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Socio-cultural Constraints and Women’s
Decision-making Power Regarding
Reproductive Behaviour

SYED MUBASHIR ALI and MEHBOOB SULTAN

INTRODUCTION

In a previous study [Ali, Siyal and Sultan (1995)], we observed a big gap
between behaviour and desires. Only 35 percent women had the number of children
that they had desired. Whereas, a very large number of women had more children
than their stated ideal number of children. The same data set also showed that a
majority of women (54 percent) either wanted to stop having children or wanted to
wait at least two years before having another child [Ali and Rukanuddin (1992)]. In
practice, all of these women were not protected; instead only 12 percent were
practising contraception [Shah and Ali (1992)]. An argument was put forward that,
had these women been empowered to decide about the number of children to be
born, the scenario would have been different and small family size norms would
have prevailed.

However, the finding of that study revealed that generally, the women who
were considered to be empowered were actually constrained to exercise fertility
control behaviour. It was hypothesised that socio-cultural influences including those
of husbands, in-laws and other family members impelled women to become
incapacitated.

In the present study, an effort has been made to investigate and identify
factors that influence women’s decision making about reproductive behaviour.
Furthermore, an attempt to measure the extent of these influences has been made.

METHODOLOGY AND VARIABLES

The technique of Multiple Regression analysis is used to test the effect of each
independent variable on a dependent variable. The results are based on eleven
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equations. The first equation is based on all currently married women who have
given birth to at least one child in the last five years preceding the survey. Equation 2
and 3 are the breakdown of the women in Equation 1 by Family Type i.e., nuclear
and joint family. It is hypothesised that women living in nuclear families are
relatively free in decision-making and actions; as cultural pressures and influences
particularly of in-laws are less pronounced.

In Pakistan, many studies, [Soomro and Ali (1984); Shah and Ali (1992);
Bhatti and Hakim (1998)] have cited husband’s opposition as one of the major
reason for not using contraceptives. However, educated husbands are likely to
behave differently from uneducated ones. Thus husbands’ influence on wives may
also vary from household to household. The sample of women on which Equation 2
and 3 are based, is further classified into those whose husbands are either illiterate or
less than ‘primary passed’ and those whose husbands are educated. Here all those
women whose husbands are illiterate or less than ‘primary passed’ are categorised as
uneducated whereas, those women whose husbands have acquired primary education
or more are categorised as educated. The rationale for including less than ‘primary
passed’ into the uneducated category is because of the demographic behaviour of the
uneducated which does not differ much from that of the women who have done less
than primary level.

A more refined breakdown of the sample is obtained when we divide women
living in nuclear and joint families further into those whose husbands are in white
collar and blue collar jobs. It is hypothesised that circumstances and position of a
woman vary in households where husbands are engaged in white collar jobs than
those households where husbands are in blue collar jobs. Thus women may behave
differently in various types of households.

The dependent variable is Children Ever Born (CEB). Whereas, most of the
independent variables' used in the analysis are the same as were used in the previous
study, the independent variable ‘female head of household’ was dropped from the
analysis and ‘contraceptive use’ as a variable was added instead. The variable
“female head of household” was dropped because of two reasons: firstly, because it
did not show any impact on CEB in the previous analysis and secondly because of
the small number of females (95) as head of household in the sample. This sample
when further divided into four categories did not yield sufficient observations needed
in a regression equation, and hence could cause wrong interpretation of the results.

The variable ‘ever use of contraceptive’ when reported in affirmative by
women indicated that all those who had ever used contraceptives had had the grit and
authority to decide about its use in order to choose a specific number of children, and
hence were termed as empowered. This variable is used as dummy variable where
the value ‘1’ is given to all those women who have reported ever use of
contraception and ‘0’ to those who have never used it.

'Please see [Ali, Siyal, and Sultan (1995)] for details about some of the independent variables.
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The empowerment of women in this analysis was measured by another set of
questions; that is “at the time you became pregnant with (name of the child) did you
want to become pregnant ‘then’? Did you want to wait until ‘later’ or did you want
no more’ children at all?” The response to these questions endorses women’s choice
and determination. The empowerment status of a women was determined in such a
way that all those women who wanted the baby at the time of their pregnancy were
considered to be empowered and were assigned code ‘1°. The code ‘0’ was assigned
to those who gave response to IInd and IllIrd category of questions.

A woman who could go to a health clinic or a hospital alone was considered
to have freedom of mobility and hence was socially independent. Such a woman
may be considered empowered, implying the likelihood of her participation in
decision- making. This variable is used in the regression equation in a dummy
style where all those who responded in affirmative to the question on freedom of
mobility are assigned ‘1’ and ‘0’ is assigned to all those who responded in the
negative.

‘Female education’ and ‘female labour force participation’ are the two other
variables used here in the analysis. Both these variables depict the status of women.
These variables bring autonomy to women. By acquiring education, women are
exposed to the outside world, thus improving their perspectives and attitudes.
Economic emancipation comes from earning money, allowing them to take control
of their lives. In other words, female education and employment provides confidence
which in turn allows women to take decisions about the number of children to be
produced. In the analysis, female education is used as a continuous variable whereas
all those women currently doing any job are assigned code ‘1’ and those not doing
any job are assigned code ‘0°.

Another independent variable is women’s response to ideal family size. In
response to the question on ideal family size, some women gave numeric answers
whereas many termed the question as interference in God’s affairs. All those who
gave numeric responses are considered to have had the courage to decide about the
number of children, and may be said to have empowerment of decision-making.
Whereas, all those who gave non-numeric responses are ‘fatalists’. In other words,
these women may be said to have resigned their power and tend to accept whatever
is in their ‘fate’. This variable is used as dummy variable in the regression equations
where value ‘1’ is given to all those women who gave numeric responses, otherwise
they are assigned value ‘0’.

The question, “have you and your husband ever discussed the number of
children you would like to have”? when answered in the affirmative, reflects
women’s worth and status in a decision as vital as the number of children to be
produced. Sharing decision-making with their husbands clearly points to the fact that
such women enjoy a degree of empowerment. All those women who responded in
affirmative are given value ‘1°, otherwise they are assigned value ‘0’.
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RESULTS

The regression results pertaining to 11 equations are presented in Table 1. It
may be pertinent to mention some of the limitations of this exercise right in the
beginning.

The present study is based on the data of the 1990-91 PDH Survey. The
survey collected information regarding demographic and health issues, and although
no specific information on women’s empowerment was collected in the survey,
efforts were made to include those variables in the paper which reflect women’s
empowerment and autonomy in decision-making. It may also be noted that there is a
discrepancy between the time reference of the explanatory variables and the
phenomenon to be explained. Children Ever Born, which is an outcome of lifetime
phenomena, may not be adequately explained by the regression exercise based on the
cross-sectional nature of the data.

In an exercise to avoid multicollinearity among the explanatory variables, a
correlation matrix was produced. The correlation coefficients of all the variables
used in this exercise were not found to be high enough to produce any collinearity
problem.

A highly significant positive association between the variables ‘ever use of
contraceptives’ and ‘CEB’ is found in all the equations. Surprisingly, neither the
significance level nor the direction of the slope changed across various groups of
women. Earlier studies based on Pakistani data have arrived at similar results
[DeTray (1976); Irfan and Farooq (1983) and Ali, Siyal and Sultan (1993)]. It is
argued that in countries like Pakistan where the contraceptive prevalence is low, it is
the high parity women who engage in contraceptive practice [Shah and Ali (1992)
and Sathar and Kazi (1997)].

In Pakistan, generally female labour force participation is low. Nevertheless,
most of these women are engaged in low paid jobs. Moreover, the majority enters the
labour force after marriage [Ahmed and Ali (1992)]. Most probably the increased
number of children strains an already meager family income which compels women
to enter the labour market. The income earned by these women is infact used in
meeting the family’s requirements instead of being used on her own welfare that may
promote her confidence in decision-making. Infact, relationship of this variable with
the dependent variable, is by and large in agreement with the contention stated
above. This relationship becomes more conspicuous in nuclear families and
particularly where husbands of the women are either uneducated or in blue collar
jobs. As a matter of fact, in nuclear families, there is generally no additional working
member to supplement the income of the husband other than the wife. Commonly,
women in Pakistan do not opt to take up a job unless compelled by financial
pressure. The positive and significant relationship here clearly shows that financial
pressure due to increased number of children compels women to enter into the labour
market. Interestingly, in Equation 10 where women are living in joint families and



Table 1

Estimated Regression Equations for the Determination of Fertility Behaviour
Explained by Women’s Empowerment Variables
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Dependent Variable = CEB

All Women Women Women in Women in Women in Women in Women in Women in Women in Women in
Women in in Joint Nuclear Nuclear Joint Joint Nuclear Nuclear Joint Joint
Nuclear Family Families Families Families Families Families Families Families Families
Families Whose Whose Whose Whose Whose Whose Whose Whose
Husbands Husbands Husbands Husbands Husbands Husbands Husbands Husbands
are are are are are doing are doing are doing are doing
Educated Uneducated  Educated Uneducated White Blue White Blue
Explanatory Variables Collar Jobs ~ Collar Jobs  Collar Jobs  Collar Jobs
@ @) 3 ) ©) (©) () ® &) 10 an
Constant 6.2671 6.8056 5.6262 6.2184 6.9310 5.1535 5.9090 6.8869 6.8243 5.2955 5.7388
Ever use of 1246%* 1296%* 1173%* 2676%* .0842%* .1403** 1215%* 1656%* .1048** .2309** .0790%*
Contraceptives (7.56) (5.14) (5.23) (5.83) (2.96) 3.91) 4.51) (3.04) (3.73) (4.99) (3.20)
Currently Working .0630** .0830%* .0360 .0148 .0968** .0250 .0385 .0685 .0942%* —.0446 .0574*
(4.43) (3.87) (1.85) (0.38) (3.76) (0.80) (1.53) (1.50) (3.89) (1.16) (2.55)
Wanted Pregnancy Then =~ —3604**  —3435%%  _3575%%* —3171%* —.3506%* —.3296%* —.3785%* —.3340%* —.3487** —3107** —.3688%*
(24.08) (14.90) (17.81) (7.54) (12.67) (10.11) (14.66) (6.86) (13.36) (7.62) (16.08)
Discussion About .0011 -.0189 .0154 —-.0295 -.0122 —-.0523 .0547* .0999 —.0447 —.0553 0272
No. of Children (0.01) (0.82) (0.72) (0.70) (.446) (1.50) (2.06) (1.95) (1.73) (1.28) (1.12)
Could Go Alone .0615%* .0495%* .0671%* —-.0130 .0768%* .0800* .0414 —-.0513 .07256%* .1423%* .0428
(4.05) (2.14) (3.26) (0.30) (2.92) (2.42) (1.56) (0.98) (2.85) (3.36) (1.83)
Women’s Education =2161%*%  —2261%*  —1907** —3191%* —.0570* —2217** —.0621* —4061%* —1519%* —.3553** —.1309%*
(13.48) (9.26) 8.77) (7.06) (2.13) (6.24) (2.42) (7.25) (5.76) (7.97) (5.37)
Response on Ideal —.1398%*  —1535%*  —1197** —.1792%%* —.1404%* —.1424%* —.0946** —.1348%* —.1534%* —.0660 —.1264**
Family Size (8.64) (6.30) (5.42) (3.94) 4.97) (3.98) (3.46) (2.50) (5.68) (1.47) (5.01)
R? .20 .19 18 25 .16 17 .19 25 18 25 17
F 145.23 60.34 71.98 25.09 36.56 27.01 4545 18.15 45.18 2551 51.38
Standard Error 2.40 243 2.24 2.15 2.52 1.94 2.40 2.40 243 2.09 2.28
N 4010 1797 2213 497 1289 881 1323 371 1427 516 1697

**Significant at 1 percent level. *Significant at 5 percent level.
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their husbands are doing white-collar jobs, current working status of women shows
negative relationship with CEB. Although the effect is not significant.

The variable “time wanted pregnancy” used here in the analysis as a proxy for
women’s empowerment shows a clear and the strongest negative effect on CEB
across all 9 Equations. The relationship clearly suggests fewer children ever born for
those women who have their babies as planned, irrespective of the setup a woman is
residing in. As a matter of fact a unit change in this variable brings a reduction of
atleast three-tenth of a child.

It is hypothesised that a setup, where a husband and wife discuss about the
number of children they wish to have, is free of coercion and exploitation. In such a
situation rational thinking about the number of children is likely to develop.
However, the results of the analysis do not indicate any clear cut or significant
relationship across these equations except for the one where women reside in joint
families and their husbands are uneducated. This is the only equation where this
variable yielded not only significant but positive effects as well.

As discussed earlier, a woman who can go out of her house alone is
considered socially more independent and autonomous in making a decision to suit
herself. However, its effect generally on CEB is positive and significant. Using the
data of rural Punjab, [Sathar and Kazi (1997)] also found out a positive and
significant relationship between mobility and CEB. They contend that lower caste
and poor women are more autonomous in mobility and as such family size is largest
among poor women in Pakistan. The two equations where direction of slope is
negative pertained to women living in nuclear families whose husbands are either
educated or doing white collar jobs. However, the effect is not statistically
significant.

Women’s education is another variable, the effect of which on CEB is
significant and in the right direction across all the equations. The magnitude of effect
as shown by beta values is maximum for women whose husbands are in white-collar
jobs and particularly for those living in nuclear families.

Yet another variable which generally shows significant effect in the right
direction on CEB is the one constructed from the responses on ideal family size.
Although its effect in terms of magnitude is not as great as the effect of variables
such as ‘women’s education’ and ‘wanted pregnancy then’, (see Equation 1), yet one
thing is clear, that all those women who have the courage to respond in numerics,
behave rationally.

SUMMARY AND CONCLUSION

The aim of the study was to investigate the effects of socio-cultural influences
on women empowerment and evaluate its impact on fertility behaviour. The main
conclusions drawn from the study are that educational attainment of both husband
and wife bring about significant differences in the fertility behaviour irrespective of
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the set up they are residing in. Thus universal education for both male and females,
beyond primary level may help change the attitude of the general population. Other
variables, which brought significant differences in terms of magnitude, were “wanted
pregnancy then” and “response on ideal family size”. In other words, those women
who had the grit and power to decide about the time of their pregnancy, were infact
not influenced by social and cultural values and had the will to exercise their
decision-making power about reproductive behaviour. Other variables employed
here in the analysis have shown a mixed effect. On the whole, the traditions of large
family size in general are so deeply rooted that renders a woman incapacitated.

In order to mitigate such influences campaigns especially through radio and
television in the form of dramas and programmes can be very helpful. Such
programmes, on the one hand may bring a change in the male attitudes towards
females and, on the other will help women realise the importance and benefits of
small family size as well as make them aware of their rights that may promote equity
in all spheres of life.
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