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 I. INTRODUCTION

 Agency, and in particular women’s agency, continues to have a prominent role in 
the development and poverty debate. For example, in An Uncertain Glory: India and 
its Contradictions, Jean Drèze and Amartya Sen call for further analyses to probe 
the links between women’s agency and developmental outcomes in Bangladesh, 
suggesting that, to a great extent, transformations in “women’s agency and gender 
relations account for the fact that Bangladesh has caught up with, and even overtaken, 
India in many crucial fields during the last twenty years” (Drèze and Sen, 2013, p. 61).

 But, how do we probe links between women’s agency and development 
outcomes in Bangladesh? Quantitative studies of agency, and its relationship to 
other variables, remain curtailed by the ongoing  search for adequate indicators of 
women’s empowerment within the household and other social institutions, in economic 
activities and in political space (Samman and Santos, 2009; Ibrahim and Alkire, 2007; 
Narayan, 2005; Alsop, Bertelsen and Holland, 2006; Malhotra, Schuler and Boender, 
2002). At present, women’s agency is most commonly measured through proxies 
such as education, employment, violence, ownership, control of assets such as land 
or housing, control over income and so on. This reliance on proxy measures has 
led to problems, especially when the proxies represent development outcomes that 
agency is understood to advance (Alkire, 2008). Other common indicators of women’s 
empowerment for intrahousehold relations – decision-making in different domains, 
attitudes towards gender roles such as wife beating and exposure to information – 
also face challenges. For example, Kishor and Subaiya (2008) studied 23 different 
empowerment indicators, concluding there was no single adequate indicator of 
empowerment. They also found that policy-relevant determinants of empowerment 
differed across countries and regions within countries: “different facets of women’s 
empowerment do not all relate in the same way to one another or to various explanatory 
variables” (Kishor and Subaiya, 2008, p. 201). Because gender norms are culture- and 
context-specific, the variation in the strength and significance of these relationships 
across countries should not be surprising. However, this does not negate the need 
for better indicators of women’s agency.

 This paper explores the added value of a direct measure of domain-specific 
autonomy in the context of Bangladesh. The rich literature on empowerment in 
Bangladesh enables us to more easily identify duplication and the added value of 
analyses more directly than in contexts which have not been subject to the same 
extent of qualitative and quantitative studies.

 The measure under scrutiny in this paper is a domain-specific measure of motivational 
autonomy proposed by Ryan and Deci (2000), emanating from what is known as 
“self-determination theory”: the Relative Autonomy Index (RAI). This measure of 
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autonomy is particularly suitable to the analysis of human development and poverty 
(Alkire, 2005; 2008). First, its definition is very similar to the one proposed by Sen’s 
capability approach. Second, the self-determination theory approach is conceptually 
one of the most advanced psychological approaches to motivational autonomy and 
self-determination, and has been operationalized and validated across different nations 
(Chirkov, 2009; Chirkov, Ryan, and Sheldon, 2011). Third, it is flexible: the domains 
can be chosen to suit the particular analysis or poverty context. Fourth, the RAI does 
not replicate any existing measure of poverty, and as such, may facilitate analyses on 
the interaction between poverty and agency. Fifth, the measure empirically seeks to 
reflect individuals’ own values, rather than fixing an external definition of autonomy 
or relying on purely subjective responses. Sixth, the measure appears to be cross-
culturally comparable (and the assumption can be retested in the current study as 
well as future studies). Furthermore, the measure seems to frame autonomy in a 
way that is valued in individualistic and collectivist cultures alike – which is critically 
important as most indicators of agency are correlated with individualism (Chirkov 
and others, 2003). This is important in the case of Bangladesh, where concepts of 
agency and autonomy, which tend to be interpreted in terms of individual autonomy, 
need to be considered in light of Bangladeshi women deriving personal identity and 
satisfaction from relationships in which they are embedded.1

 Our analyses uncover new insights on the linkages between men’s and women’s 
autonomy and other development outcomes, such as income, education and occupation, 
as well as personal characteristics, such as age and household composition. The 
analyses also document the extent to which the autonomy indicator supplies new 
information that is not present in measures of household decision-making. While 
empowerment must be approached using multiple indicators and with a deep 
contextual understanding, it is possible that the RAI could prove to be a particularly 
useful tool for policy-relevant analyses. 

  As far as we know, the only other application of the RAI to measure women’s 
autonomy based on data from a large-scale household survey in the context of a 
developing country was conducted by Vaz, Pratley and Alkire (2016). They found 
evidence that neither education nor income are reasonable proxies for women’s 
motivational autonomy in Chad.

1  Kathryn Yount, personal communication, 5 May 2014. This is consistent with findings from qualitative 
studies undertaken to supplement the pilot surveys of the Women’s Empowerment in Agriculture Index. 
In Bangladesh, individuals cite a communal, rather than a singular, understanding of empowerment 
focused on the family unit rather than the individual woman or man—which includes the ability to 
work jointly and well together. Therefore, doing work and income-generating activities successfully 
empowers not just an individual but an entire family (Becker, 2012).
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  This paper proceeds as follows: section II presents the conceptual framework; 
section III introduces the data; section IV presents and discusses the conceptual 
validity and reliability of analyses; section V discusses the extent to which the Relative 
Autonomy Index adds information to the standard socioeconomic and demographic 
variables and decision-making indicators; section VI sets out conclusions. 

II. CONCEPTUAL FRAMEWORK

 The self-determination theory, developed by psychologists Richard Ryan, Ed 
Deci and others (Chirkov, Ryan, and Sheldon, 2011; Ryan and Deci, 2000; Deci 
and Ryan, 2012), distinguishes types of motivation by the degree to which they 
are self-determined rather than controlled. Human behaviour is driven by intrinsic 
and extrinsic motivations. Intrinsic motivation is associated with the enjoyment of 
the activity itself (for example, “I exercise because I really enjoy it”); while extrinsic 
motivation is the adoption of a behaviour in an instrumental way, in order to obtain 
an outcome aside from the behaviour itself (for example, “exercising to lose weight 
and/or improve health”). The self-determination theory differentiates among four 
types of extrinsic motivation, depending on the degree to which the individual self-
endorses the behaviour: external, introjected, identified and integrated. External 
motivation occurs when there is effective coercion, by other people, or by force 
of circumstance (for example, “I must exercise otherwise my partner will be very 
upset with me”). Introjected motivation is when the individual acts to please others 
or to avoid blame (for example, “I exercise so that my friends don’t think badly of 
me”). Identified motivation occurs when a person’s behaviour reflects the valuing 
of self-selected goals and activities (for example, “I exercise because I think it is 
important for my health”). Integrated motivation occurs when a person’s actions 
reflect her own system of values, goals and identities, fully considered (for example, 
“I exercise because I see myself as a person who regularly exercises”). These types 
of extrinsic motivation reflect a self-determination continuum. External and introjected 
motivations are associated with relatively controlled behaviour, “in which one’s actions 
are experienced as controlled by forces that are phenomenally alien to the self, or 
that compel one to behave in specific ways regardless of one’s values or interests” 
(Chirkov and others, 2003). Identified and integrated motivations are associated with 
relatively autonomous behaviour, which is experienced willingly and is fully endorsed 
by the individual. Figure A.1, which summarizes the conceptual definitions of the 
self-determination continuum, is available in the online appendix.2 

2  The online appendix can be found at https://ophi.org.uk/wp-content/uploads/Vaz_et_al_2019_
Online_Appendix.pdf.
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 Within this framework, the Relative Autonomy Index (RAI) measures the extent 
to which an individual’s motivation for her behaviour in a specific domain is fairly 
autonomous as opposed to somewhat controlled. Thus, the RAI can be taken as 
a direct measure of the individual’s ability to act on what she values. The RAI is 
computed with reference to a specific area of decision-making, and hence allows 
us to examine the variation of the individual’s degree of autonomy across different 
aspects of her life.

  The distinction between all types of motivations is not relevant in every context 
(Ryan and Connell, 1989; Levesque and others, 2007). In our analysis we combined 
the different forms of autonomous motivation (identified, integrated and intrinsic) 
into one single subscale. Thus, we use three subscales: external, introjected and 
autonomous motivation. The specific questions that we use to measure each subscale 
are based on the self-determination theory self-regulation questionnaires, and were 
revised through several field exercises (Alkire, 2005; Alkire and others, 2013). The 
questions ask individuals to rate each of three possible motivations for their actions 
in a specific domain, ranging from “never true” (lowest score, 1) to “always true” 
(highest score, 4). The wording of the survey questions is presented in table 1. 

  The RAI is the weighted sum of the person’s scores in the three subscales. 
The subscales’ weights are a function of their position in the self-determination 
continuum: -2 for external motivation, -1 for introjected motivation and +3 for 
autonomous motivation. The RAI, thus, varies between -9 and +9. The structure of 
the RAI is summarized in table 1. Positive scores are interpreted as indicating that 
the individual’s motivation in that specific domain tends to be relatively autonomous, 
while negative scores indicate a relatively controlled motivation. 

Table 1. Structure of the Relative Autonomy Index

Type of 
motivation

Survey question: Your actions 
with respect to [domain] are

Range / Scale Weight

External Motivated by a desire to avoid 
punishment or gain reward?

1 - 4 Never true - Always true -2

Introjected Motivated by a desire to avoid 
blame or so that other people 
speak well of you? 

1 - 4 Never true - Always true -1

Autonomous Motivated by and reflect your 
own values and/or interests?

1 - 4 Never true - Always true 3
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III. DATA

 We relied on data from the Bangladesh Integrated Household Survey (BIHS), 
conducted from December 2011 to March 2012. The BIHS sample is nationally 
representative of rural Bangladesh and representative of rural areas of each of the 
seven administrative divisions within the country (Sraboni, Quisumbing, and Ahmed, 
2013; Sraboni and others, 2013). 

 The BIHS questionnaires include a module specifically designed to collect data for 
computing the pilot Women’s Empowerment in Agriculture Index (Alkire and others, 
2013). This module includes autonomy questions providing the data to construct the 
Relative Autonomy Index. This module covers 13 decision-making domains (table 2).

 The total sample size is 5,500 households, with information regarding both the 
self-identified primary male and female decision-makers in 4,566 of these households.3 
However, as in each domain of decision-making, autonomy information was only 
provided by those respondents who actually make decisions in that domain, the 
relevant sample in each domain is smaller and varies across domains (table 2).

Table 2. Size of the sample with information to compute                                 
the Relative Autonomy Index 

Domain Men Women

a Agricultural production 2 886 2 637

b What inputs to buy for agricultural production 2 852 2 599

c What types of crops to grow for agricultural production 2 853 2 620

d Who would take crops to the market and when 2 664 2 489

e Livestock raising 2 813 3 232

f Non-farm business activity 2 224 1 607

g Your own wage or salary employment 2 641 1 974

h Minor household expenditures 4 506 5 168

i What to do if you have a serious health problem 3 989 4 801

j How to protect yourself from violence 1 663 1 525

k Whether and how to express religious faith 3 850 3 839

l What kind of tasks you will do on a particular day 4 268 5 063

m Whether or not to use family planning to space or limit births 3 401 4 097

3  For 932 households we have information only for a female respondent (310 are single female headed 
households, 559 are married female headed households and 63 were male headed households), 
and for 5 households we have only information for the male respondent.



Measuring autonomy: evidence from Bangladesh

27

IV. CONCEPTUAL VALIDITY AND RELIABILITY

  This section focuses on assessing how well the Relative Autonomy Index measures 
the autonomy of individuals. 

Conceptual validity

 Our first step will be to examine whether the data collected is consistent with the 
main hypotheses of our measurement model: 

 (1) There are three dimensions in our autonomy data. Each of these dimensions 
reflects one of the latent constructs that we are attempting to measure: 
external, introjected and autonomous motivations.

 (2) There is an ordered correlation among the motivation subscales. As the 
subscales correspond to a continuum of autonomy, we expect that adjacent 
subscales correlate more strongly than those further apart on the continuum 
(Ryan and Connell, 1989).4

Dimensional structure

 In this section we will examine the structure of the full set of motivation questions. 
We will investigate the feasibility of a three-dimensional structure, in which each 
dimension captures one of the latent characteristics that we are attempting to 
measure: external, introjected and autonomous motivations. 

  The main limitation of this approach in the current context is that it disregards 
the domain-specific nature of our autonomy measure. In other words, it assumes 
that questions about the same type of motivation, but referring to different areas of 
decision-making, load on a common factor. We believe that this assumption may be 
verified in the context of closely-related areas of decision-making.

  Following Guio, Gordon and Marlier (2012), we analysed the structure of the 
data using three statistical methods: a factor analysis, a multiple correspondence 
analysis and a cluster analysis. The three methods led to similar conclusions, and 
here we discuss the confirmatory factor analysis. The results of the exploratory factor 
analysis, multiple correspondence analysis and cluster analysis can be found in the 
online appendix. 

4  While the terminology might be interpreted to imply that identified motivation is negatively correlated 
with external and introjected motivations, the external and identified motivations are not necessarily 
negatively correlated, but are likely to have very low correlations since they are on the opposite 
extremes of the scale (Richard Ryan, personal communication, 29 June 2013). 
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 We performed a confirmatory factor analysis (CFA) to investigate how well our 
measurement model fits the data. We considered a model with three latent constructs, 
each measured with four indicators, one for each area of decision-making related 
to agriculture – agriculture production, inputs to buy, crops to grow and who takes 
the crops to the market and when.5 The CFA model is displayed in figure 1. 

  The factor loadings6 of all items are very high, consistently above 0.75, and 
statistically significant at a 1 per cent level. The items with the lowest factor loadings 
are the ones aimed at capturing introjected motivation. The measure Standardized 
Root Mean Square Residual (SRMR), 0.015, suggests a good fit, as it is far below 
the threshold of 0.1, and the coefficient of determination suggests a perfect fit.7 

We therefore conclude that CFA confirms our measurement model fits the data.  

 In order to examine the parameters’ invariance across gender, we estimated 
the same model separately for men and women. The CFA models for the sample 
of women and men are displayed in the online appendix. The factor loadings in the 
models of men and women are very similar, although the ones for women tend to 
be slightly higher; and in the case of the items loading into the external motivation 
factor, the 95 per cent confidence intervals of men and women’s estimates do not 
overlap. This implies that at least these parameters are statistically different for men 
and women at a significance level of 5 per cent. The biggest difference between 
the two models is in terms of the covariance between latent factors. In the sample 
of men, the factors external and introjected are strongly correlated, and they are 
both weakly correlated with the autonomous factor. In the sample of women, the 
highest correlation occurs between external and autonomous factors.8 If the external 

5  We did not perform the confirmatory factor analysis with reference to all 13 domains, because only 
636 individuals participated in decisions on all 13 domains. We focused on the agriculture-related 
domains because these were the ones that were more correlated.

6  Under our fully standardized and simple structure model, these factor loadings can be interpreted 
as correlation coefficients between each item and the corresponding latent factor (Abell, Springer,  
and Kamata, 2009).

7  Ignoring the survey design, we obtain a model with loadings, intercepts and variances almost identical 
to the ones displayed in figure 2. For this model Stata produces a larger range of acceptable fit 
indices and statistics. The chi-square statistic is significant, although this does not support a good fit; 
it is almost unavoidable given the size of the sample. The Root Mean Square Error of Approximation 
(RMSEA) and the lower and upper bounds of its 90 per cent confidence interval meet the standards 
for an acceptable fit. The Comparative Fit Index (CFI) and the Tucker-Lewis Index (TLI) are above 
the threshold for an excellent fit.

8  Considering only the sampling weights (and ignoring the strata and the primary sampling units), 
we estimated the same model allowing all parameters except the measurement intercepts to vary 
across gender. Then, using Stata’s command “estat ginvariant” (which is not available for estimations 
considering complex survey designs), we performed “score tests (Lagrange multiplier tests) and 
Wald tests of whether parameters constrained to be equal across groups should be relaxed and 
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constraints for both genders reflect economic constraints, cultural hypotheses could 
be explored. To give a very basic example, male introjection could refer to social 
norms of being able to care for the family, and females’ self-valuing of autonomous 
activities may be shaped by the extent to which these activities serve the family’s 
needs. Obviously, this requires further exploration. 

  We also found no evidence that the items of our measurement model might be 
capturing different abilities across people of different ages, education levels or 
between employed and unemployed people. 

  This analysis suggests that there is a three-factor structure in the data, and that 
each question loads into the relevant factor. It also suggests that the measurement 
model might vary across gender. Finally, the correlations between the latent factors 
do not follow the ordered pattern hypothesized by the theory, especially in the 
sample of women. This feature requires further study. It may be that future research 
should explore discriminating between economic or “necessity-based” external 
motivations (gain economic reward, survive a serious health problem, prevent 
conception) and social external motivations (avoid punishment and coercion). The 
self-determination theory focuses more on social external motivations. Introjection 
clearly refers to milder social restrictions than punishment. However, if the external 
motivations relate to economic constraints and not to a higher intensity of external 
social restrictions, then the anticipated continuum may not hold. That possibility – 
which may have influenced women’s responses in particular – is worth exploring, 
and for that reason we are not too troubled by the correlation patterns, as they 
clearly distinguish between the three factors.

whether parameters allowed to vary across groups could be constrained” (StataCorp, 2013). Looking 
at the joint tests for each parameter class, the null hypotheses that the measurement coefficients 
(chi-square of 45.862 and 9 degrees of freedom), the covariance of measurement errors (chi-square 
75.212 with 12 degrees of freedom) and the covariance of exogenous variables (chi-square of 
235.969  with 6 degrees of freedom)  could be constrained across gender are rejected, and the null 
hypothesis that the measurement intercepts should be invariant across gender (chi-square 54.410 
with 9 degrees of freedom) is also rejected. Looking at the single indicator tests, we find that the 
number of rejections is highest among parameters related with the variables that load into the external 
factor, which may suggest that men and women face different external constraints to their actions.
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Figure 1. Confirmatory factor analysis model – all sample
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Correlations within areas of decision-making

 The subscales are expected to correspond to a continuum of autonomy. If they 
do, we expect contiguous subscales to correlate more strongly than subscales in 
opposite extremes. Thus, we expect the lowest correlation to occur between external 
and autonomous motivations. To investigate this assumption, we compute Spearman 
and Pearson correlation matrices for each domain, considering the samples of men 
and women separately.9 The matrices are presented in table A.2 in the online appendix.

 We observe very distinct patterns of correlation for men and women. In the sample 
of men, we find that external and introjected motivations are strongly correlated in 
all domains, with the average correlations of 0.4 or 0.5; and both of these controlled 
forms of motivation correlate weakly with autonomous motivation (the absolute value 
of the correlation coefficients is below 0.08 in most domains). 

  In the sample of women, we find that external motivation is significantly correlated 
with both introjected and autonomous motivations, but the values are lower. In five 
domains related with economic activities – “agriculture production”, “what inputs 
to buy”, “what crops to grow”, “non-farming business activity” and “own wage and 
salaried employment” – external motivation is more correlated with autonomous than 
with introjected motivation. The correlations between external motivation and autonomy 
range from 0.16 to 0.25, except in the case of non-farm business, in which correlations 
rise to 0.33. The correlation between autonomy and introjection is only greater than 
0.11 for the definition of daily tasks, where it is 0.138. A potential explanation for 
this pattern of correlation is that women in Bangladesh tend to internalize societal 
norms and “make them their own”; Bangladeshi women also derive personal value 
from their collective identity as members of a family (Becker, 2012). Another option 
is that women’s motivations in these domains are heavily controlled, even if they are 
also autonomous. For example, all productive activities may be primarily undertaken 
for (financial) reward, so external motivations will contribute to all of them. In such a 
case, the degree of women’s autonomy will be distinguished more by the strength 
of autonomous motivations than by low external motivations, because undoubtedly 
external motivations (in particular the need to work in order to obtain benefit) seem 
high. Qualitative study is required to probe this issue further. The divergence of the 
correlation patterns does raise questions about whether the weighted aggregation 
structure of the Relative Autonomy Index can be interpreted in the same way for men 
and women.

9  Spearman correlation coefficients do not take into account the survey design. The Pearson correlation 
coefficients displayed were computed pairwise and they do take into account the survey design. 
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4.2 Reliability

 We test the internal consistency of motivation subscales using Cronbach’s 
Alpha. This familiar coefficient reflects the extent to which a set of items measures 
a latent construct. Generally, in social sciences an Alpha above 0.7 is understood as 
“satisfactory”, above 0.8 is seen as “good”, and above 0.9 is considered “excellent”.

 We compute Cronbach’s Alpha for each autonomy subscale, considering different 
areas of decision-making, which is similar to the approach adopted in the analysis 
of dimensional structure.10 We start by computing Alpha considering all areas of 
decision-making (13 items). As the number of items can artificially inflate Alpha (Cortina, 
1993), we also calculate Alpha considering only the areas of decision-making related 
to agriculture (4 items), and considering only the domains not related to economic 
activities (6 items).  

 Table 3 shows that Cronbach’s Alpha for external and identified motivation 
subscales are “excellent” in every case, ranging from 0.93 to 0.99. The introjected 
motivation has slightly lower Alphas, but they are “good” or “excellent” (always above 
0.87) thus confirming the consistency of motivation scales.

Table 3. Cronbach’s Alpha for different autonomy subscales, considering 
different sets of domains and different samples

External 
motivation

Introjected 
motivation

Autonomous 
motivation

Number of 
observations

All items

   Sample of men 0.9552 0.9493 0.9866 365

   Sample of women 0.9927 0.9066 0.9733 271

Items related with agriculture

   Sample of men 0.9278 0.8811 0.9693 2 608

   Sample of women 0.9723 0.9019 0.9609 2 302

Items not related with economics activities

   Sample of men 0.9267 0.9011 0.9606 1 272

   Sample of women 0.9623 0.8723 0.9519 1 104

 

10  Cronbach’s Alpha is suitable to test the reliability of multiple-item scales. In our model, each 
autonomy subscale related to a specific area of decision-making is measured with only one question. 
Therefore, it is not possible to assess internal consistency of autonomy subscales within areas of 
decision-making.
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 We also performed an additional analysis of reliability using non-parametric item 
response theory, the Mokken Scale Procedure (Hemker, Sijtsma and Molenaar, 1995, 
p. 337). The results are presented in the online appendix, and broadly validate the 
reliability of the Relative Autonomy Index.

V. EXTERNAL VALIDITY

 Our main hypothesis is that the autonomy indicators yield new and valuable 
information that is not contained in standard socioeconomic and demographic variables. 
If this is the case, its measurement and analysis could provide additional information. 
If not, a proxy variable may suffice for the same analysis. In this section we try to 
identify the determinants of autonomy and examine to what extent this concept is 
captured by other common proxies for empowerment, particularly decision-making.

 The average RAIs for the different domains across different population subgroups 
are presented in the online appendix.

Correlations

 In this section we examine the correlation between the relative autonomy indicators 
and a set of common proxies of empowerment. We start by looking at the correlations 
with indicators of general functioning: (i) an individual’s education level, and (ii) the 
per capita expenditure quintile to which the household belongs. Then, we look at 
the relationship with general indicators of empowerment and agency. As general 
indicators of empowerment we use the ten-step ladder questions about a respondent’s 
satisfaction with her power to make important decisions that change the course of 
her life, possibilities of going to other places outside her village, and her contact with 
friends or relatives. As general indicators of agency we used the indicator “ability 
to change things in the community” 11 and “influence in the community”, based on 
a nine-step ladder question.12 Finally, we look at correlations with the indicator of 
whether the individual feels she can make her own personal decisions in that specific 
domain,13 and the indicator of the individual’s satisfaction with her decisions in that 
domain.

11  The wording of the respective question is “Do you feel that a [man/woman] like yourself can generally 
change things in the community where you live if s/he wants to?”. And the answer scale is: 1 “No, 
not at all”; 2 “Yes, but with a great deal of difficulty”; 3 “Yes, but with a little difficulty”; 4 “Yes, fairly 
easily”; 5 “Yes, very easily”.

12  The wording of the question is “please imagine a nine-step ladder, where on the bottom, the first 
step, stand people who have NO influence on the community, and step nine, the highest step, 
stand those who have influence in the community. On which step are you?”

13  We consider the definition used in the context of the Women’s Empowerment in Agriculture Index: 
the indicator assumes a value of one if the individual makes the decisions, or feels she could make 
them to a medium extent if she wanted (Alkire and others, 2013).
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 We examine the Pearson correlation coefficients, which allow us to account for 
the survey design (table 4). We report the Spearman and Kendall tau rank correlation 
coefficients in the online appendix. Contrary to what is commonly assumed, we find 
that autonomy is not highly correlated with education – although the coefficient is 
significant in some domains, it never goes beyond 0.08. Autonomy is also not strongly 
correlated with expenditure quintile. Although the correlation coefficient is almost 
always statistically significant, the magnitude is relatively small. The correlation between 
autonomy and income is consistently higher among men (average of 0.16 across 
domains) than among women (average of 0.07). 

 The three indicators of empowerment are correlated with autonomy in practically 
all domains. Again, the magnitude of this correlation is, on average, higher in the 
sample of men than in the sample of women – and again, the correlation levels are 
modest. This time, correlation levels for men between autonomy and empowerment 
reach 0.24 for decision-making; 0.28 for mobility; and 0.35 for contact friends and 
relatives. Women’s correlations are lower and more uniform across the empowerment 
indicators, and never above 0.20. The correlations with the indicators of agency are 
generally relatively weak and not significant in all domains. 

 We find that the RAI and satisfaction with decisions made are slightly more strongly 
correlated: the average correlation coefficient across domains is 0.38 for men and 0.32 
for women. This means that, on average, individuals with higher autonomy are more 
satisfied with their decisions; however, the level of correlation is still relatively low. 

 On the other hand, the question of whether the respondent either makes a decision in 
the domain or feels she could make a decision if she wished – which is an improvement 
on the standard decision-making questions that are often used to proxy empowerment 
– has low correlations for both men and women across all domains. In all but two cases 
correlations are 0.1 or under. 

  In summary, the two indicators that are slightly more correlated with individuals’ 
relative autonomy, consistently across gender, are the domain-specific indicator of 
satisfaction with decisions made and the general indicator of satisfaction with “power to 
make important decisions that change one’s course of life”, but even these correlation 
values are relatively low. 

Regression analysis

 The correlation analysis provides only a rudimentary view of the relationship between 
different indicators, as it ignores both interactions between variables and non-linear 
relations. We use regression analysis to examine more formally the relationship between 
autonomy and other individual and household characteristics, and to investigate the 
extent to which other indicators could be used as proxies for individual relative autonomy 
in Bangladesh.
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5.2.1 Empirical specification

 We start by estimating the following equation:

 RAIi = β0+β1Xi+β2Fi+β3Hi+εi (1)

 where RAIij is individual i’s Relative Autonomy Index in domain j, Xi is a vector 
of individual and household demographic characteristics (e.g. age, marital status, 
and number of household members), Fi is a vector of indicators of an individual’s 
general functionings (e.g. years of schooling), Hi is a vector of indicators of housing 
quality and assets (e.g. improved sanitation, access to drinking water, ownership of 
assets), and εi is the error term. A list of the covariates and the respective descriptive 
statistics are included in the online appendix.

 In a second round of regressions we include an additional set of explanatory 
variables, Zi (potential proxies for the RAI), to see how these are associated with 
autonomy, after we control for the individual and household’s characteristics.

  RAIij = β0+β1Xi+β2Fi+β3Hi+β4Zi+εi (2)

 The summary statistics of all the variables used are presented in table A.3 in  the 
online appendix.

 The equations are estimated using a linear model,14 separately for men and 
women,15 and taking account of the complex survey design. Division dummies are 
included in all regressions to control for location specific effects.16

Results

 Estimates of equation (1) for the Relative Autonomy Index (RAI) in domains of 
“agriculture production”, “livestock raising”, “non-farm business” and “protection 
from violence” are presented in table 5. We selected these domains because they 
cover a broad spectrum of activities (including the main occupation of men and 
women in the sample) and allow us to illustrate our main conclusions.

14  The Relative Autonomy Index is a Likert Scale. So, it can be analysed as an interval scale (Allen 
and Seaman, 2007; Brown, 2011; Carifio and Perla, 2007). 

15  Otherwise, as there is a male and female from each household, the errors are likely to be correlated.
16  We also estimated the equations using an ordered probit model, as a robustness check. The 

conclusions did not change. These estimates are included in the online appendix. 
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 Three general features become apparent when we look at these tables. First, 
men’s and women’s relative autonomy seems to be determined by different factors. 
Second, geographical location, which may proxy different cultural norms in each of 
Bangladesh’s divisions, affects the autonomy of both men and women. Third, the 
factors that determine relative autonomy vary across domains of decision-making. 

 Differences across gender. Men’s autonomy is positively associated with 
income. The coefficient of the quintile of per capita expenditure is significant in all 
regressions of men’s RAI. On the other hand, this coefficient is not significant in any 
of the regressions of women’s RAI, except in “protection from violence”, where the 
coefficient is negative. However, the negative sign on protection from violence may 
highlight the possibility that domestic violence (which is the likely form of violence 
to which women are more exposed in Bangladesh) does not decrease with income.

  Women’s relative autonomy, on the other hand, is associated with their occupation 
and sector of work. The results suggest that women engaged in activities related 
to agriculture tend to have lower levels of autonomy than women engaged in other 
activities. This relationship is significant at the 1 per cent level in all domains, except 
“non-farming business activity”. The occupation of most women in rural Bangladesh 
is either livestock/poultry raising (50 per cent of the sample) – here classified as 
related to agriculture – or housewife (42 per cent). Housewives thus appear to 
have higher autonomy than other women, possibly because they may have greater 
decision-making power within the domestic sphere, compared to agriculture where 
men typically make most of the decisions. 

 Less important, but intriguing, we find that sanitation tends to be negatively 
associated with men’s autonomy, but positively associated with women’s RAI.  It is 
possible that having better sanitation facilities on one’s homestead reduces women’s 
vulnerability in terms of having to use facilities outside, but this effect does not hold 
for men.17 Another possible explanation is that improved sanitation might reduce the 
number of illness episodes in the household and be associated with easier access 
to water, thereby reducing women’s unpaid care and domestic work.

 Geographical location. The high significance of the location dummies suggests 
that, after controlling for income distribution, basic housing conditions and individuals’ 
characteristics, there are (unobservable) local factors that have a strong effect on 
individuals’ autonomy. However, as location dummies capture differences in social 
norms and economic conditions that may have offsetting effects, these coefficients 
need to be interpreted carefully.

17 Indeed, in some parts of South Asia, a husband’s assurance that the home to which a bride is 
moving has its own toilet has become a condition for marriage.
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 Determinants of autonomy in specific domains. The pattern of determinants 
of women’s autonomy in the domain of “protection from violence” is particularly 
interesting. Women’s education is not significantly associated with autonomy in any 
other domain. This is an important result, given the high rates of intimate partner 
violence in Bangladesh: increasing women’s education thus continues to be an 
important policy priority for women’s overall empowerment and welfare.18 Being 
the household head is also associated with women’s autonomy only in this domain, 
possibly because being a female head of household often results from widowhood 
or divorce, and implies the absence of a husband and in-laws who might perpetuate 
domestic violence. 

  It is noteworthy that ownership of specific assets affects women’s autonomy in 
different domains. For instance, assets related to access to information and support 
to mobility seem to have a positive impact on women’s autonomy in the domain of 
“non-farming business activity”. Assets to support livelihoods also have a positive 
impact on women’s autonomy in protection from violence, which is consistent 
with findings from India that asset ownership protects against domestic violence 
(Panda and Agarwal, 2005). In contrast to income, assets, particularly those related 
to information, mobility and livelihood, thus appear to have a positive impact on 
women’s autonomy. These results are potentially relevant to programmes that seek 
to increase women’s control of assets.

  The set of variables that are significantly correlated with the Relative Autonomy 
Index varies across domains. This evidence supports the hypothesis that autonomy 
is domain-specific and, therefore, it should be measured separately in different 
domains.

  The analysis above has shown that neither age, education nor income are suitable 
proxies for relative autonomy of men and women. Now we investigate if the indicators 
on decision-making are valid candidates.

18  Unfortunately, we do not have information on the “forms” that violence takes. For instance, withdrawal 
of financial support and physical abuse are very distinct forms of violence and most likely have 
different implications for autonomy. 
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 Tables 6.1 (sample of men) and 6.2 (sample of women) present the estimates of 
equation (2) for the RAI in the same domains considered above, except “livestock 
raising”. For each domain-specific RAI we present three sets of results, where we 
examine sensitivity of adding the following explanatory variables:

  (i) The domain-specific indicator “feel can make decision”; 

  (ii) The domain-specific indicators “feel can make decisions” and “satisfaction 
with decisions made”; and

  (iii) The domain-specific indicator “feel can make decisions” and the general 
indicator “power to make important decisions”. 

 The indicator “feel can make a decision” is only significantly associated with the 
RAI in some domains. So, as suggested by the correlation analysis, this indicator is 
not a good candidate to proxy autonomy.

  On the other hand, the indicators “satisfaction with decisions made” and “power 
to make important decisions” are significantly associated with higher levels of 
autonomy of men and women in all domains. Nevertheless, they still do not account 
for a large portion of the variation, which is indicated by the low magnitude of the 
R-squared and the fact that in most cases their inclusion as explanatory variables 
does not affect the significance of the other determinants of autonomy (except for 
the variable “feel can make the decisions”). Under these circumstances, it remains 
unclear whether these indicators can be used as proxies for autonomy, or whether 
they are simply indicators that are also correlated with autonomy. 
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VI. CONCLUSION

 This paper provides a detailed examination of the Relative Autonomy Index (RAI), 
using data representative of Bangladeshi rural areas. We report mixed, but largely 
positive, results in terms of the conceptual validity of the RAI. We find evidence of 
three dimensions in the data, each corresponding to one of the motivation subscales, 
exactly as predicted by the measurement model. The surprise is that we do not always 
find an ordered correlation among the three motivation subscales as expected by the 
self-determination continuum. Instead, we find gender patterns of correlations. In the 
sample of men, we find that external and introjected motivations are strongly correlated, 
whereas both are weakly correlated with autonomous motivations, as predicted by the 
RAI measurement model. In the sample of women, we find that external motivation 
is positively and strongly correlated with introjected and autonomous motivations, 
yet the correlations between introjected and autonomous motivations tend to be 
weak. We speculate that the strong correlation between external and autonomous 
motivation arises because Bangladeshi women internalize societal norms and “make 
them their own”; but more qualitative work is needed to study this issue. 

  Our exploratory analysis of the determinants of men’s and women’s autonomy in 
Bangladesh shows that neither age, education nor income are suitable proxies for 
autonomy. We also find no robust evidence that other indicators on decision-making 
adequately proxy autonomy. 

  The search for rigorous, transparent and domain-specific measures of empowerment 
that can be used for gender analysis remains ongoing. Many indicators have failed to 
fulfil the criteria required for rigorous quantitative analyses of women’s empowerment. 
This paper demonstrates that the RAI as implemented in Bangladesh is a reliable 
indicator of autonomy, and adds value and information to variables such as education, 
expenditure, age, mobility or decision-making. It distinguishes male from female 
autonomy, and differentiates autonomy levels across different domains. As such, the 
RAI very much remains a strong candidate for empirical studies of empowerment. To 
further advance this field, it is necessary to explore qualitatively what appear to be 
cultural influences on women’s external motivation in Bangladesh, implement the RAI 
in additional geographic and cultural settings and explore its validity and reliability 
in those settings. 
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