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The re sults of this study and other re cent work sug gest the need for
greater at ten tion in fu ture stud ies to the hus band-wife re la tion ship,
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Re cent years have seen in creas ing at ten tion be ing drawn to the is sue of
gen der equal ity in the de mo graphic and re pro duc tive health lit er a ture (Federici,
Ma son and Sogner, 1993; Jejeebhoy, 1995; Dixon-Mueller, 1998).  While some 
ar gue for this fo cus in the lan guage of re pro duc tive rights (Sen, Germain and
Chen, 1994), it is also fre quently as serted that greater gen der equal ity will con -
trib ute pos i tively to fer til ity de cline (see, for ex am ple ESCAP, 1987).
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Avail able ev i dence from around the world sug gests that in creases in
gen der equal ity may not be a nec es sary pre con di tion for wide spread adop tion
of fer til ity con trol (see, for ex am ple, Amin, 1998 on Ban gla desh and Egypt). 
How ever, the de gree of gen der in equal ity does seem likely to be an im por tant
con di tion ing fac tor, act ing to speed or ham per the im pact of other cul tural and
socio-eco nomic changes and pop u la tion pol icy shifts (Ma son, 1993).

A num ber of pos si ble routes of cau sa tion have been pro posed on the
ques tion of how greater gen der equal ity may en cour age fer til ity reg u la tion. 
Ma son (1989) has sum ma rized those causes that seem most plau si ble.  Firstly,
greater gen der equal ity may re sult in a lower de mand for chil dren pri mar ily
be cause of a de cline in son pref er ence, a de cline in the eco nomic gains to men
of high fer til ity, and a rise in the op por tu nity costs of child bear ing with
com pet ing claims on women’s time.  Sec ondly, greater gen der equal ity may
fa cil i tate the up take of con tra cep tion be cause of in creased fe male par tic i pa tion
in de ci sion-mak ing, in creased ac cess to in for ma tion by women, better
com mu ni ca tion be tween spouses, and a greater pro pen sity for women to act
innovatively.1

Much of the rel e vant de mo graphic lit er a ture that has ad dressed the links
be tween gen der in equal ity and fer til ity reg u la tion has fo cused on women’s
“au ton omy”.  The con cept of “au ton omy” is mul ti di men sional, and the scope of 
fac tors in cluded within con cep tu al iza tions also var ies be tween au thors.  While
some have fo cused on “pri vate con cerns” (Dyson and Moore, 1983), oth ers
ex tend their def i ni tions to in clude the ca pac ity to act in the pub lic realms of the 
la bour mar ket and so cial struc tures be yond the house hold (Jejeebhoy, 1995).

Operationalizing the elu sive con cept of au ton omy has also proved
prob lem atic.  Early em pir i cal ex plo ra tions of the re la tion ship be tween fe male
au ton omy and fer til ity reg u la tion tended to rely on ed u ca tion and oc cu pa tion
sta tus as proxy in di ca tors (Sathar and oth ers, 1988).  How ever, rec og niz ing the
lim i ta tions of such unidimensional in di ca tors, re cent stud ies have at tempted to
mea sure fe male au ton omy more di rectly.  In South Asia, these stud ies have
fo cused par tic u larly on de vel op ing in di ca tors of women’s mo bil ity,
par tic i pa tion in house hold de ci sion-mak ing, and con trol of fi nan cial re sources
(Schuler, Hashemi and Riley, 1997; Cleland, Kamal and Sloggett, 1996;
Durrant and Sathar, 2000).  Though some stud ies have found pos i tive
as so ci a tions be tween such in di ca tors and fer til ity con trol, re sults have been
mixed and have tended to re af firm the com plex and mul ti di men sional na ture of
women’s au ton omy.

De spite the ap par ent con cep tual and meth od olog i cal dif fi cul ties
high lighted above, avail able ev i dence strongly sug gests that gen der in equal ity,
and women’s au ton omy in par tic u lar, fre quently plays a role in con tra cep tive
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up take and fer til ity de cline.  This re la tion ship clearly war rants fur ther
at ten tion, par tic u larly in set tings such as Pa ki stan, where con tra cep tive use
re mains low and gen der in equal ity is marked.

The Pa ki stani con text

Pa ki stani so ci ety is widely ac knowl edged to be highly pa tri ar chal with
clearly de mar cated gen der roles and large dif fer en tials in ac cess to re sources of
all types (Durrant and Sathar, 2000; Winkvist and Akhtar, 2000).  At the
macrolevel, a feu dal socio-po lit i cal sys tem, rooted in in eq ui ta ble re source dis tri -
bu tion, sup ported by a strong Is lamic ide ol ogy, pro duces rigid class and gen der 
hi er ar chies (Hafeez, 1998; Agha, 2000).  At the mi cro level, mar riages are
largely ar ranged within the kin-group and re pro duc tion of the patrilineal lin eage 
is cru cial for a woman’s se cu rity in her mar i tal home (Winkvist and Akhtar,
2000).  A ma jor as pect of gen der con struc tion is that of men as eco nomic pro -
vid ers and women as de pend ants and home mak ers (Khan, 1999).  De ci -
sion-mak ing au thor ity, in clud ing that re lat ing to re pro duc tion, is nor ma tively
vested in men (Casterline, Sathar and Haque, 2001).  The in sti tu tion of pur dah2

pro vides fur ther sup port to the de mar ca tion of male and fe male roles and space
and is closely tied to the izzat or hon our of men (Khan, 1999).

In prac tice, of course, gen der roles and re la tions are fre quently un der
ne go ti a tion, and pat terns of be hav iour are more fluid than sug gested by the
over view given above.  Fur ther more, de spite broad com mon al i ties, Pa ki stani
women are not a ho mo ge neous group.  His tor i cal, eco log i cal, socio-eco nomic
and eth nic fac tors play an im por tant role in pat tern ing women’s gendered
ex pe ri ence across this di verse coun try (Donnan, 1997).  Re cent years have seen 
im por tant socio-eco nomic change in Pa ki stan, in clud ing ris ing un em ploy ment
and pov erty (Sathar and Casterline, 1998).  Con com i tant house hold changes are 
ev i dent, with weak en ing pa ren tal con trol, nu cle ation of fam i lies, and re duced
de mand for chil dren (Kazi and Sathar, 1996; Sathar and Casterline, 1998). 
Slowly the forces that have sus tained high fer til ity are weak en ing and tran si tion 
is un der way (Pop u la tion Coun cil, 1993). At the same time, the level of “un met
need” for con tra cep tion has risen (Pop u la tion Coun cil, 1997).

In this cli mate of change, it is im por tant to un der stand more about the
re la tion ship be tween gen der equal ity and fer til ity tran si tion.  A study of Punjabi 
cou ples con cluded that women’s au ton omy had a strong role in ex plain ing
dif fer en tials in con tra cep tive use (Sathar and Kazi, 1997).  In di ca tors of
interspousal com mu ni ca tion, women’s free dom to pur chase small items and
women’s par tic i pa tion in de ci sions re lated to intra-house hold af fairs were all
pos i tively as so ci ated with con tra cep tive use.  It was also found that women
liv ing in nu clear house holds showed greater au ton omy on a range of in di ca tors
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and were more likely to use con tra cep tion than those liv ing in ex tended
house holds. An anal y sis of an other Punjabi data set by the same au thors
pro duced some what dif fer ent find ings (Kazi and Sathar, 1996).  While
interspousal com mu ni ca tion and nu clear fam ily struc ture were again pre dic tors
of con tra cep tive use, par tic i pa tion in house hold de ci sions was not found to be
as so ci ated with greater use of con tra cep tion. In di ca tors of women’s mo bil ity
were not as so ci ated with con tra cep tive use in ei ther of these quan ti ta tive
anal y ses, while qual i ta tive work by Khan (1999), again in Punjab, sug gests that 
re stricted mo bil ity of women is an im por tant bar rier to ac cess ing fam ily
plan ning ser vices.  Clearly, the find ings to date are mixed, and there is a need
for fur ther in ves ti ga tion.

The cur rent pa per adds im por tantly to the dis course on women’s
au ton omy in Pa ki stan and its im pli ca tions for the suc cess of health and fam ily
plan ning ini tia tives by pro vid ing em pir i cal ev i dence from a re cent, na tion ally
rep re sen ta tive cross-sec tional sur vey.  To date, much of the work on this topic
has been based in Punjab, pre vent ing ex trap o la tions to the rest of the coun try. 
The pres ent data en able us to ex plore im por tant re gional and eth nic dif fer en tials 
in in di ca tors of women’s au ton omy.  Fur ther more, the large sam ple size al lows
multivariate anal y ses that re veal the in flu ence of au ton omy on the up take of
con tra cep tion net of other im por tant con found ing fac tors.

Data and method

The data used in this pa per are from the Pa ki stan Fer til ity and Fam ily
Plan ning Sur vey (PFFPS) 1996-1997, which pro vides a na tional sam ple of
women (Hakim, Cleland and Bhatti, 1998).  Suc cess ful in ter views were
con ducted with 7,325 house holds, and in these house holds 7,848 ever-mar ried
women aged be tween 15 and 49 were in ter viewed.  The anal y sis for the pres ent 
pa per was re stricted to cur rently mar ried women, of whom there were 7,584 in
the weighted sam ple.  All anal y ses were per formed us ing the set of Stata
Sur vey (“svy”) com mands in the sta tis ti cal pack age Stata, which ad just
ap pro pri ately for the fact that the sam ple was both weighted and based on a
clus ter sam pling de sign (Stata Cor po ra tion, 1999).

The PFFPS in cluded a se ries of ques tions aimed at cap tur ing two
di men sions of Pa ki stani women’s au ton omy, mo bil ity and do mes tic
de ci sion-mak ing, mea sured at the level of the in di vid ual woman.  While we
ac knowl edge that these ques tions can not com pre hen sively de scribe women’s
au ton omy, they do ad dress two im por tant as pects. Fur ther more, since one’s
un der stand ing is so lim ited of which di men sions of women’s gendered po si tion
are ac tu ally im por tant in re la tion to the up take of con tra cep tion, an anal y sis of
na tional data on cer tain el e ments, how ever par tial, is im por tant.
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Mo bil ity

While the se clu sion of women within the home has never been ab so lute
(Donnan, 1997), con trol of women’s mo bil ity and their ex clu sion from pub lic,
male space is per haps the most sa lient fea ture of pur dah in tra di tional Pa ki stani
so ci ety.  Re cent in ves ti ga tions of the link be tween women’s au ton omy and
de mo graphic be hav iour in Pa ki stan have in cluded mo bil ity as a cen tral
di men sion of au ton omy.  How ever, it is clear that the mea sure ment and
in ter pre ta tion of mo bil ity is not straight for ward.  Ob served mo bil ity can not be
un crit i cally equated with some no tion of “free dom of move ment” since it may
re flect eco nomic ne ces sity rather than de sire of au ton omy on the part of the
woman.  Nev er the less, such move ment be yond the home may have im por tant
im pli ca tions for ex po sure to in for ma tion, de vel op ment of in ter per sonal skills,
in creased self-con fi dence, and op por tu ni ties to take in de pend ent ac tion.  Thus,
move ment out side the home may fa cil i tate the up take of con tra cep tion.  The
pres ent anal y ses are based on re sponses to the ques tion “In the last four weeks,
have you been out side this vil lage/neigh bour hood for any pur pose with out the
com pany of an other adult?”

Do mes tic de ci sion-mak ing

De ci sion-mak ing has been a cen tral con cern of much prior re search on
women’s au ton omy and fer til ity con trol.  It is hy poth e sized that a greater
in volve ment in house hold de ci sion-mak ing3 will place women in a better
po si tion to ex ert in flu ence over re pro duc tive be hav iour, in clud ing up take of
con tra cep tion.  How ever, as al ready men tioned, em pir i cal find ings from
Pa ki stan are some what mixed.

The pres ent anal y ses are based on re sponses to ques tions on
de ci sion-mak ing re gard ing the treat ment of sick chil dren and the pur chase of
food.  In each case, re spon dents were asked first who usu ally par tic i pates in the 
de ci sion, and then who usu ally takes the fi nal de ci sion.4  The vast ma jor ity of
all women re ported par tic i pat ing in each of these de ci sions: 91 per cent in child 
treat ment de ci sions and 85 per cent in food pur chase de ci sions, though the
pro por tion tak ing fi nal de ci sions was much lower (Hakim, Cleland and Bhatti,
1998).

Bivariate re la tion ships be tween the mo bil ity and de ci sion-mak ing
vari ables and var i ous back ground char ac ter is tics of the women were first
ex am ined us ing cross-tab u la tions and de sign-based F tests of sig nif i cant
as so ci a tion.  The Stata com mand, svylogit (lo gis tic re gres sion for sur vey data)
was then used to es ti mate pseudo-max i mum-like li hood lo gis tic re gres sion
mod els in or der to ex am ine the com bined ef fect of in de pend ent vari ables on the 
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in di ca tors of au ton omy.  The in de pend ent vari ables ex am ined in cluded
life-cy cle and fam ily struc ture in di ca tors (age, num ber of liv ing chil dren,
mar riage type, house hold struc ture); in di ca tors of socio-eco nomic sta tus
(ed u ca tion, oc cu pa tion, house hold eco nomic sta tus, hus band’s ed u ca tion,
hus band’s oc cu pa tion); and lo ca tion and eth nic fac tors (ur ban-ru ral res i dence,
prov ince, mother tongue).

Hav ing ex am ined the pre dic tors of greater au ton omy, the au thors went on
to ex plore the as so ci a tion be tween the in di ca tors of au ton omy and cur rent use
of con tra cep tion. The bi nary out come vari able was coded as: re spon dent (or
hus band) is cur rently do ing some thing to de lay or avoid preg nancy (in clud ing
ster il iza tion, mod ern and tra di tional meth ods of con tra cep tion) ver sus
re spon dent is not cur rently do ing any thing to de lay or avoid preg nancy.5

Again, ex am i na tion of the data in volved first the use of cross-tab u la tions
and then lo gis tic re gres sion. The mod els were de vel oped se quen tially so that
the ef fect of dif fer ent com bi na tions of fac tors on the cur rent use of
con tra cep tion could be ex am ined in de tail.

Find ings

Pre dic tors of women’s mo bil ity and de ci sion-mak ing in volve ment

Over all, move ment out side the vil lage/neigh bour hood alone in the four
weeks pre ced ing the in ter views was un com mon, with just 18 per cent of all
re spon dents re port ing that they had made such a trip.  The au thors’ anal y sis of
the pre dic tors of women’s de ci sion-mak ing in volve ment was based on their
re ports of tak ing fi nal de ci sions, ei ther alone or jointly with their hus bands, in
mat ters re lat ing to (a) treat ment when a child is sick, and (b) food pur chases.6

Over all, 38 per cent of women re ported tak ing fi nal de ci sions re gard ing child
treat ment, and 30 per cent re gard ing food pur chases.  Bivariate anal y ses
re vealed wide vari a tions in both re ported mo bil ity and de ci sion-mak ing
be tween sub groups of women.

Socio-eco nomic fac tors.  In bivariate anal y ses, all three in di ca tors
(mo bil ity and the two de ci sion-mak ing vari ables) were pos i tively as so ci ated
with higher women’s ed u ca tion, women’s em ploy ment in a pro fes sional job
and in creas ing house hold eco nomic sta tus (as mea sured by own er ship of
as sets). 

Life-cy cle fac tors.  In Pa ki stan, age and gen der hi er ar chies are in ter re lated 
in com plex ways.  Women’s roles and as so ci ated be hav iours change with age
and life-cy cle events (in par tic u lar pu berty, mar riage and the birth of chil dren,
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par tic u larly sons). As we ex pected, age and num ber of liv ing sons showed pos i -
tive as so ci a tions with mo bil ity and de ci sion-mak ing in the bivariate anal y ses.

Fam ily/house hold fac tors.  A cousin-mar riage may re flect a more
tra di tional house hold than one be tween un re lated in di vid u als, and so women in
such mar riages might be ex pected to be less mo bile and less in volved in
de ci sions. Sim i larly, an ex tended house hold liv ing ar range ment may be
in dic a tive of more tra di tional intra-fa mil ial re la tion ships than a nu clear
house hold.  Twenty-two per cent of women who were mar ried to an un re lated
in di vid ual re ported move ment out side alone com pared with 16 per cent of those 
mar ried to a re lated in di vid ual (most com monly first cous ins on the fa ther’s
side).  Twenty-four per cent of women liv ing in nu clear house holds re ported
move ment com pared with 14 per cent of those liv ing in ex tended house holds. 
Fi nal de ci sion-mak ing was more com mon in both spheres among women in
nu clear house holds than among those in ex tended house holds.  How ever, a
sig nif i cant pos i tive as so ci a tion be tween de ci sion-mak ing and mar riage to an
un re lated in di vid ual was found only for de ci sions on child treat ment.

Eth nic and res i dence fac tors. When the four pro vin cial cat e go ries are
com pared, only Balochistan ap pears dis tinct, with a far lower pro por tion of
women re port ing move ment out side than in the other re gions (less than 5 per
cent, com pared with over 15 per cent in all other re gions).  How ever, use of the 
pro vin cial cat e go ri za tion ob scures dif fer en tials be tween lan guage groups within 
the prov inces. This is par tic u larly true for Punjab, where Punjabi and Siraiki
women dif fered sig nif i cantly in their re ported mo bil ity. This find ing sug gested
the use of “mother tongue” as an in di ca tor of eth nic group in sub se quent
anal y ses rather than “prov ince”.  Im por tant dif fer en tials were also found
be tween lan guage groups in the level of in volve ment in fi nal de ci sions.  Large
dif fer en tials in the in di ca tors were also ev i dent by ur ban-ru ral res i dence. 
Women res i dent in “ma jor ur ban” ar eas were most likely to re port mo bil ity and 
fi nal de ci sion-mak ing, with those res i dent in “other ur ban” ar eas fol low ing, and 
lastly those in ru ral ar eas.

Multivariate find ings. Clearly, sev eral of the vari ables ex plored above are
closely re lated.  There fore, multivariate lo gis tic re gres sion was em ployed to
ex am ine the com bined ef fect of dif fer ent back ground vari ables on the three
se lected in di ca tors of women’s au ton omy (ta ble 1).  In par tic u lar, ur ban-ru ral
res i dence was found to be an im por tant con found ing fac tor for a num ber of the
other vari ables. Ta ble 1 (col umn 1) shows the fi nal model re sult ing from the
model-build ing pro cess for the mo bil ity out come vari able.

Age re tains a strong pos i tive re la tion ship with mo bil ity.  Women aged 40
years and above have odds of hav ing gone out side the vil lage or neigh bour hood 
alone over four times higher than women aged 15 to 19 years. Hav ing
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con trolled for age, be ing the mother of a son also ap pears to con trib ute to the
in creased mo bil ity of women.

70 Asia-Pacific Population Journal, Vol. 18, No. 1

Ta ble 1.   Fi nal lo gis tic re gres sion mod els of pre dic tors of in di ca tors
of au ton omy (mo bil ity and de ci sion-mak ing) among cur rently

mar ried women (aged 15 to 49 years)

Pre dic tors
Re ported
mo bil ity

De ci sion-mak ing
on child treat ment

De ci sion-mak ing
on food pur chase

Age
15-19 1 1 1
20-29 1.97 * 3.18 *** 1.74 *

30-39 3.37 *** 5.02 *** 3.26 ***

40-49 4.74 *** 4.58 *** 3.73 ***

Num ber of liv ing sons
None 1 - -

One 1.41 * - -

Two or more 1.61 ** - -

Ed u ca tion
None - 1 1

Up to pri mary - 1.08 n.s. 1.09 n.s.

Above pri mary - 1.61 ** 1.10 n.s.

Re spon dent’s oc cu pa tional sta tus 
Does not work 1 1 1

Per forms non-pro fes sional job 1.38 n.s. 0.96 n.s. 0.74 n.s.

Per forms pro fes sional job 6.05 *** 2.62 ** 1.74 n.s.

Mother tongue
Urdu 1 1 1

Punjabi 1.07 n.s. 1.56 ** 1.07 n.s.

Sindhi 0.39 ** 0.72 n.s. 0.37 ***

Pushto 0.75 n.s. 0.45 *** 0.23 ***

Hindko 0.76 n.s. 1.30 n.s. 0.39 *

Balochi 0.28 ** 0.31 ** 0.39 **

Siraiki 0.37 ** 0.84 n.s. 0.58 n.s.

Other 0.42 n.s. 0.50 ** 0.34 **

Ur ban/ru ral res i dence
Ma jor ur ban 1 1 1

Other ur ban 0.56 * 0.67 0.48 **

Ru ral 0.58 * 0.52 *** 0.50 **

House hold struc ture
Nu clear - 1 1

Ex tended ver ti cally - 0.60 *** 0.41 ***

Other - 0.89 n.s. 0.76 n.s.

Weighted to tal 7,584 6,619 7,584

Note: n.s. in di cates non-sig nif i cance.



The model con firms the re la tion ship be tween work sta tus and mo bil ity,
with only the pro fes sional group (a very small pro por tion of all women) hav ing 
greater mo bil ity than non-work ers.  It is also in ter est ing to note that, once
ur ban-ru ral res i dence and oc cu pa tion are con trolled, be ing ed u cated does not
im ply any greater mo bil ity than be ing un ed u cated.  The in di ca tor of house hold
socio-eco nomic sta tus also lost sig nif i cance once ur ban-ru ral res i dence and
oc cu pa tion were con trolled for.  These vari ables were dropped from the fi nal
model.

The in di ca tors of house hold struc ture and mar riage type were no lon ger
sig nif i cant pre dic tors once lan guage group was en tered into the model,
in di cat ing that these are closely as so ci ated with eth nic group.  The model
con firms sig nif i cant eth nic dif fer en tials.  When com pared with a base line of
Urdu speak ing women, women speaking Balochi, Siraiki and Sindhi are found
to be less mo bile. Women re sid ing in “ma jor ur ban” ar eas are com par a tively
more mo bile than those re sid ing in “other ur ban” or “ru ral” ar eas.

Ta ble 1 also pres ents the re sults from the fi nal mod els es ti mated for
de ci sions re gard ing treat ment of a sick child (col umn 2), and for de ci sions
re gard ing food pur chase (col umn 3).  Age re tains a strong pos i tive re la tion ship
with both de ci sion-mak ing vari ables, though the pat terns are slightly dif fer ent,
and there are larger dif fer en tials for de ci sions about child treat ment.  In both
cases, the ef fect of hav ing liv ing sons loses sig nif i cance once age is con trolled
for and this vari able is dropped from the fi nal model.

The ef fects of women’s ed u ca tion were found to de cline once ur ban-ru ral
res i dence was con trolled for, and to dif fer be tween the two de ci sion-mak ing
vari ables.  While women who are ed u cated above the pri mary level are
sig nif i cantly more likely to re port fi nal de ci sion-mak ing on child treat ment,
there is no sig nif i cant dif fer ence be tween them and the  women with no
ed u ca tion with re spect to de ci sions about food pur chase.  Sim i larly, while
pro fes sional work ers are more likely than non-work ers to re port fi nal de ci sions
about child treat ment, they are not sig nif i cantly more likely to re port fi nal
de ci sions about food pur chase (though the dif fer en tial is in the same di rec tion).

The as so ci a tion be tween ur ban-ru ral res i dence and de ci sion-mak ing is
sim i lar for the two vari ables, with the “ma jor ur ban” women stand ing out as
be ing more likely to re port fi nal de ci sions than women in “other ur ban” or
“ru ral” ar eas.

The mother tongue vari able shows a slightly dif fer ent re la tion ship with
the two de ci sion-mak ing vari ables.  As far as de ci sions re gard ing child
treat ment are con cerned, Punjabi speak ers are more likely to re port fi nal
de ci sion-mak ing than Urdu speak ers, while Hindko speak ers ap pear to be

Asia-Pacific Population Journal, March 2003 71



sim i lar to Urdu speak ers.  By con trast, for de ci sions about food pur chase, Urdu 
and Punjabi speak ers are sim i lar and the most likely of the lan guage groups to
re port fi nal de ci sions, while Hindko speak ers are sig nif i cantly less likely than
these two groups to re port fi nal de ci sions.  The lan guage groups, Sindhi,
Pushto, Balochi, and “other” are con sis tently less likely to re port fi nal
de ci sion-mak ing than the base line Urdu speak ers, while Siraiki speak ers ap pear 
to be sim i lar to Urdu speak ers on both de ci sion-mak ing vari ables.

A sim i lar ity be tween the two mod els is that house hold struc ture ap pears
to be an im por tant fac tor.  Women in ex tended house holds were less likely than 
those in nu clear ones to re port fi nal de ci sion-mak ing about both child treat ment 
and food pur chase.

Multidimensionality of au ton omy

The re gres sion re sults pre sented above in di cate im por tant dif fer ences in
the pre dic tors of the de ci sion-mak ing and mo bil ity vari ables among  the study’s 
sam ple of Pa ki stani women.  The dif fer en tials were sim i lar for all three vari -
ables only in re la tion to age and ur ban-ru ral res i dence.  Women’s oc cu pa tional
sta tus was a sig nif i cant pre dic tor of both mo bil ity and fi nal de ci sion-mak ing re -
gard ing child treat ment, but not of de ci sion-mak ing re gard ing food pur chase. 
Ed u ca tion was only as so ci ated with de ci sion-mak ing on child treat ment.  Liv ing 
in a nu clear house hold was pos i tively as so ci ated with both de ci sion-mak ing
vari ables, with a par tic u larly large dif fer en tial for food pur chase, but was not a
sig nif i cant pre dic tor of mo bil ity once other fac tors were con trolled for.

In ter est ingly, the lan guage group vari able showed di verse re la tion ships
with the three au ton omy in di ca tors.  With re gard to mo bil ity and
de ci sion-mak ing on food pur chase, Urdu and Punjabi speak ers are sim i lar and
stand out as be ing more “au ton o mous” than the other groups.  How ever, when
it co mes to fi nal de ci sions on child treat ment, Punjabi speak ers are sig nif i cantly 
more likely than Urdu speak ers to give pos i tive re sponses.  At the other end of
the spec trum, Balochi speak ers and Pushto speak ers tended to be least likely to
re port fi nal de ci sion-mak ing on food or child treat ment.  How ever, Balochis
stand out as be ing much less mo bile than Pushto speak ers.  The Hindko
speak ers re ported far higher lev els of fi nal de ci sion-mak ing re gard ing child
treat ment than re gard ing food pur chase.

These find ings sug gest that the three se lected vari ables are cap tur ing
dif fer ent di men sions of “women’s au ton omy”.  Ear lier stud ies in Pa ki stan
sim i larly found that dif fer ent in di ca tors of au ton omy have dif fer ent pre dic tors
and lit tle cor re la tion (Kazi and Sathar, 1996; Sathar and Kazi, 1997). 
Con se quently, what does this im ply for women’s au ton omy in other spheres of
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their lives, par tic u larly re gard ing their con trol of fer til ity?  It is by no means
ob vi ous which di men sion of au ton omy is of most rel e vance and we turn now to 
con sider this ques tion.

Pre dic tors of con tra cep tive use

Over all, 24 per cent of re spon dents re ported cur rent use of con tra cep tion.  
Bivariate as so ci a tions be tween gen eral back ground vari ables and con tra cep tive
use were in the ex pected di rec tions.  Cur rent use of con tra cep tion was
pos i tively as so ci ated with: woman’s ed u ca tional level, woman hav ing a
pro fes sional job, house hold eco nomic sta tus, woman’s age, woman’s num ber of 
liv ing sons, woman’s num ber of liv ing chil dren, woman’s de sire to de lay or
avoid an other birth, woman’s re port of her hus band’s de sire to avoid an other
birth, mar riage to an un re lated in di vid ual, be ing in a nu clear house hold, liv ing
in an ur ban area, and hav ing been vis ited by a health or fam ily plan ning worker 
in the past 12 months.  Con tra cep tive use dif fered sig nif i cantly be tween
prov inces, with the high est level in Punjab, fol lowed by Sindh, North West
Fron tier Prov ince and fi nally Balochistan.  Com par ing the lan guage groups,
Urdu speak ing women were the most likely to re port con tra cep tive use (37 per
cent), and Balochis the least likely (9 per cent).

Sig nif i cant dif fer en tials in re ported con tra cep tive use were also ap par ent
by all three in di ca tors of fe male au ton omy (ta ble 2).  Among women who
re ported that they had gone out side the vil lage/neigh bour hood with out the
com pany of an adult in the four weeks pre ced ing the in ter view, 36 per cent
re ported cur rent use of con tra cep tion, com pared with 21 per cent who did not
re port this move ment.  Women who re ported hav ing the fi nal say (alone or
jointly with hus band) in de ci sions about child treat ment were sig nif i cantly more 
likely to be cur rently us ing con tra cep tion (35 per cent) than those who did not
re port such de ci sion-mak ing (23 per cent).  A sim i lar dif fer en tial was ap par ent
for the de ci sion-mak ing vari able re lat ing to food pur chase.

A se ries of lo gis tic re gres sion mod els was run to ex plore the com bined
ef fect of var i ous back ground vari ables, and in par tic u lar to ex am ine the
re la tion ship be tween the in di ca tors of  women’s au ton omy and con tra cep tive
use, hav ing con trolled for po ten tial con found ers.  Ta ble 3 shows the odds ra tios 
of con tra cep tive use as so ci ated with each one of the au ton omy vari ables, first
un ad justed, and then ad justed for var i ous com bi na tions of con found ing fac tors.  
It can be seen that in each of the sets of mod els, the size of the odds ra tio
de clines when con trols for con found ing fac tors are in cluded, but that the ef fects 
nev er the less re main sig nif i cant in the sim pler mod els.  Ad just ing for age,
achieved fer til ity and fer til ity de sires re duced the odds ra tios sub stan tially,
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sug gest ing that part of the ef fect of the au ton omy vari ables may be via a
stron ger de mand for fer til ity con trol.  How ever, the dif fer en tial re mains
sig nif i cant in all cases, sug gest ing that part of the ef fect of the au ton omy
vari ables acts via an en hanced abil ity of “au ton o mous” women to act upon
fer til ity con trol de sires.  Add ing fur ther com bi na tions of con found ing fac tors to 
the mod els tended to re duce the size of the ef fects still fur ther, so that only the
food pur chase de ci sion-mak ing vari able re tained a sig nif i cant ef fect when all
po ten tial con found ers were in cluded.

In ter pre ta tion of these com bined ef fects is com pli cated by the fact that
some of the “back ground” vari ables are hy poth e sized to both con found the
re la tion ship be tween au ton omy and use of con tra cep tion, and to act in part via
an ef fect on au ton omy. For ex am ple, ur ban res i dence is as so ci ated with both
cur rent use of con tra cep tion and the in di ca tors of au ton omy. Ur ban women are
more likely than ru ral women to re port cur rent use of con tra cep tion, and are
more likely as well to re port fi nal de ci sion-mak ing and move ment out side the
vil lage or neigh bour hood. Con trol ling for ur ban-ru ral res i dence in the mod els
al lows us to es ti mate the net ef fect of the au ton omy vari ables on con tra cep tive
use, that is, the as so ci a tion be tween “au ton omy” and con tra cep tive use among
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Ta ble 2.   Bivariate re la tion ships be tween in di ca tors of women’s
au ton omy and cur rent use of con tra cep tion (all meth ods)

among cur rently mar ried women (15-49 years)

Per cent age of women 
re port ing cur rent use 

of con tra cep tion

De sign-based
F test

Mo bil ity

Gone out side vil lage/neigh bour hood with out
adult in the past four weeks pre ced ing the in ter view

Yes 36.1

No 21.3 53.4, p < 0.001

De ci sion-mak ing

Who has fi nal say in de ci sions about
child treat ment (women with liv ing child)

Re spon dent alone/ jointly with hus band 34.8

Hus band alone/other fam ily mem bers 22.6 42.0, p < 0.001

Who has fi nal say in de ci sions about food pur chase

Re spon dent alone 35.3

Hus band alone/other fam ily mem bers 19.0 61.4, p < 0.001



ur ban and among ru ral women.  The same could be ar gued for some of the
other vari ables, in clud ing house hold struc ture, prov ince and ed u ca tion.

Ta ble 4 pres ents the de tailed re sults for the fi nal lo gis tic re gres sion
model.  It can be seen that, hav ing con trolled for a range of po ten tial
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Ta ble 3.   Un ad justed and ad justed lo gis tic re gres sion odds ra tios of
cur rent con tra cep tive use by in di ca tors of women’s au ton omy

among cur rently mar ried women (15-49 years)

In di ca tors of au ton omy

Re ported go ing 
out side vil lage/neigh -

bour hood alone

Re ported fi nal 
de ci sion-mak ing on

child treat ment

Re ported fi nal
de ci sion-mak ing on

food pur chase

Un ad justed 2.09 1.83 2.34

Ad justed for age,
achieved fer til ity and
fer til ity de sires

1.52 1.37 1.65

Ad justed for socio-eco -
nomic fac tors

1.82 1.55 2.06

Ad justed for res i dence
and lan guage group

1.69 1.40 1.80

Ad justed for ac cess to
health/fam ily plan ning 
ser vices

2.10 1.82 2.35

Ad justed for all po ten tial 
con found ers

1.26 n.s. 1.10 n.s. 1.34

Notes: 1. All odds ra tios re tained sig nif i cance at 0.01 level or lower un less
non-sig nif i cance is in di cated by n.s.

2. Mod els ad just ing for achieved fer til ity and fer til ity de sires in cluded age,
num ber of liv ing chil dren, re spon dent’s de sire for more chil dren and re spon dent’s
re port of hus band’s de sire for more chil dren.

3. Mod els ad just ing for socio-eco nomic fac tors in cluded re spon dent’s ed u ca tion, 
hus band’s ed u ca tion, house hold as set score, and re spon dent’s oc cu pa tional status.

4. Mod els ad just ing for res i dence and lan guage group in cluded ur ban/ru ral
res i dence, lan guage group.

5. Mod els ad just ing for ac cess to health/fam ily plan ning ser vices in cluded
whether the woman had been vis ited by any kind of health or fam ily plan ning
fieldworker in the past 12 months.

6. Mod els ad just ing for all po ten tial con found ers included age, num ber of liv ing 
sons, re spon dent’s de sire for more chil dren, re spon dent’s re port of hus band’s
de sire for more chil dren, re spon dent’s ed u ca tion, hus band’s ed u ca tion, prov ince,
house hold as set score, house hold struc ture and urban-rural residence.
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Ta ble 4.   Fi nal lo gis tic re gres sion model for pre dic tors of
con tra cep tive use in clud ing de ci sion-mak ing on food pur chase

among cur rently mar ried women (15-49 years)

Pre dic tors
Odds ra tio 95 per cent

con fi dence  in ter val
p value

De ci sion-mak ing food pur chase 
Hus band alone/other fam ily mem bers 1
Re spon dent alone 1.34 1.07 - 1.68 0.009

Num ber of liv ing sons
None 1
One 2.00 1.21 - 3.32 0.007
Two or more 3.56 2.24 - 5.65 < 0.001

Re spon dent’s fer til ity de sires 
Wants no more chil dren 1
Wants next child af ter  two years or more 1.18 0.87 - 1.62 n.s.
Wants next child be fore two years/soon 0.25 0.15 - 0.41 < 0.001
Up to God/other 0.21 0.14 - 0.30 < 0.001

Re spon dent’s re port of hus band’s fer til ity de sires
Wants no more chil dren 1
Yes, wants more chil dren 0.40 0.31 - 0.53 < 0.001
Don’t know/un de cided 0.30 0.12 - 0.74 0.010

Re spon dent’s ed u ca tion
None/only in for mal 1
Up to pri mary 1.86 1.47 - 2.34 < 0.001
Above pri mary 1.56 1.12 - 2.20 0.009

Hus band’s ed u ca tion 
None/up to pri mary 1
Above pri mary 1.23 1.02 - 1.49 0.033

As set score
Very poor 1
Poor 1.35 0.99 - 1.83 n.s.
Lower mid dle 2.44 1.62 - 3.68 < 0.001
Mid dle 1.96 1.29 - 2.99 0.002
Up per 3.04 1.84 - 5.02 < 0.001

Prov ince
Punjab 1
Sindh 0.82 0.63 - 1.06 n.s.

North West Fron tier Prov ince 0.94 0.74 - 1.19 n.s.

Balochistan 0.44 0.28 - 0.70 0.001

House hold struc ture
Nu clear 1
Non-nu clear 0.73 0.57 - 0.94 0.014

Ur ban/ru ral res i dence
Ma jor ur ban 1
Other ur ban/ru ral 0.80 0.64 - 0.99 0.04

Weighted to tal 7,578

Notes: 1. Six cases were ex cluded be cause as set in for ma tion was miss ing.
2. n.s. in di cates non-sig nif i cance.



con found ers, women who re port fi nal de ci sion-mak ing on food pur chase have
odds of cur rent con tra cep tive use 32 per cent higher than those who do not
re port such de ci sion-mak ing.  Many of the other vari ables also re tained a
sig nif i cant as so ci a tion with cur rent use of con tra cep tion, with house hold as set
score and num ber of liv ing sons show ing par tic u larly strong ef fects.

Sum mary and dis cus sion

Lev els and dif fer en tials in au ton omy

Con sis tent with ear lier stud ies, the au thors’ find ings sup port the pic ture
that Pa ki stani women en joy very lim ited au ton omy.  Pa ki stani women’s
move ment, par tic u larly be yond their im me di ate neigh bour hood, is se verely
re stricted.  Fur ther, though the ma jor ity of women re port par tic i pat ing in
house hold de ci sions, far fewer state that they alone are the fi nal de ci sion
mak ers.  This is per haps not sur pris ing in a set ting where fam ily mem bers are
strongly in ter de pen dent and joint de ci sion-mak ing might be ex pected. How ever, 
it is strik ing to note that al most 50 per cent of women re ported that their
hus bands alone take fi nal de ci sions re gard ing child treat ment.

De spite this gen eral pic ture, the pres ent find ings high light sig nif i cant
het er o ge ne ity by life-cy cle fac tors (age, num ber of liv ing sons), eth nic ity and
ur ban-ru ral res i dence.  By con trast, for the ma jor ity of women, em ploy ment
and ed u ca tion ap pear to make lit tle dif fer ence to their de gree of au ton omy.
These find ings sug gest that “ac quired” char ac ter is tics have a lesser role than
the wider sociocultural struc tures, norms and val ues (in clud ing age-gen der
hi er ar chies), in de ter min ing a woman’s de gree of au ton omy.

Is women’s au ton omy an im por tant de ter mi nant of
con tra cep tive use in Pa ki stan?

The re sults pre sented above re veal sig nif i cant as so ci a tions be tween
cur rent use of con tra cep tion and all three in di ca tors of au ton omy, even af ter
con trol ling for var i ous po ten tial con found ing fac tors.  How ever, the as so ci a tion 
is stron gest for fi nal de ci sion-mak ing on food pur chase, and this vari able alone
re tains sig nif i cance in the most com plex mod els.

The pres ent data do then sug gest that women’s au ton omy may play a role
in de ter min ing the up take of con tra cep tion among Pa ki stani women.  How ever,
the size of ef fects is quite small.  For ex am ple, the un ad justed odds ra tios of
cur rent con tra cep tive use among women who re port fi nal de ci sion-mak ing on
food pur chase com pared with those who do not is 2.3.  Hav ing con trolled for
con found ers in the fi nal model, this falls to just 1.3.  In com par i son, ad justed
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odds ra tios were 3.6 for women with two or more liv ing sons com pared with
those with none, and 3.0 for women in the “up per” as set score group com pared  
with those in the “very poor” group.

Firm con clu sions about the way these di men sions of au ton omy act to
in flu ence con tra cep tive up take are ob vi ously not pos si ble from an anal y sis of
quan ti ta tive sur vey data.  How ever, based on ear lier re search and the au thors’
re cent qual i ta tive work yet to be pub lished, we of fer some ten ta tive
in ter pre ta tions.  It seems likely that women who re port un ac com pa nied mo bil ity 
out side their vil lage or neigh bour hood have their rel a tives’ trust and this may
re flect the fact that they have a more cen tral role within their fam i lies. 
Sim i larly, women who re port fi nal de ci sion-mak ing on is sues re lated to food
pur chase (or child treat ment) are likely to play a cen tral role within their
house holds.  The au thors pos tu late that such women are better able to in flu ence 
de ci sions re gard ing up take of con tra cep tion, in part via in creased
com mu ni ca tion with hus bands, but also in some cases by tak ing in de pend ent
de ci sions.  In ad di tion, women who are mo bile are more likely to be able to
ac cess in for ma tion and, if nec es sary, to act alone to ini ti ate con tra cep tive use.

Gen der in equal ity more broadly de fined

Though the ef fects of the study’s di rect au ton omy in di ca tors are small, the 
find ings sug gest that the in flu ence of gen der in equal ity, more broadly de fined,
is far greater.  The im por tance of bear ing sons emerges strongly from the
sur vey data.  As noted above, “num ber of liv ing sons” is pos i tively and
strongly as so ci ated with cur rent con tra cep tive use even af ter con trol ling for a
broad range of con found ing fac tors.  Part of this as so ci a tion is ex plained by a
pref er ence for male chil dren.  How ever, the ef fect may also op er ate via
in creased fe male au ton omy as so ci ated with be ing the mother of sons (as found
for mo bil ity).  Fur ther more, the per sis tence of a sig nif i cant ef fect in the fi nal
model (ta ble 4), which con trols for de ci sion-mak ing with re gard to food
pur chas ing and fer til ity de sires, sug gests an ef fect via other di men sions of
gen der in equal ity not taken into ac count in this study.  Some re cent stud ies
have sim i larly high lighted the im por tant role of bear ing sons in de ter min ing
re pro duc tive be hav iour, and women’s be hav iour more gen er ally, in Pa ki stan
(Winkvist and Akhtar, 2000; Kazi and Sathar, 1996).

A fur ther fac tor that shows a per sis tent re la tion ship with cur rent
con tra cep tive use is be ing a mem ber of a nu clear fam ily.  Work by Sathar and
Kazi (1997) pro duced sim i lar find ings in Punjab.  The re sults of this study
in di cate that women liv ing in nu clear house holds are more likely to take fi nal
de ci sions on both child treat ment and food pur chase than those who live in
more com plex house holds.  Fur ther more, the per sis tence of a sig nif i cant ef fect
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in the fi nal model again sug gests an in flu ence via other di men sions of gen der
equal ity.

The re sults for cur rent con tra cep tive use also show a sig nif i cant
as so ci a tion with hus band’s fer til ity de sires and hus band’s ed u ca tion, even
hav ing con trolled for the re spon dent’s own fer til ity de sires and ed u ca tion.  This 
find ing again points to the role of gen der re la tions more broadly de fined, in
de ter min ing re pro duc tive be hav iour.  The re sults of this study and other re cent
work (Durrant and Sathar, 2000; Sathar and Kazi, 1997) sug gest the need for
giv ing greater at ten tion in fu ture stud ies to the hus band-wife re la tion ship,
intra-house hold dis tri bu tion and con trol of re sources, and inter-house hold
link ages, par tic u larly women’s links with na tal kin.

Pol icy im pli ca tions

Pol icy re ac tions to the au thors’ find ings will de pend on the de gree to
which re duc ing gen der in equal ity is iden ti fied as an ob jec tive in its own right. 
Fam ily plan ning pol icy could be made more sen si tive to the gen der-based
con straints on the up take of con tra cep tion, with out aim ing to re dress the
un der ly ing in equal i ties di rectly.  For in stance, rec og niz ing the con straints on
women’s mo bil ity, fam ily plan ning programmes should aim to make
con tra cep tive in for ma tion and meth ods more readily avail able at the vil lage
level. Fur ther more, since women con tinue to have a lim ited role in house hold
de ci sion-mak ing, and men’s de sires do ap pear to in flu ence the adop tion of
con tra cep tion, fam ily plan ning programmes must reach out more di rectly to
men.  As re cent work shows, men’s gen der-based ob sta cles to fam ily plan ning
use are dis tinct from those of women (Pop u la tion Coun cil, 1997).

How ever, a more rad i cal ap proach would aim at di rectly meet ing
women’s “stra te gic gen der needs” for greater in flu ence over their own
re pro duc tive be hav iour.  Such an ap proach would ide ally in volve ac tion at
mul ti ple lev els to in crease women’s ac cess to re sources of var i ous types,
through both strength ened in for mal rights and claims within the house hold and
com mu nity, and ex tended for mal rights (leg is la tion and State pro vi sion in
women’s in ter ests).  These find ings, and those of other re cent stud ies, sug gest
that such at tempts to re duce gen der in equal ity would have a pos i tive im pact on
con tra cep tive up take and other health out comes (Durrant and Sathar, 2000).

Given that Pa ki stan is a sig na tory of the 1994 Programme of Ac tion of
the In ter na tional Con fer ence on Pop u la tion and De vel op ment, we would hope
that pol icy di rec tions would take the more rad i cal of these ap proaches.
How ever, this will clearly need strong po lit i cal com mit ment, con certed ef fort
and stron ger link ages be tween fam ily plan ning and so cial de vel op ment pol icy.
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Endnotes

1. The ef fect of gen der equal ity on achieved fer til ity via changes in mar riage pat terns will not be
dis cussed here as we are pri mar ily con cerned with ac tive fer til ity reg u la tion.

2. A sys tem in cer tain Mus lim and Hindu so ci et ies of screen ing women from strang ers by means
of a veil or cur tain.

3. De ci sion-mak ing in other realms, for in stance eco nomic mat ters, has also been a fo cus in
ear lier re search and is an other im por tant di men sion of women’s au ton omy which de serves fur ther
in ves ti ga tion.

4. The ques tions re lat ing to de ci sion-mak ing were:

‘When a child is sick who usu ally par tic i pates in de ci sions about treat ment?  Probe: who
else?’

‘Who usu ally takes fi nal de ci sion about treat ment?’

‘When food has to be bought, who usu ally par tic i pates in de ci sion about what to buy?’ 
Probe: who else?’

‘Who usu ally takes fi nal de ci sion what things to buy?

The ques tion naire was trans lated into lo cal lan guages.

5. In or der to have suf fi cient num bers of con tra cep tive us ers to en able multivariate anal y ses,
authours de cided to in clude all con tra cep tive meth ods,  around 35 per cent of all us ers re ported
us ing male-con trolled meth ods (con dom and with drawal).  In clud ing these method us ers might be
pos tu lated to di lute the ef fects of the au ton omy vari ables.  How ever, re-run ning the main mod els
ex clud ing these meth ods did not sug gest im por tant dif fer ences in the pat terns ob served.

6. The two de ci sion-mak ing vari ables were coded slightly dif fer ently on the ques tion naire. The re -
sponse cat e gory “re spon dent and hus band jointly” was not in cluded for the ques tion on food pur -
chase, and so the recoded bi nary vari able in cluded the cat e go ries “re spon dent alone or re spon dent
jointly with hus band” ver sus “hus band alone/oth ers”.
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