men to beat

their wives for not getting money from natal family, for neglect of house

of children, for disrespect of elders of the family, and for not cooking

properly respectively. In terms of emotional autonomy too, the difference

between rural and urban women is statistically significant and urban

women seem to have better emotional autonomy than rural women.

In summary, we find that urban women had similar autonomy as

rural women in decision making autonomy (0.26 for both), but did

better than rural women in economic and social autonomy (0.18 versus

0.14), physical mobility (0.72 versus 0.65), and emotional autonomy

(0.55 versus 0.50). Given the differing nature of autonomy among urban

and rural women, we run a regression for whole sample first, but also test

if the results are different when we estimate different models for the

urban and rural sample. We also test if the results vary when the models

are estimated differently for different marriage year cohorts and different

education levels (primary, secondary, higher secondary, and graduate

and above). Table 4 presents the results of multivariate regression with

four autonomy parameters as the dependent variables, spousal education

differential, and other factors as independent variables for the all India

sample.

From Table 4, we find that demographic parameters were related

to all the four types of autonomy. Age had a positive effect on all the

four types of autonomy.  Absolute levels of education of the women had

a positive relation with all aspects of autonomy. As we observed in the

previous section, urban women had higher autonomy than rural women;

the difference is highest in physical mobility autonomy.  Women with a

greater number of children had higher physical mobility autonomy.

Women belonging to scheduled castes (SC) and scheduled tribes (ST)
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had a higher autonomy than those belonging to other castes. Women

belonging to Scheduled Tribes (ST) had the highest autonomy in all

dimensions. Women belonging to Other Backward Castes (OBCs) had

higher physical mobility, and emotional autonomy than women

belonging to other castes. They did not have physical and economic

and social mobility that was different from other castes.

Marriage related characteristics were also related to various types

of autonomy. Women who married earlier had higher decision-making

autonomy and lower autonomy in economic and social aspects and

physical mobility. Women who knew husbands for a longer time had

more autonomy than those who knew their husbands on the wedding

day or for less than a month. Whether the husband was related to women

or not did not have any relation with decision making autonomy and

physical mobility. If the husband was a relative, the economic and social

autonomy increased by 0.009 while the emotional autonomy decreased

by 0.01. This is in line with previous findings which suggest that

marriages among relatives resulted in higher economic autonomy and

lower emotional autonomy among women in India.

Economic characteristics were also related to different types of

autonomy. The share of women’s wage income in the household income

was positively related to decision making autonomy, economic and

social autonomy, and physical mobility. Assets had a negative relation

with decision making autonomy and physical mobility, and positively

related to economic and social autonomy, and emotional autonomy.

After controlling for all the factors, we find that relative spousal

education was related to decision making autonomy, physical mobility,

and emotional autonomy. An increase of a year of spousal education

differential increased decision-making autonomy by 0.004, and physical

mobility by 0.003. An increase of a year of spousal education differential

decreased emotional autonomy by 0.002. The relative spousal education

did not have any influence on economic and social autonomy. Table 5
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presents the correlation between the residuals of different regressions.

This indicates the level of correlation between unobserved factors

influencing the four dimensions of autonomy.

The Breusch-Pagan test of independence rejects the null

hypothesis of independence between the four dimensions of autonomy2.

This validates our estimation strategy of using a multivariate regression

model. We also find that unobserved factors influencing decision making

autonomy is strongly correlated with physical mobility and economic

and social autonomy. The other correlations are weak.

We also ran separate multivariate regressions for rural and urban

sample separately. We present the results of the same in Table 6.

We only provide the coefficients of relative spousal education.

We find that the relation is similar for rural and urban India except in the

case of physical mobility autonomy. In this case, the relative spousal

Table 5: Correlation of Residuals from Multivariate Regression

 Decision Economic Physical Emotional
Making and Social Mobility  Autonomy

  Autonomy   Autonomy

Decision Making 1.00
Autonomy    

Economic and 0.26 1.00
Social Autonomy   

Physical Mobility 0.18 0.09 1.00  

Emotional 0.06 0.03 0.11 1.00
Autonomy

   Breusch-Pagan test of independence: chi2(6) = 4466.939, Pr = 0.0000

2 The Breusch-Pagan test of independence estimates a chi-squared statistic
for the null hypothesis that the correlations of the four error terms is zero.
A rejection of the null hypothesis implies that the null hypothesis that the
error terms are uncorrelated is rejected.
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education does not have any relation with physical mobility. We also

ran separate regressions for various marriage cohorts. Table 7 presents

the results of the same for the marriage cohorts.

As a trend, we observe that the relative educational status had a

more positive effect of marriage cohorts of older age while the relation

becomes lesser or negative as we come to the more recent marriage

cohorts. Table 8 presents the separate regressions we ran for different

educational levels of women (illiterate, primary education, secondary

education, higher secondary education, enrolled in undergraduate

programme and above).

Interestingly, we find that the relation between relative spousal

education and autonomy remains same up to the secondary level, but

weakens for the higher secondary level and above.

Discussion

The present study aimed at exploring the relationship between

relative education status of women  autonomy in the household decision

making process. The study used relative measures of spousal attainments

to capture the bargaining power between husband and wife. Given the

trend of gender role reversal in educational attainment in India, the

study presents the manifestation of women’s autonomy in the household

where women are more educated than men.

The results show a positive relationship between relative

educational status of women and decision making, further supporting

the role of education in empowering women to take decision related to

fertility, child education and physical mobility (Basu, 2002; Jejeebhoy

and Sathar, 2001; Nayak and Mahanta, 2012). The findings highlight

the progress that has happened through education in terms of delayed

marriage, opportunities to know one’s spouse before marriage, increased

share in household income and lesser children. Even though women’s

relative educational status increases her say in decision making, there



35

are variations in the nature of decision she can take. For instance, findings

show that only a small percentage of women have a say in property

related decision and or in deciding the number of children. Women

have lesser say in significant decisions related to household and

economic matters compared to everyday decisions and physical mobility.

Hence,  women’s autonomy resultant of educational status appears to be

limited. We also find that the relative educational attainments do not

relate to the economic and social autonomy. Furthermore, the

relationship between absolute measures of education and economic

autonomy is positive. In the case of emotional autonomy, the relationship

with relative educational attainment of the women is negative. In line

with Weitzman (2014), the relatively higher educational status of women

makes them vulnerable to violence, evidencing the strong presence of

traditional gender role expectations and status inconsistent theory.

The findings have policy implications. No doubt that the general

education of women has empowered them in multiple ways. Nonetheless,

the continued trend of violence suggests that sole focus on education is

not sufficient. More than the emphasis on education of women, there is

a need for consistent effort in including gender sensitivity subjects in

the curriculum which are imparted to both men and women. Similar to

the programs related to sex education, gender sensitivity curriculum

needs to be made mandatory in schools. Though India has strong laws

such as Protection of Women from Domestic Violence Act, 2005, without

the changes in gender role attitudes of both men and women, educational

and employment related empowerment is going to be subdued. To

conclude, education influences women’s autonomy and women’s

relative higher educational status compared to their spouse. However,

at the same time, their relative status also makes them vulnerable to

violence. There is a need for intervention that target gender role attitudes

of both women and men to move towards gender egalitarian society

where women’s success does not put them at risk.
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The present study has few limitations. We have aggregated various

indicators to form different autonomy parameters. It could so happen

that the differential aspects work in opposite direction, but the autonomy

parameter could be no different. We also have given equal weights to

most of the indicators. We have done this as there is no subjective way

in which we could consider any indicator more important that the other.

Future research could focus on providing appropriate weights to the

different indicators. Also, the indicators used to measure autonomy which

is considered to overemphasize husband-wife relationship, neglect

women-to-women bonds, do not account for men and masculinities and

ignore culture-specificity of gender inequality (Mumtaz and Salway

2009). Future studies can investigate women’s autonomy considering

women to women bonds in the family and include the role of men’s

perception of their power and masculinities in relation to women’s

autonomy.
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